
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


		Thank You

	Chapter 1. Kat’s World

	Chapter 2. Seven Years Later Storm Clouds Gather

	Chapter 3. Joe’s Dilemma

	Chapter 4. Homeless and Without Direction

	Chapter 5. Questions

	Chapter 6. Some Answers

	Chapter 7. The Moving Box

	Chapter 8. Joe Arrives Home

	Chapter 9. Joe is Healed

	Chapter 10. The Vigilante Guardian

	Chapter 11. Kat’s Confusion

	Chapter 12. Joe the Protector

	Chapter 13. Kat’s Letters

	Chapter 14. Joe Speaks the Truth

	Chapter 15. Joe’s Challenge.

	Chapter 16. Rules of Engagement

	Chapter 17. Plans

	Chapter 18. Training Begins

	Chapter 19. Preparing for the Challenge

	Chapter 20. Kat’s Gym Experience

	Chapter 21. A Beautiful Memory

	Chapter 22. The Challenge

	Chapter 23. Be my Eyes

	Chapter 24. A Typically Human Reaction

	Chapter 25. After the Challenge

	Chapter 26. A Wicked Sense of Adventure

	Chapter 27. Kat’s Trust Fund

	Chapter 28. The Devil You Know

	Chapter 29. Kat Meets a Cambion

	Chapter 30. Lock the Door and Leave

	Chapter 31. Death by Ecstasy Wouldn’t be Bad

	Chapter 32. Back from the Brink

	Chapter 33. One Week Later

	Chapter 34. Kat’s New Life

	From the Author

	Bonus Short Story



SAVAGE REDEMPTION

A Dark Urban Guardians Fantasy

ANNI ANTONI





Savage Redemption Copyright © 2017 by Anni Antoni. All Rights Reserved.
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author. The only exception is by a reviewer, who may quote short excerpts in a review. 
Cover designed by Deranged Doctor Design
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
Anni Antoni
Visit my website at www.anniantoni.com/blog 




Table of Contents

Thank You
Chapter 1. Kat’s World
Chapter 2. Seven Years Later Storm Clouds Gather
Chapter 3. Joe’s Dilemma
Chapter 4. Homeless and Without Direction
Chapter 5. Questions
Chapter 6. Some Answers
Chapter 7. The Moving Box
Chapter 8. Joe Arrives Home
Chapter 9. Joe is Healed
Chapter 10. The Vigilante Guardian
Chapter 11. Kat’s Confusion
Chapter 12. Joe the Protector
Chapter 13. Kat’s Letters
Chapter 14. Joe Speaks the Truth
Chapter 15. Joe’s Challenge.
Chapter 16. Rules of Engagement
Chapter 17. Plans
Chapter 18. Training Begins
Chapter 19. Preparing for the Challenge
Chapter 20. Kat’s Gym Experience
Chapter 21. A Beautiful Memory
Chapter 22. The Challenge
Chapter 23. Be my Eyes
Chapter 24. A Typically Human Reaction
Chapter 25. After the Challenge
Chapter 26. A Wicked Sense of Adventure
Chapter 27. Kat’s Trust Fund
Chapter 28. The Devil You Know
Chapter 29. Kat Meets a Cambion
Chapter 30. Lock the Door and Leave
Chapter 31. Death by Ecstasy Wouldn’t be Bad
Chapter 32. Back from the Brink
Chapter 33. One Week Later
Chapter 34. Kat’s New Life
From the Author
Bonus Short Story




SAVAGE REDEMPTION

The second chance he bled for comes with the last thing he ever wanted.
After centuries of atonement for a Guardian assignment gone horribly wrong, Joe Falcon has his powers back, and a second chance. Except those powers tell him there’s something different about his charge, a feisty, black-haired beauty with an innocent smile, womanly curves, and a wicked right hook.
Kat Spur loved her grandmother’s stories about the Guardians—when she was eight. Now, weary from years on the run, she’s convinced those stories were just fairy tales. Until someone murders Gran, and a towering stranger in black leather sacrifices his muscular body to save Kat’s life. Twice.
Amid a hail of bullets, Joe sweeps Kat away to safety among his Guardian brothers, where three unexpected discoveries tilt their world on its axis. A secret Kat never knew she carries in her DNA. A mating bond that flares to life from embers Joe thought long dead.
And the agonizing realization that whoever’s targeting Kat is hiding in plain sight. A traitor lurking at the heart of the Guardians themselves. Which means there is no sanctuary. Not on earth. Not in heaven. Not even in hell…
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Chapter 1. 

Kat’s World

My heart sank as I walked out of the classroom. Gran was waiting for me, smiling brightly as though nothing was wrong. She held my once-favorite toy, Mr. Bunnikins, a long-legged, knitted rabbit in bright green wool. At fifteen, I’d long outgrown such toys, but Gran hadn’t noticed.
Tears threatened to fall, but I blinked them back, not wanting anyone to see me cry. I’d be sad to leave this school, but I knew what to expect by now.
I slipped my hand into Gran’s and raised my eyebrows, silently questioning. Her façade crumpled as she answered with a barely perceptible nod and handed Mr. Bunnikins to me. Her uncombed hair tumbled over her forehead, and her eyes darted from side to side.
“Everything we need is in the car. Come Kat, it’s time to leave,” she whispered.
No time to say goodbye to anyone, not that I’d made any friends. No grabbing favorite artwork or books. As usual, we had to quietly disappear, without a trace.
In the car, Gran handed me a sandwich and a milk drink in a thermos. I sighed. It would be a long drive to our new home, wherever it was. Slowly I munched my sandwich, even though I wasn’t hungry, knowing from experience we wouldn’t stop for an eternity.
The steady rumble of the car on the long straight road lulled me into a half-asleep reverie, as I hugged Mr. Bunnikins for warmth and comfort, and my thoughts drifted back to happier times, when mom and dad were still alive. For some reason, my mind settled on a time just after my eighth birthday. Everything was perfect then.
◆◆◆
 
“Gran, please tell me a story.” I grabbed her hand as she tucked me into bed, reluctant to let her leave. Smiling, she sat down on my bed, slipping Mr. Bunnikins between the sheets, next to me. I loved it when Gran spent time with me, especially when mom and dad had to travel so much. Together we had great fun.
“How old are you now, Kat? she asked, holding up the fingers of her hands as if to count, pretending to be puzzled.
“Eight,” I giggled. “You arranged my birthday party last week. Remember?”
“Of course, I did. How silly of me to forget.” She winked, and I knew she was only playing games. There was nothing wrong with her memory.
“I think eight years old is the perfect time to learn the truth about the Urban Guardians,” she said, as the soft, summer, twilight sky faded into darkness outside.
Gran got up, closed the curtains and switched on my bedside lamp while I settled back on my crisp, lacy pillows, barely able to breathe from excitement. Anticipation burned in my chest. I’d wanted to know about the Urban Guardians forever!
“Mom and dad talk about the Urban Guardians sometimes, but they never tell me anything. They always say I won't understand or I’m too young to know, and they stop talking about them while I’m around."
Gran smiled and gave me a quick hug. I was her only grandchild, and she spent more time with me than my parents did.
“Not anymore. It’s time for you to learn about them now. Let's begin,” she said, settling down again on the edge of my bed.
Taking a deep breath, I waited for the expected story to begin. Gran always told good stories, and this one would be extra exciting, I just knew it.
Gran folded her hands in her lap and began. “Many, many years ago, before humans lived on Earth, the Creator existed with his Angels. Different Angels had different jobs to do. The Arch Angels, who were like the Creator’s police, made sure His wishes were carried out to the letter. A big, powerful, humorless bunch with little imagination, they did exactly what they were created to do.”
I gazed up at Gran in wonder, taking everything in, and she patted my hair indulgently.
“Only plants and animals existed on Earth at that time, and Angels cared for each species. These Angels too, did exactly what they were created to do, although sometimes disputes occurred, for example, when large, savage creatures ate too many of the smaller ones, or herds of animals roaming in search of food destroyed rare flowers or trees.
“Did the Angels fight?” I asked, my hands fluttering around my cheeks in dismay.
“Oh yes, they fought, all right. Fierce, bitter feuds broke out, each Angel passionate about protecting the type of plant or animal they cared for.
“The Arch Angels couldn’t handle these disputes with any skill or imagination, so the Creator made the Demorai Angels to oversee the Earth Angels. Their specific job was to solve disputes.
“The Creator loved to see the imaginative way they settled arguments and overcame problems. The Demorai entertained Him endlessly.”
I smiled and let out a sigh of relief, glad to know the Angels had stopped fighting.
Gran continued the story. “Their solution to the near extinction of the skunk, for example, was masterful. The skunk was a plump, tasty prize for wolves and coyotes, before the Demorai came up with a solution. However, when they gave the animal a terrible smell, it was seldom bothered by predators and it thrived. The Creator laughed over that solution for weeks.”
I clapped my hands and wriggled in delight. “What happened to the Demorai Angels, Gran? I've never heard of them.”.
“All in good time; we’re coming to that soon.” Gran smiled, looking pleased to have me so involved in the story.
“Soon the Demorai Angels had everything running well on Earth. Using wit and imagination, they solved all the major problems, and the Angels in charge of each species hardly ever had disputes. Things settled down nicely.”
“These nature Angels, over time, became nature spirits -- nyads, dryads and other forms of fey creatures. They exist happily in their own world today, between the Divine plane and the Earth plane and they can travel between all planes at will.”
Gran shook her head. “Ah, but the Demorai… They were far too clever, and having little to do, they became bored, turned on each other, argued and fought. They took up extreme sports and had endless contests with each other.”
I could see it as Gran described the action.
“Although they seemed to thrive on chaos and excitement, the Creator, if anything, still seemed amused by them, and turned a blind eye to their activities. Meanwhile Earth was running so well, the Creator made humans, giving mankind enough intelligence to rule over all the creatures on Earth.”
Gran shook her head again, and I held my breath, wondering what she would say next.
“That's when things got really tricky.” She paused, and I looked up at her, unspoken questions chasing each other in my head.
“The Demorai, excited by this new development, assumed they would have charge of mankind. They expected nothing less. But they were wrong! Instead, mankind was given free will and put on Earth without the direct supervision of any Angels. The Demorai seethed with anger.”
Gran looked at me, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “What do you think happened next Kat?” I think she wanted to make sure I was listening, but I was following every word.
I giggled and squirmed with delight. “The Demorai messed up. Didn't they? I bet they messed up real bad.” I waited eagerly for Gran to answer.
“Oh yes! You guessed right!” She waved her arms about to emphasize the drama. I giggled and raised my eyebrows, waiting for her to tell me what they did.
“The Demorai simply couldn't leave mankind alone.”
“Tell me what happened Gran.” Impatience overcame me. Grabbing her arm, I shook it.
“Well,” she continued, they soon discovered mankind’s intelligence, so they delighted in whispering suggestions and ideas. They thought it was great fun to influence them.
“The Demorai had been at a loss for centuries, amusing themselves by being reckless and competitive, creating chaos and trying to outdo each other with dangerous, outrageous stunts. Now they added humans into the mix. By shape-shifting, enchanting and beguiling humans they could make them do almost anything.
“The Creator had turned a blind eye to their extreme behavior, possibly giving them credit for past helpful services with the animal and plant kingdoms. However, when they used mankind as pawns in their games with each other, He had to take notice.”
I frowned, unable to believe what she was saying, and my hands involuntarily clapped over my mouth as Gran paused in her story.
Gran ruffled my hair before continuing, smiling at me. “Before long, the Demorai had involved mankind in outright wars. Humans were enslaving each other and conquering foreign territories. Earth had become a permanent battlefield where the strong and ruthless took what they wanted from the weak. Chaos reigned, and the Demorai loved it.”
Grandma paused and dropped her voice to a whisper. I leaned forward, listening to every word.
“The Creator was angry,” she continued. “He had wanted better for mankind. At last, He commanded the Demorai to stop manipulating humans, reminding them humans were not their playthings.” Gran took a deep breath and paused.
I wrapped my arms around my knees, impatient for her next words.
“Gran, what happened next?” I whispered, unable to wait for her to continue.
“The Demorai, a headstrong bunch, refused outright to obey the Creator’s command. This caused a terrible scandal on the Divine plane. No other Angel group had ever openly defied the Creator. The Demorai acted as though control over humans was their right.”
I sat staring at Gran, feeling cold inside. “Did the Creator get rid of them?” I whispered, horrified.
“No child,” laughed Gran. “Although the Creator has that power, destroying a whole race of beings he created was something he wasn't willing to do. Instead He separated them from humans, by ordering them from Earth to the Underworld.”
“But Gran, this story is supposed to be about the Urban Guardians. How do they come into it?” I asked, puzzled by the way this story was unfolding.
“I'm just getting to that Kat, patience now,” she chuckled, then scratched her head as if trying to remember where she was in the story.
“Ah, yes. When the Demorai were ordered from Earth, they dug their heels in and refused a direct command again. They believed their place was on Earth where they could do as they pleased with mankind. They saw no good reason to give up their power over humans.
“The Creator knew he couldn't just send his regular Angels or the Archangels to enforce his commands. The Demorai were way too clever and would outsmart them. So, he created the Guardians to deal with them.
“Their job was to make the Demorai leave the Earth plane and go to the Underworld. The Guardians were intelligent, creative and imaginative. They were also fearless warriors. It took a long time, but eventually they succeeded. After many battles and countless negotiations, the Demorai were defeated and forced to go to the Underworld.
“Today they are called Demons. Although they still have the power to tempt, enchant and trick humans, confined to the Underworld, they seldom have contact with them. They can't survive in the human world anymore.”
“Did everything settle down after that? We don't have Demons on Earth now, do we?” I shook her arm again, demanding to know the truth.
“Yes, everything settled down.” she replied, hesitating a little. “With one important difference…” She paused before continuing and my mouth fell open in wonder as she moved closer and looked into my face.
“The Creator was so pleased with the results the Guardians had achieved he asked them what they would like as a reward. The Guardian leaders debated it among themselves for years. Once they had decided on a few options, they opened the matter up for discussion among everyone and put it to a vote. Every Guardian had their say. The final decision was unanimous.
“You see, over centuries the Guardians had battled Demorai Angels and protected humans from them. As a result, they had become attached to mankind. They were fascinated by humans, hated to see them harmed or in danger and loved life on Earth.”
“What? What did they ask for?” Impatience gripped me again, as Gran paused her story.
“You can't guess?” she teased.
“The Guardians wanted to look after humans? On Earth?” I asked, my breath catching in my throat.
Grandma nodded and smiled. “Yes Kat, their leaders asked for permission to live among humans, and to watch over them, just as the nature Angels had done with animals and plants, centuries before.
“Yes, yes, yes!” I clapped my hands and laughed. “I knew Angels were real.”
Gran laughed at my reaction. “Oh, but wait,” she said. “There is still more to the tale. Although the Creator had promised to give them what they wanted, he was reluctant to grant their request. He had hoped they would remain as his special warriors. He also wanted to be fair to all his other Angels. So, He contemplated his decision with enormous care.
“Finally, reluctantly, He called the Guardian leaders to him and gave them his decision. Their wish to live among humans was granted, but, to be fair to the other Angels, who still obeyed him without question, He imposed strict conditions.
“The first was they must forgo contact with Him and other Angels on the Divine plane. Guardians were, in effect, banished to earth.
“The second condition, was that the Guardians must keep their identity secret from humans and live separately, so they wouldn't influence them as the Demorai had done.
“The final condition was that they had to act as protectors and helpers to humans with as much secrecy as possible. That was their work on Earth.
“There was a surprise addition, however. The Creator granted them an unheard-of favor, no doubt because he was so pleased with what they had achieved. He gave them free will -- the only Angels granted that privilege.
“The Guardians accepted the Creator's decision and terms and took up residence on Earth, in small secret communities. Groups of them live happily, in most large cities, to this day and are now known as the Urban Guardians.
“The Demons of the Underworld hate them for taking everything they wanted, and the other Angels look upon them with curiosity, and more than a little envy.” Gran smiled at me as I sat there looking up at her, delighted by the tale.
“That's the story my grandmother told me when I turned eight,” she said. “And that's the story you will tell your own grandchildren when they turn eight. It's a story told within our family for generations, because, unlike most humans, we have special knowledge of the Urban Guardians.”
My eyes felt heavy, and I was fighting sleep. Gran tucked me in and kissed my cheek. “That knowledge is a story to share when you’re older,” she said.
Too tired to ask questions, I snuggled happily under my blankets, thoughts and visions of Urban Guardians swimming through my head.
Life was simple then, and I felt safe with Gran. Everything was ordered and secure when I was eight. By the time I was fifteen, when Gran took me from school yet again, things were vastly different.
◆◆◆
 
Gradually I became aware the car had slowed down. Opening my eyes, I looked out the window into blackness. The headlights illuminated the road ahead, and all I could see was a dirt track. The car lurched as the track became bumpier. I had a bad feeling. Where were we?
“Nearly there now,” Gran said, brightly, as I sat up.
“Where is ‘there’?” I asked, my heart sinking further. The end of the Earth somewhere, by the looks of it. No sign of any civilization whatsoever, the only vegetation, an endless, desolate scrub.
We drove further down the dirt track in silence.
“Ah, here we are,” Gran said eventually. “I knew it was around here somewhere.” And we pulled up in front of a tiny wooden structure.
“This is your new home, Kat,” said Gran beaming as though we’d pulled up in front of a mansion.
“But Gran, are you sure? It's not a home; it’s no more than a shed.”
“Well, no one will find us here, dear,” she said. “That's why I picked it out. The real estate man was so helpful. It's remote and unbelievably cheap. Look on the bright side. And don’t forget, the trust fund won’t last forever. We have to economize.”
“How will we survive out here Gran?” I asked, a weary sigh escaping my lips.
“Oh, don't you worry your pretty head about that dear,” said Gran. “There's a river somewhere nearby. We can fish. We’ll be able to live off fish and maybe we can trap rabbits too. Growing vegetables out here will be easy, and such fun. The soil is fertile, I’m told.”
My heart hit rock bottom. Gran was getting worse -- obsessed by our imaginary danger and believing we were being stalked, she tried to keep us hidden. When she felt it was time to move, she’d become increasingly distraught until we moved on.
Somehow, I'd have to persuade her to go elsewhere though. We couldn't survive in this remote wilderness. I sighed again.
“It's all right Gran,” I said patting her hand. “Let's sleep in the car tonight. In the morning, we’ll hunt around and see what daylight shows.”
“That sounds like a good suggestion,” said Gran nodding. “You always were a clever one Kat.”
I'd need to be clever, I thought, knowing I had to take charge now. Poor Gran, ever since my parents died, she hadn't been the same, but now… she was just not coping.
At 15, barely educated, no training except for martial arts and useless mind tricks, I had no idea how I would care for us both. One thing was certain, I’d make a better job of it than Gran.




Chapter 2. 

Seven Years Later Storm Clouds Gather

I opened my eyes and jumped out of bed. A glance at the window revealed the sky lightening up. Good enough. I could get my morning run in before daybreak at this rate. That way I wouldn’t be interrupted by anyone and I’d be back in time to get Gran’s breakfast before she woke up.
What could I wear? I switched on the light and rummaged around for something clean. Blast! My running gear needed a wash -- too smelly to wear again.
My hand settled on my pink tutu, my clean pink tutu, which I found it when cleaning out my closet the day before. On a whim, I put it on. I hadn’t worn it in years, but it still fit and brought back pleasant memories of dance classes. Good enough to go running in, and nobody would be around this early to see me, especially if I took the back streets and went down by the river as usual.
The morning was chilly, so I reached for my black cotton jacket, where I’d left it, flung over the back of the bedside chair. That would do. I could take it off and knot it around my waist if I got too hot running.
No sneakers -- they had long since fallen to pieces. Yet again, I reminded myself to get new ones. Oh well, black combat boots were good enough for everything else. They’d do to run in again.
Glancing in the full-length mirror, I raked fingers through my short, black curls, and smiled at my reflection. Not bad! The pink tutu combined with the black jacket was a nice touch. A little unorthodox perhaps, but so what.
Peering closer at my face, I saw no sign of the pimples that had plagued me as a teenager. At twenty-two, I still felt a stab of anxiety around my skin, hardly daring to believe my years of pimples were gone.
I crept through the house, out the front door, locking it securely, locking Gran in so she wouldn’t wander, and was off on my morning run. Already I had a favorite route and I loved the freedom of running alone through the early light of dawn.
The clear, crisp air promised a beautiful day, the sky glowing softly with the approaching dawn. Great, I took a deep, blissful breath. Energy surged through me, and I picked up speed as I neared the river.
Along my usual route, the peaceful river wound through the sleepy little country town, our latest home, the tranquil surroundings calming my soul. Taking a deep breath, I gathered speed.
Four familiar, scruffy men lined up ahead just as I broke into a faster jog – Bart’s boys. I pulled up sharp. Bart must have learned about my early-morning runs.
It was only a small town, and I recognized everybody already after being here a few weeks. Bart had been pressuring me to join his group, but I had refused.
He was a petty criminal on the local scene. Stand-over techniques and drug running were his specialties, but I had no time for that nonsense. The moron fancied me, but the feelings were definitely one way.
“Bart asked you to come with us,” one of the group spoke up.
“No thanks, I've got other plans. I'm busy.” I started to walk away.
“Bart said if you don't come willingly, we have to bring you.” The man frowned, attempting a menacing look.
I laughed. The four guys were all weak cowards. Although they looked strong, like most bullies, if anyone stood up to them, they caved in like a bunch of scared rabbits.
“Do your worst -- clowns,” I said, still laughing.
Bart’s boys fanned out and tried to surround me.
A new threat appeared. At the edge of my awareness, I sensed movement. Turning my body slightly, I saw a man wheeling a motorbike down the embankment.
Nothing familiar about him -- a stranger. Was he friend, or foe? As a precaution, out of habit, I warded my thoughts. He put the bike down on the grass and stopped, watching from a distance, giving me a chance to focus on Bart’s scumbags.
I pointed to the nearest and yelled at him. “Hey, fart breath, you're covered in spiders. They’re crawling all over you. Snakes are coming for you now, you'd better run.”
Simple suggestion, a trick dad taught me when I was only four, but effective, especially against simpletons. The reaction would come soon. Keeping a straight face with some difficulty, I waited.
Sure enough, the man wildly brushed at his clothes, screaming in panic, even though nothing was there.
“Run,” I yelled. “They're coming for you.” He ran away shrieking, still beating and brushing at his clothes.
The remaining men drew closer. One laughed. “That’s only a trick, you can't fool me.” He inched forward, warily.
Time for the rough stuff. I ran at him. “Taste my boots then, dung bucket.” Grateful for heavy boots, I kicked him hard between the legs, and he collapsed, wheezing and struggling to breathe.
“Who's next?” I beckoned the remaining two men. The one on the left made a sudden, clumsy move, as if to distract me, while the one the right charged. I turned to face him as he lurched forward.
“Okay weasel face, want to taste my boots too?” Using moves dad taught me, I kicked him forcibly in the knees, first one then the other. Clutching at them and swearing, he went down, rolling on the grass.
The stranger had moved. Where was he? Panic seized me for an instant. Oh, there, behind the last man standing. He appeared to be talking to him. What was he up to?
I busied myself with the man whose knees I’d incapacitated, boxing his ears. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the last of Bart’s men backing away from the stranger looking scared out of his wits. The stranger appeared to be helping me. How about that?
I pummeled the man on the ground, and he cried out in pain. “Had enough, slime-bag?” I stood over him while he curled into a whimpering ball on the ground and held up a hand. In defeat
The stranger had moved again. I turned and pointed at him. “Stay away!”
“Hey, I'm one of the good guys,” he said raising his hands and chuckling.
“I don't care. Don't you dare come any closer.” I didn't trust him; he looked big and powerful. Not like the pushovers Bart sent for me.
“Don't worry, I won't,” he said, still chuckling. “You’re as intimidating as a room full of demons.”
That’s when I took a good, long look at him. For the first time, I noticed how tall and attractive he was, clad in black leather, his long coat open, showing a powerful, bare chest, long brown hair spilling over his shoulders. I wouldn't fancy my chances in a fight with him. Taking a deep breath, I drew myself up to my full height, hands on hips, my mouth taking over before I could stop it.
“And you're about as appealing as a hatful of turds.” The words tumbled out of their own accord.
The stranger grinned, his eyes twinkling. He meant no harm, I could tell now.
“Well then,” he said, “You're all right, I take it?”
Two of Bart’s men had run away, the others rolled helplessly on the ground in pain. I breathed out some of my tension. The stranger seemed harmless enough, so I relaxed.
“Yes, I'm fine. Thanks for your help, but I can handle things from here.” I brushed hair out of my eyes as my aggression melted away.
“Good to hear. I like the way you handled these creeps. Anything else I can help you with?” he asked.
He was polite and seemed like a genuinely nice guy. What a surprise!
I shook my head. Then my glance fell on his motorbike. “Wait, is that your bike,” I asked on impulse, pointing to where he’d left it on the grass.
The stranger nodded.
“I'd like a lift if you're able to.” What had gotten into me? This was not my usual behavior and Gran would not approve. I’d never been so forward with a stranger, but I was curious about him.
“I need gas first,” he replied. “Can you tell me where to find the nearest gas station?”
“Not far, I'll show you if you can give me a lift afterwards.” I was almost begging him. What was going on?
“I'd be happy to,” he said, inclining his head in a slight bow.
“Thanks,” I smiled, relieved I would spend more time with him. “The name’s Kat, Kat Spur.”
He grinned. “They call me Joe,” he said.




Chapter 3. 

Joe’s Dilemma

Kat wore a short, pink flouncy skirt and black combat boots the day we met, and it epitomized the sort of woman she was, sweet, feminine but deadly when provoked.
As she overcame her would-be kidnappers, I was at a loss, totally confused. I picked up nothing from her mind. It was a complete blank. Somehow, I recognized with a blinding certainty, she wouldn’t welcome me charging to the rescue. She would take pride in fighting her own battles.
The Guardian bond tugged relentlessly at my heart as I watched her easily overcome her attackers. She’d be a challenge, but a challenge more rewarding than returning to the Demon world. This was what I had been created for, and happiness flooded my being as I moved closer, unable to suppress the grin on my face.
When we introduced ourselves, another surprise struck me. My nostrils flared, and the unmistakable scent of Guardian – mixed with human, but strong, struck me.
A hybrid, part Guardian, part human, I thought, wondering if she knew what she was. Then again, I reasoned, someone taught her to ward her mind, to fight and create illusions. How could she not know?
Again, I tried to read her mind. There was no way in; it was locked tighter than an imp’s hand. Whatever ward she had used was powerful. Someone had taught her well.
Once her attackers were subdued, she offered to show me the way to the gas station in return for a favor.
Leaving the riverside park, we walked together, either side of my bike, and I marveled at her fluid movements and graceful walk. She moved like an ancient Warrior Queen.
Although happy she had asked for a ride on the bike, now she was with me, uncertainty gnawed at me. It was so long since I’d been a Guardian to anyone, apart from Esau, I was as unsure as any rookie Guardian, of how to proceed.
Taking a deep breath, I decided just to go with the flow, as modern humans say. If this girl was in danger, she'd need me, and the bond that developed between Guardian and human, or in our case, Guardian and hybrid, would draw me to her. But would it, if she kept her mind warded? Anxious thoughts tumbled over each other in my head as we walked.
As the sun rose over the horizon, we reached the gas station. I filled the bike up with gas and went inside to pay, taking the ignition key. I didn't quite trust this girl, and I didn’t want her stealing my bike.
I paid for the gas and walked outside. As I walked towards her, a familiar scratching played with my mind. She was trying to get inside my head and read my thoughts. Now I had a chance to communicate with her mind to mind, I’d teach her a lesson.
Why not try asking me what you want to know? I communicated with her using mindspeak. Her eyes widened in surprise and her head snapped around to face me.
Why don't you? she flung back with her own version of mindspeak. The words reverberated in my head.
She had me. I'd been trying to read her mind ever since I saw her. She had only tried once to read mine.
A sheepish grin spread over my face as I reached her. “Sorry. I can read most people's minds. In fact, I have trouble shutting them out, but you were unreadable, and it bothered me.”
She gave me an uncertain grin and her eyes darted around in suspicion. “Likewise, I do understand,” she said, after a moment’s hesitation.
“Why don’t we call a truce? We can keep our minds warded -- it’s too soon to trust each other. How about we get acquainted over coffee?”
Kat frowned. “I'd like that, but I must check on my grandmother; she can't be alone for long. I snuck out for a run while she was asleep and now I need to get back to see she’s okay.
Uncertainty clutched me again and I rubbed the back of my head. How would I get to know her? How would I gain her trust?
“I gather home is where you want to go then?” I said.
“Yes, please.” Her frown deepened, giving her a worried look.
I sat astride my bike. “Sorry, I don’t have any helmets.” I said. “Jump on behind me, and give me directions by mindspeak. It will be the quickest way.”
A giggle escaped her, and I realized she was little more than a teenager – so young. “Are you going to leave your mind unwarded for me to play around in?”
“Only until we get to your grandmother’s place.” I teased.
Kat jumped on the bike behind me, and I got a sudden thrill feeling the weight of her body against me and her arms around my waist. Mentally I shook myself. Just because she was female, young and beautiful didn't mean I had the right to feel anything for her. I was her Guardian and I must remember that.
I revved the bike and opened my mind to her, making sure no stray thoughts I didn’t want her to access would intrude.
Hang on tight. I communicated to her, and in return her directions flooded my mind, clear and precise, complete with images. She was either a natural in mindspeak or she had been well-trained.
In no time, we were there, and we pulled up outside a tiny wooden cabin on the outskirts of the town.
Kat jumped off the back of my bike. I dismounted, took her hand and bent over it, placing a kiss on the back -- an old-fashioned gesture I picked up in France in the 1700s while I was there, a habit I hadn't seen fit to reject.
My nostrils flared as I picked up the faint scent of demon. Shocked, I lingered over her hand to make sure.
Her surprise at my actions briefly registered in my brain, until, like a sprung door slamming shut, she warded her thoughts once more. I stood by my bike, stunned, as she snatched her hand back and marched up the path to her front door.
Kat reached the half open door and looked back at me over her shoulder, a look of concern across her face, as she pushed it open and went inside.
Trouble was brewing, I could taste it. Sure enough, after a moment, a scream pierced the quiet morning air.
I rushed in to see her kneeling on the floor, holding the hand of an old woman sitting upright in an armchair. The woman’s head lay back and her mouth gaped while she gazed at the ceiling with lifeless eyes.
“Gran’s dead.” Kat looked up, despair written all over her face.
Gran was dead, but something else was wrong. My protective Guardian instincts were screaming. Kat turned away from me and reached for her Grandmother’s other hand.
Then I saw it in Gran’s lap! A small gift-wrapped box, tied with a red ribbon, complete with name-tag bearing KAT, written in large letters. Kat was about to knock it from her Grandmother’s lap, if her hand kept moving in that direction.
Danger shrieked, alerting all my senses. I had to protect Kat. I threw myself over her, still not knowing what to expect. Light erupted in the small room. An explosion boomed in my ears and pain ripped into my back as I grabbed her firmly around the waist and flashed her, struggling and screaming, away to safety.




Chapter 4.

 Homeless and Without Direction

I was only just coming to grips with the fact my grandmother was dead, when Joe jumped on top of me, crushing me to the floor. At the same time, a blinding light filled the world and a thunderous roar deafened me, leaving my ears ringing. I screamed, not knowing what was happening.
No sooner had I screamed, than a tearing wind ripped the breath out of my body, which rushed through space with nothing but Joe holding onto it. I gave up struggling and screaming, preferring to be held by Joe than let go into a maelstrom of nothingness. Disorientation was mild compared to what I was going through.
The next thing I knew I was kneeling on damp grass by the riverside where I had met Bart’s boys this morning.
Greedily I sucked air into my lungs while I knelt on the grass, my heart thumping in my chest as though it wanted to leap out. A high-pitched whining noise filled my ears, blocking all other sound.
I glanced over to my right and saw Joe on his knees next to me, his head thrown back, eyes closed.
“What… what did you do? What happened…” I shouted, shaking my head, trying to clear it. My ears still rang, and I felt sick.
Joe didn't answer, but continued to kneel there, breathing funny.
“You brought me here, didn't you?” I yelled, anger welling up inside. “I should be with Gran.”
“Yes, I brought you here.” Joe nodded, his eyes still closed. “Would you rather be dead?” Although it sounded far away, like a whisper, I heard every word.
The fire of my anger evaporated.
“What do you mean?” I shouted, unable to come to grips with all that had happened. Nothing made sense.
“That explosion,” Joe said, still breathing deeply. “It was meant to kill you.”
“Oh,” I said. So many questions rocked through my brain I didn't know where to start.
Gran was dead. Reality blocked everything else clamoring for attention in my head.
“I have to get back. Gran’s dead.” I shouted at him over the ringing in my ears.
“Yes, I realize that.” Joe said between deep gulping breaths. “And we will go. Soon. When it’s safe. Someone wants you dead. Any idea who?”
Shocked into silence, I shook my head. Gran always insisted we were in danger and somebody was stalking us. That's why we kept moving, why I’d had to ward my thoughts constantly. I'd stopped believing her, thinking she was nuts and had to be humored. Had she been right all along?
I stood up. Joe was still kneeling, breathing funny. That's when I noticed his leather jacket hanging in shreds, falling off his shoulders.
The realization dawned on me with crystal clear clarity, although delayed. We’d been in an explosion and Joe had thrown himself over me.
“Are you hurt?”
“Only a bit.” He grimaced.
I rushed around behind him and nearly screamed, but I clapped my hands over my mouth, and turned my head aside, unable to look at the nightmare his back had become. It looked like ground beef and I was sure I saw bones among the red mess. Not wanting him to panic, I walked casually around in front of him.
“Yes, you are injured.,” I said in a calm voice. “I think you need a hospital.”
“Huh! No hospital. I’ll heal.”
“Don't be stupid,” I yelled at him. “Your back looks like a giant raw hamburger.”
He opened his eyes and looked at me with an odd half smile on his face. “I realize that,” he said. “I might need some help.”
“That would be wise,” I said, relief flooding through me.
“Not from a hospital,” he said, his words spat out between deep breaths. “I don't want to frighten you… but I'm going to get my friend Esau… to help me heal. He'll turn up out of the blue… He’s like me.”
“I won't be scared,” I said, frowning and wondering if the pain of his injury was making him delirious.
Joe closed his eyes again, concentrating on something. When he opened them, he said, “He’ll be here soon.”
I blinked. What was he talking about? But when a man materialized next to Joe, I had to blink again – several times. The man, built like Joe, was dressed in jeans, without shoes, and shirtless.
“Joe,” he said, running his fingers through his fair, messy hair. “You’re hurt? I came as soon as I got your message, and I brought the spare leather coat you wanted.” He dropped the coat down on the grass.
I looked from one to the other. What was going on? No one had a cell phone. What message was he talking about? Surely he didn’t mean mind contact.
“I need help to heal my back,” he said. “By the way, this is Kat.”
“Hello,” said Esau, giving me a cursory glance but soon turning back to Joe. “Are you her…?”
“Yes,” said Joe, interrupting him. “I have to explain all that yet. Just fix my back for now.”
The man called Esau walked behind Joe and did a double take. “Saints preserve us. What did you do? Try to stop a train?”
“An explosion,” said Joe, still breathing heavily.
“That would do it,” said Esau, grinning, pulling what looked like pieces of metal out of Joe’s back and tossing them aside.
Joe took a deep breath, his face relaxed, and the ghost of a smile played around his lips, as Esau put his hands on his shoulders.
Turning aside, I flopped down on the grass, overwhelmed. No wonder. I was in shock. I’d learned some first aid and recognized the symptoms. Stunned by everything that had happened in the last few moments, half-formed thoughts kept whirling around in my head, but I kept returning to Gran. Dead, it was like someone had punched a hole in me. What would I do now?
If someone was trying to kill me, I needed to leave town, and disappear. Poor Gran, she kept me safe all these years, and I humored her, believing she was deluded.
Hot tears sprang to my eyes as I remembered the countless times we grabbed a few things and disappeared into the night. Oh, how I had resented it at the time!
Gran, all alone after my parents died, was so brave, so dedicated, and always cheerful. What she must have endured all these years, keeping us safe… No wonder she went a bit loopy.
A possibility sprang to mind, chilling me to the bone. Had she been murdered? If so… Thoughts of revenge burned within me.
And what of Joe? A man of mystery, he wasn’t telling me everything. My head hurt to go there. I'd ask questions later. I needed to sit still for a few moments.
I put my head on my knees and wrapped my arms around them. At least my hearing was returning to normal.
“Your back is healing well, but I’ll give it a few more minutes,” Esau said to Joe.
“Thank you, that would be appreciated.”
“Joe, are you coming home soon?” Esau asked, sounding anxious. “It won’t be the same without you there.”
“I think I’ll be back, but I've got a few unexpected developments to attend to first,” he said. “
Unexpected developments? You can say that again, I thought, curling into a ball of confused misery.




Chapter 5. 

Questions

Still sitting on the grass, I lifted my head and focused on a pair of black leather clad legs. My eyes flowed up, roaming over a black leather coat, open at the front, showing a well-defined set of abs.
Joe was standing in front of me, looking normal again, wearing a new leather coat. Had his back ever been injured? I blinked a few times. Esau had disappeared too. Maybe this was only a dream.
“Well, young lady, I need answers.” Joe said, his voice stern.
That did it! Snapping back to reality, I jumped to my feet. How dare he order me around. “Listen here, butt-head, I want answers too. You appeared on my turf, when I was just going about my business, so I have a right to ask the first question.”
“Hmmm.” Joe said, rubbing his chin. Did I see a faint shadow of a smile? Was he laughing at me?
“Who are you really and why can you and your friend appear and disappear from one place to the next?” I asked, hands on hips.
Joe countered with a question of his own. “Do you know of the Urban Guardians? You must know something, or you wouldn't be able to ward your thoughts the way you do.”
“Ha!” A bitter laugh burst from my lips. “The Urban Guardians!” Spitting the words out, I continued. “That myth is something Gran has been filling my head with since I was a child, always telling stories about them, but I never met one in my life.”
“Poor Gran,” I whispered. A tear slid down my cheek. “Her head was full of that garbage, even though she must have been right about somebody wanting to kill us, but I’ve no idea why.” I ended with a shrug, confusion taking over and words failing me.
“She wasn’t filling your head with nonsense. Urban Guardians are real. You’re looking at one.”
My mouth fell open in shock. Oh yes, I was right, he was laughing at me, making fun of me and I had just lost my Gran. Anger added fuel to my grief.
“Lying toad,” I screamed. Lashing out, I punched him in the stomach one, two, blows hard enough to bring a man to his knees. I hadn’t learned martial arts for nothing.
My mouth fell open even further. Joe just stood there, unaffected by my blows. I searched his mind and noted it was unwarded. Oh yes, there was amusement there, but he was being completely truthful – nothing hidden. Was he really a Guardian? No way, but then, why else would my blows not affect him?
I unwarded my mind to show my confusion. “Sorry,” I whispered.
“It’s true Kat. Believe it.”
My legs felt like rubber and folded under me. Plop. I sat down hard on the grass. Joe sat beside me.
“Sorry, I know it’s a shock, but I didn’t know how else to tell you.” Joe rubbed the back of his head with his hand. “Promise not to hit me if I tell you more?”
I nodded. The words just wouldn’t come.
“I’m your Guardian.”
My hands flew to my hair. I tried to speak but words wouldn’t come. Wild thoughts collided in my head. I didn’t need a Guardian. I could look after myself. This was a mistake – a huge mistake.
“It’s no mistake, I am your Guardian, better get used to it. I felt the bond forming when I first saw you this morning.” Joe chuckled.
He’d read my muddled thoughts, and reading his, I knew for certain he was speaking the truth again. Gran hadn’t been making up nonsense. Guardians were real, just as I had longed to believe when I was a child.
And now I had my own Guardian. It was unreal! I wasn’t alone in the world. My emotions bubbled over, and I squealed. Without thinking I jumped into Joe’s lap, threw my arms around his neck and hugged tight.
It felt so good! He was strong and solid and felt so dependable. Then I remembered I had doubted Gran and thought she was deluded. Now she was dead, and I’d never be able to make it up to her. Great wracking sobs ripped out of me as I clung to Joe.
◆◆◆
 
I was completely unprepared for Kat’s emotional reactions. First, she jumped into my lap and hugged me. Her soft, womanly curves pressed against my chest, but her squeals of joy were more like an innocent child’s.
Confused, my body wanted to respond as nature intended. Immediately I warded my thoughts. They were not proper for a Guardian and I would not allow Kat to know I had them.
In a state of panic, I kept my arms stiffly by my sides, not wanting to do anything unseemly.
Suddenly her emotions changed. Her body shook with grief as she sobbed for her Grandmother. Grief was something I knew, so I simply held her, saying nothing. It was enough.
As her sobs subsided, my heart swelled and seemed to push against its hard, outer casing. I had kept my heart guarded for so long, it felt at home in a cage. But now it ached to burst free.
This young woman was warm, loving and innocent with the fierce heart of a warrior, and I would do whatever it took to keep her safe. But her emotions tugged at something within me that had been buried for so long I was afraid to look at it, much less let it out.




Chapter 6. 

Some Answers

Eventually Kat stopped sobbing. Still sniffing, she pushed back from where her head rested on my shoulder, and slid off my lap so she was sitting on the grass again.
“Sorry,” she said, hanging her head, cheeks burning red. “I don’t know what got into me. I’m acting like a child. Gran was always telling me to act my age.”
My heart went out to her, she seemed so lost and confused. “Don’t apologize. Things are happening fast, you’re bound to be emotional, and grief for your Gran will keep coming up when you least expect it. That’s natural. Express your grief when it surfaces, don’t hold it in. The more you let it out, the sooner it will be manageable.”
Kat nodded, averting her gaze and warding her thoughts, so I had no idea what she was thinking. With a shock, I realized my thoughts were warded too, so I decided to tackle things head on.
“If it’s any consolation, I’ve never been Guardian to a young lady before, and it will take me some time to get used to it. Please excuse me if I keep warding my thoughts. I don’t mean to be secretive, it’s instinctive.”
Kat looked up at me, giving me a wry grin. “Thanks,” she whispered. “I want to trust you. I need to trust someone. It’s been a hell of a day, and it’s only just breakfast time.”
I laughed. “Yes, it’s been pretty eventful, hasn’t it?”
For a second, I wondered if I should say what else I’d noticed. Was it too soon?
“Spit it out,” she said, raising an eyebrow. Kat was already too good at picking up my stray thoughts, and, like two wary animals we were still getting the measure of each other.
“We Guardians have heightened senses. When I first met you, I realized you were part Guardian. You have the unmistakable scent of Guardian.”
Her eyes widened as she listened. “Are you sure it wasn’t just BO you were smelling?”
I grinned at her and shook my head, liking her sense of humor. “Not a chance. Someone in your family was a Guardian, and you are a direct descendant. Any ideas who that might have been?”
Kat collapsed back on the grass. “Whoa! Are you for real? Gran always hinted at it though. She said our family had special knowledge of Guardians.”
I gave her a nod. “That’s why you’re stronger and faster than humans, and why you can tackle four grown men in a fight. And win.”
A sad look crossed her face. “Gran told me I was strong and insisted I take martial arts classes whenever possible. Could I ever do that flying/disappearing trick you do?”
“In time, with training, perhaps. It all depends how much Guardian there is in you.”
Kat sat up, hugged her knees, and sighed. “I like the sound of that,” she said, then frowned. “There’s something you’re not telling me. I can tell. Come on. Out with it.”
I pulled a wry face. “You’re right, of course. I didn’t know how, or when, to tell you what else I discovered – it’s hard enough coming to terms with being part Guardian.” I hesitated, trying to choose the right words. “Earlier this morning… before you entered your home, before the explosion, I caught the faint smell of demon. I believe you have a little demon in your make-up as well as Guardian.”
Worried how she’d react, I studied her face as the news sunk in.
Kat frowned, then she shook her head. “Gran never mentioned that. Are you sure?”
“Positive,” I said, “but it’s nothing to get too worked up about.” I tried to make light of the situation. “Anyway, what’s next? Breakfast? Home? We can’t sit on this riverbank all day.”
Tears filled her eyes. “I have no idea. My brain stopped working with everything that’s happened. I suppose I should go home, attend to Gran, and see what damage has been done.” As if thinking aloud, her voice dropped. “If someone is trying to kill me, I should move. That means digging up the moving box.”
Kat drew her knees up, wrapped her arms around them, and rested her head on her arms. “Or maybe I should stay, and face that murdering animal that killed Gran. That’s if he comes back.” She turned her head to face me. “Gran was murdered, wasn’t she?”
“Probably,” I said. “There’s a lot we don’t know yet. You mentioned a moving box. What’s that?”
“It’s a small tin box Gran put all our important things in, documents, addresses phone numbers. I never took the time to look. Whenever we moved, it came with us, and it was my job to hide it. Usually I buried it outside, just to humor Gran. She’d get more and more agitated until the job was complete.”
“Perhaps there’s information in there to indicate who’d want to kill you. But can you face the police yet? They’ll be all over your house by now.”
Deep pain filled Kat’s eyes. “No, I don’t want to face police. But I suppose I’ll have to, some time. I probably know most of them anyway, it’s only a small town.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll be there to smooth over any difficulties. Ready to fly again?” I smiled at her. “We call it flashing.”
Kat grimaced. “Yes please! Come on. Let’s get this over with!”




Chapter 7.

 The Moving Box

I
flashed Kat to the end of her street and offered her my arm, then we walked casually to what was left of her home. As expected, police were everywhere.
The house was a mess, a mere shell, the front of it open, demolished and most of the roof had gone. Six or seven men, some in police uniforms and some in white coveralls busied themselves inside the ruins.
My bike, parked in front of the house, was a mass of twisted metal. I wouldn’t be riding it again. Oh well, no great loss. I’d had fun with it, but a replacement wouldn’t be difficult to get.
A man in a police uniform came to meet us as we walked up the path.
“You can’t come in here. This is the scene of an investigation,” he said, puffing his chest out, as though trying to look important.
“The young lady lives here. Can you tell us what happened?” I replied.
“Stay here, I’ll get the chief,” he said, turning back, walking over rubble to go into what had once been Kat’s home.
I felt Kat shiver, and put my arm around her shoulders while we waited for the police chief to arrive.
“Miss Spur?” The police chief waddled down the path, stepping daintily over debris.
Kat nodded, and her shivering increased.
“There’s been an explosion. I’m sorry to inform you your grandmother is deceased. We had her body removed and taken to the morgue.”
I glanced down at Kat, whose face had gone pale, silent tears coursing down her cheeks. I decided it was time to take over.
“I’m Joe, a friend of Kat’s. We met up for a run down by the river bank, early this morning. What happened here? What can you tell us?”
The police chief eyed me up and down. Suspicion stamped on his features.
“The explosion looks deliberate. We’re treating it as suspicious. That’s all I can say, at the moment.”
“Surely you don’t suspect Kat. She must be free to leave and stay with friends. You can contact her by cell phone if you need to.”
The police chief’s eyes glazed over, and he cleared his throat.
“Miss Spur is not a suspect. She is free to stay with friends if she leaves a number where we can contact her.”
“Of course, officer,” I said, writing a number on a piece of paper and handing it to him.
As he walked away, Kat let out a sigh of relief. “Well, that was easy -- much easier than I thought it would be.”
I winked at her and grinned.
“What? You did that? How?” She grinned back at me through her tears.
“Shhh!” I whispered to her. “Elementary mind control.”
“You’re giving me ideas.” She whispered in reply, her eyes twinkling for a moment.
I chuckled. “Now, now Kat.” I replied with a tone of mock disapproval. “Guardians are supposed to help people, not play games with them.”
Kat attempted a smile.
She led me around the back to a porch, where there was a box with a few garden tools inside. Rummaging around in it, she brought out a trowel.
Kat then walked to a small patch of gravel, brushed the gravel aside with the trowel and started digging. Soon she had unearthed the tin box she had spoken about.
“Let’s go before they impound this as evidence,” I said, tucking the box under my arm.
“Should we tell the police we’re leaving?” Kat asked.
“No need.” I grinned at her. “They won’t remember us.”
She looked at me with wide-eyed wonder. “Did you…?”
I nodded. “Advanced mind control,” I said. As much as I reasoned I was only trying to cheer her up, a part of me got a real kick out of showing off for her benefit.
We flashed back to the riverbank with the moving box. Immediately Kat sat down on the grass and opened it.
She ruffled through a few items on the top and groaned. “Oh, Gran…” She looked up at me, tears welling in her eyes. “This is what she thought was important, some of my old Batman comics, supermarket dockets and cake recipes. And she never baked cakes.” Tears flowed down her cheeks as she laughed at the contents of the box.
“Keep searching,” I said. “There may be something important underneath all that stuff. She must have kept important stuff in there originally.”
Kat upended the box on the grass. “Two old letters in brown envelopes. They might be important.”
Kat put the letters in her jacket pocket and spread the contents of the box over the grass, smiling when she saw an old hand drawn birthday card, a childish drawing of a bird flying over a rainbow and the words ‘Happy Brethday Gran’ scrawled on the front in large letters.
“I made this for Gran when I was six, before everything went to hell. I’m keeping it to remind me of happier times.” She folded it carefully and put it in her pocket with the letters. “Nothing else looks important.” She sighed and shook her head. “To think I’ve been digging this box of garbage up and burying it for years to keep Gran happy.”
A strong sense of danger hit me. Like before the explosion, I could taste it. I stood up, scanning the horizon. Nothing was visible, nothing moved.
A blast of air almost knocked me off my feet. I threw myself over Kat once more and flashed us to safety, as a hail of bullets ripped into me.
A scream of “Die, demon spawn,” echoed through the darkness behind us. Worse, Kat felt limp in my arms. Had she been hit?
The only place I knew where we’d be completely safe -- the place I’d just left, where I lived with my brothers, was my destination. I hung on to Kat tightly, fighting to stay conscious, as blood spurted out of my neck and ran in warm gushes down my chest.




Chapter 8. 

Joe Arrives Home

Everything happened at once. Joe flung himself on me – again. I should have been used to that, but this time he landed on me with such force he knocked the wind out of me. Then he grabbed me so tight I could hardly breathe, and I think I blacked out for a few moments.
Before everything went dark, a male voice screamed, “Die, demon spawn,” with more hatred than I had ever heard in my life. Was all that venom directed at me?
When I came to, we were rushing through nothingness, and something warm flowed over my shoulders and down my arms, soaking into my clothes and dripping off my fingers. It smelled like blood. Horrified, I wanted to scream, but the rush of wind in my face made that impossible.
The next thing I knew, we landed somewhere in a big open room and the warm smell of fried eggs and toast assaulted my nostrils. Joe landed on his feet for an instant, swayed, sat down and fell over backwards, taking me with him, one arm still gripping me tightly around the waist.
I looked around the room from my position laying on top of Joe, on the floor. Thank goodness, I breathed a sigh of relief, as I focused on an upside-down view of Esau, standing with a group of other people, in stunned silence -- one familiar face, at least.
Everyone came to life at once. Esau rushed to Joe’s side, knelt and put his hand on Joe’s neck. “Get Dr. Frank. Joe’s bleeding, bad,” he yelled to the others.
Another young man knelt on our other side. “Are you hurt?” he asked.
“No, I don’t think so,” I said and tried to get up, but couldn’t move from Joe’s grip.
The young man attempted to move Joe’s arm from around my waist. Joe’s hold only tightened. “Look at that, he’s protecting her even when he’s unconscious,” he said.
I turned my head to speak to Joe. That was twice today he’d saved my life. I hoped he wouldn’t need to do it again for a while, preferably never.
“Relax Joe,” I whispered. “We’re safe now. Esau is here, and I'm not hurt.” His hold on me loosened, and I scrambled to my feet.
Another man appeared in the room and headed straight for Esau and Joe, on the floor.
He gave me a quick, appraising glance. “Are you hurt, young lady?”
“No, not me, it's Joe,” I said.
He knelt next to Esau. “Looks like he's been shot, several times,” said the man. I guessed this was Dr. Frank.
“Looks like it. At least I’ve stopped the bleeding now,” said Esau, removing his hands from Joe's neck.
The doctor looked from Esau to me, then back to Joe. “Looks like he's lost a lot of blood. No wonder he’s unconscious,” said the doctor. “Continue healing him and he should be fine. Later in the day I’ll come by and check on him. Meanwhile, I’ll send a nurse over to clean him up.”
I glanced down at my clothes and did a double take. My pink tutu was red with blood, my top and jacket drenched. Even my arms and legs were covered in it.
I held my arms out to the side, horrified to be covered in so much blood. Helplessly I looked around the room.
A young woman came over. “Hi, I’m Claire,” she said. “I'm with Esau. Can I run a bath for you and get you a change of clothes?”
“Yes, yes please,” I stammered. “But Joe, I don't want to leave him. Is he… is he hurt bad?
The doctor turned and smiled. “No need to worry young lady. No one’s tougher than Joe, and he’s healing well. He’ll be out for an hour or more while his body regenerates. Plenty of time to have a bath and change, and it would be better for Joe if you’re cleaned up when he sees you next.” Raising an eyebrow, he chuckled. “If you appear before him like that, you’ll give him a heart attack, thinking he’s allowed you to be hurt, and we’d all be in trouble for not looking after you properly.”
I gave a nervous giggle and turned to Claire. “Yes, I'd love a bath and something else to wear, thank you,” I said.
Two young women approached.
“I’m Liz and this is Emily,” said a blonde. “Come with us. We’ll soon have you fixed up.”
Not knowing what else to do, I followed them, feeling lost and bewildered.
The one called Claire spoke. “We’re so glad you brought Joe back to us. He said goodbye and left, and we thought we’d lost him. I hope you'll be staying for a while, preferably permanently.” Her eyes roamed over my face as if searching for an answer.
“I have no idea,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “I don't know what's happening.”
“When Joe wakes, it will all be sorted out, I’m sure.” said Liz, frowning at Claire. “Don’t pressure the girl for answers when she’s obviously been through hell.”
We came to a sudden stop. “Here’s a bathroom you can use,” she said., and started to go in ahead of me.
Suddenly shy, I stammered. “Thank you. No need to help… I can run my own bath… Peering over her shoulder, I added, “or I might have a shower.”
Claire smiled kindly at me. “Ok. There’s a clean bathrobe behind the door and an assortment of panties and basic sports bras in the chest of drawers on the far wall. Take your time, have a nice soak or shower. There's shampoo, conditioner, soap and all kinds of lotions. Whatever you like you should find in there, and when you come out, we’ll see what clothes you'd like. There's plenty here to choose from.”
She put her hand on my shoulder. “We’ll wait for you in the room next to it.” She pointed to a nearby room. Through the open door, I noticed bedroom furniture.
What was this place? It seemed to have everything. And these young women, were they Guardians too? Confusion threatened to overwhelm me, and I hoped Joe would wake up soon and tell me what was going on.
I entered the vast bathroom -- bigger than some of the houses Gran and I had lived in. As Claire had said, there were plenty of things to choose from -- bath oils, bath salts, soaps, lotions – stuff I didn’t know how to use, things I'd never seen before, except in specialty shops, when I was tiny and we weren’t always moving.
The first thing I did was to peel my wet, sticky clothes off and take the letters out of my jacket pocket, relieved they weren’t covered in blood, just a smear here and there. I placed them carefully on the floor and looked around the bathroom, spying a bathrobe with pockets, on a hook behind the door. The bathrobe was white and there was blood on my hands, so I washed my hands in the hand-basin, dried them, and transferred the letters to one of the bathrobe’s pockets. Only then was I ready to have my bath.
I had my bath, washed all the blood off and shampooed my sticky, matted hair. I didn't know a human body had so much blood in it, but then again Joe wasn't human, was he? He was a Guardian, my Guardian, something I had to get used to.
My life had taken a sharp turn from this morning when I set out on my usual run. Was I dreaming? Everything felt surreal.
One thing I was sure of though, I could trust Joe. I shook my head. Trusting Joe was strange when I had been brought up to be suspicious of everyone, but it felt right. Dad and Gran had always stressed that I should trust my instincts when meeting strangers, and my instincts had no issue with Joe.
After drying myself, I found the spare underwear, put on the bathrobe and walked into the next room where the three girls were chatting together, sitting on a large bed.
“Ah, there you are. Feeling better now?” said the girl called Emily.
“Yes, thank you, I am.” I said, attempting a smile. “It’s good to be clean again.”
“Leave your old clothes in the bathroom, and we'll get Alwyn to wash them for you. Now,” she said, beaming at me. “A very important question, what sort of clothes do you like.”
I didn’t know what to say and had to stop my mouth opening and closing like a fish. In the end, I just stared at them, feeling helpless, finally managing a shrug.
The girl called Liz, blonde, pretty and curvaceous, spoke first.
“I don't think my clothes would suit you,” she said. “As well as being too big, they’re all pastel colors and conservative looking. You need something with character, something dramatic.”
“Perhaps you’d like some of my things,” said Claire. “I like bright colors, sequins, satins and velvet -- that sort of thing. Dramatic clothes and clothes with flair are what I go for.”
I found my voice at last. “Well, I don't usually wear sparkles and shiny things, I wear a lot of black.” I said. “The pink tutu was the first clean thing I found this morning, it’s not my usual gear, although I used to learn dancing for a while.”
“So did I.” Claire laughed, high-fiving me.
“Sounds like you go for practical clothes, like me,” said Emily. Come upstairs to my rooms. You might like what I've got -- I go mainly for jeans, T-shirts and casual clothes. She led the way to an elevator, and we all followed.
Up a couple floors, inside her huge bedroom, she opened a massive walk-in closet. As she said, there were jeans galore, and still more jeans as well as a corresponding number of T-shirts. I liked her T-shirts. They had pictures of super heroes on them and funny sayings.
One set caught my eye -- a series of Batman T-shirts.
“Oh, I like these,” I said. “I've always loved Batman. I used to read Batman comics when I was a kid.”
“Take your pick, I have plenty.” said Emily.
I picked a great T-shirt, black, with the yellow Batman logo on it. Then I noticed she had some leather pants. “Ooooh,” I said, practically drooling, my eyes open wide. “Do you have black leather pants cut like jeans?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact, I do,” she said, handing me a pair.
We were a similar size. When I tried a pair on, they fit perfectly, and I beamed at her. “I’ve always wanted a pair of pants like these.”
“Those pants and the batman T-shirt suit you,” said Liz.
“Now all you need is a jacket,” said Emily. “And I’ve got the perfect one -- a leather jacket – in black.” She raised her eyebrows at me, waiting for my response.
“Yes please,” I said, beaming. The girls were so easy to be with, the traumatic events I had been through took a back seat in my mind. I was completely caught up in the fun of choosing clothes.
Soon I was all decked out in black leather jeans and jacket, the Batman T-shirt and my combat boots. My hair had already dried, and I just pushed it back with my fingers. It had a natural curl to it, so I knew it would look reasonable.
I turned around, showing off my clothes. “What do you think?” I asked.
Emily clapped her hands. “Wow, you look great.”
“Yes, you found the right clothes, for sure,” said Claire, her eyes twinkling.
Liz nodded her agreement. “Kind of Gothic. It suits you,” she said.
Suddenly I remembered Joe and a rush of guilt filled my chest. “Would Joe be awake yet?”
Claire took out her cell and checked the time. “It's about an hour since Dr. Frank saw him. He’s usually spot-on with his estimates. Joe's probably waking up about now.” she said.
“Can we go see him, please?” I said, my anxiety building. The girls were fun, I felt more secure with Joe. With a shock, I realized I needed to know Joe was healed, and already, I couldn’t imagine life without him.




Chapter 9. 

Joe is Healed

An awareness of light, nothing hurt and I was comfortable, lying on a couch. I moved my hands along its familiar length. What did I have to remember? Something was critically important.
“Kat!” The name erupted from me.
I sat up looking wildly around. Where was Kat?
Esau’s voice drawled from where he was sitting on the floor by my feet. “Don't fret, Kat’s safe. She’s with the women, getting cleaned up. You bled all over her.”
West yelled from the kitchen area, where he was cooking something. “Decided to join us I see. Feeling better after your nap?”
I closed my eyes briefly, leaning against the back of the couch and grunted, allowing a dizzy spell to pass.
Nathan walked over from where he’d been sitting.
“Glad you’re here, Joe. You'll be staying, I hope.” He put his hand on my shoulder.
“Joe’s likely to be staying a while. He's a Guardian again,” said Esau.
“What? That was quick,” said Nathan. “Kat’s new Guardian, I presume.”
I opened one eye, fixed it on him and nodded.
“Yes, I'm Kat’s Guardian, as of this morning,” I admitted, in a voice that sounded rusty.
I opened the other eye. Esau swam into view, standing over me and frowning.
“Do you know what you're doing with this one, Joe?”
“Of course I don't.” I looked up at him wearing what felt like a stupid grin on my face. “What Guardian ever does? We’re like dogs. They hear a noise, they bark. Once that Guardian bond takes hold of us, we’re hooked, no matter what the consequences, or the danger. It's our nature. It’s what we do.”
“The girl’s a hybrid, isn't she? What are you doing with a hybrid? I could smell demon energy as well as Guardian on her.” Esau’s voice was heavy with accusation.
“So what? You’re a fine one to judge.” Anger flared in my chest. “She’s another one like you – a similar mix. With her, I sense a bit more demon and a bit less Guardian, maybe a bit more human. Hybrids are what I attract, it seems. I can't help it any more than I can help breathing.”
I glared at Esau. The tension in the air gradually lowered.
“Anyway, you turned out all right, didn’t you?” I chuckled. “And I’m still your Guardian, even if you are one yourself now. If you’re ever in trouble, I’ll be there. Meanwhile, don’t forget, I still get to tell you what to do.”
Esau grunted.
“What, Esau turned out all right? That’s debatable.” Nathan laughed.
“Watch your mouth, geek boy.” An apple materialized out of the air and bounced off Nathan’s head.
Another apple whizzed by and connected with Esau’s ear.
I sighed and shook my head, a grin spreading on my face. Unexpected circumstances had brought me back and I was glad.
“I think they’re pleased to see you,” West said, as he sauntered in from the kitchen. “Well, anyway, I'm cooking a second breakfast. Your grand entrance interrupted the first one. Anyone interested in pancakes and waffles – and fresh coffee, of course?”
“Sounds good. Count me in,” I said, gingerly putting weight on one leg, then the other, as I stood.
Nathan and Esau were already sitting at the table, expectant looks on their faces.
“Yeah, that was a great entrance,” laughed Nathan as I walked to the table.
“Well, it got our attention, if that’s what you wanted,” said Esau. “What do you do for an encore?”
Just then, the women walked in, Kat in front. She took my breath away, and I quickly warded my thoughts before anyone picked them up. Those leather pants clung to her sleek, feminine curves like a second skin. Dressed in black leather, she looked like a female panther on the prowl, with an easy, sinuous walk. I felt my heart-rate increase.
She smiled at me. Helplessly I smiled back at her.
I was right, she would challenge me, but not how I’d first thought.
She sat down beside me at the table. “Are you properly healed Joe?” Anxiously her eyes roamed over my face and slowly down my body. Heat suffused me, all over.
“I’m fine.” I said, a little too gruffly. I didn’t want her to get the wrong idea of what our relationship would be.
“Thank you for saving my life this morning – both times. I’m sorry you got hurt.”
Her voice trembled slightly, but it was enough to tear at my heart. I ached to keep her happy. A smile broke through my stern expression. “That’s what Guardians do. Don’t feel bad about it.”
When everyone was seated at the table and helping themselves to plates of food, West stood up. He raised his coffee mug. “I’d like to propose a toast,” he said, and turned to me. “Welcome back Joe, I’m glad you’ve come home so soon.”
His words were echoed by everyone at the table.
“Thank you. It’s good to be here, if unexpected.” Looking around the table, I was touched by the warmth shining from their faces.
“Please tell us what we’re all dying to know. What brings you back and how long are you planning to stay?” said West.
Cries of ‘tell us Joe,’ table thumping and foot stamping ensued. When the noise died down, I spoke to them.
“Yes, I do owe you all an explanation. Things changed dramatically this morning. I take it you’ve all met Kat?” I turned to her and nodded, my eyes lingering over her sensual lips, then I looked around at the expectant faces at the table.
“I became her Guardian early this morning. She’s been in danger for some time, but things came to a head when two attempts were made on her life.”
“Twice before breakfast,” added Kat.
“I brought her here because there was no other place I could think of where she would be as safe.” Pausing for a moment to let that sink in, I took a sip of coffee.
“This place is secure and it can be warded, which is critical for Kat’s safety. You see,” I paused again to make sure I had everyone’s attention. All eyes were upon me. “Kat is being targeted by a Guardian.”




Chapter 10. 

The Vigilante Guardian

Everyone was speaking at once, but Kat was silent. I could sense her bewilderment. All her life she’d heard her Grandmother say Guardians protected humans. And now I was saying a Guardian was targeting her, wanting her dead.
How could that be? She didn’t try to hide the thought going repeatedly through her mind.
I surveyed the table and held up my hands for quiet, but when I sensed Kat’s eyes on me, I turned to her, and my eyes were captured once more. She looked so soft and vulnerable, I longed to reach out to her but, sealing my mind tight against any intrusion, I scowled.
“Yes Kat, Guardians are supposed to protect humans. And they do, with rare exceptions.”
I ripped my eyes from her and focused on everyone seated at the table.
“What we are most likely dealing with is a Vigilante Guardian, one who has declared a blood feud on one of Kat’s ancestors.”
“What does that mean!” Esau barked out, putting both hands on the table and standing, knocking over his chair.
After waiting for Esau to pick up his chair and calm down, I took a deep breath. Esau needed to curb his impatience, as he well knew, so I waited a little longer. When everyone was silenced, I continued.
“It means someone in Kat's family, possibly generations ago, has killed either this Guardian's mate, those he was Guardian to, or maybe both, and he has declared a blood feud.
“If sanctioned, he has a special dispensation from the Council to kill the person responsible, and it extends to all his descendants. The ruling was instituted long ago, and gives a Guardian something to focus on, if his human family or mate are killed.
“The grief and suffering endured by a Guardian, if those bonds are broken by death, is life-threatening, so declaring and carrying out a blood feud can save Guardians’ lives, giving them something besides grief to focus on. It's an ancient, barbaric and rare custom, going back to Medieval times, a custom I thought had been discontinued.”
Claire was sitting next to Kat and put an arm around her. Kat rested her head on Claire’s shoulder, and Claire smoothed her hair with her free hand.
Claire cleared her throat, glaring at me, as if I had personally started the custom. What was her problem? “You’re right, it is barbaric. Can’t you put a stop to it?”
“I can try to intercede with the Council and reason with the Guardian, but once the blood feud is declared it's carried out to the end. As you can imagine, it's a grave matter, not sanctioned lightly.”
“Surely something else can be done,” West said, his face serious for once.
“Yes, there is. I can seek permission to stand as Kat’s official Protector and kill the Vigilante.”
Silence descended, everyone rendered speechless, eyes wide, lost in their own thoughts. Kat raised her head and turned to face me, her eyes solemn.
Nathan spoke first. “If you like, I can find his identity. When I was working for the Council, putting in their computer system last year, it had a database of all the Guardians and what they were doing. It wouldn't take much for me to log in and find him.”
“No need, he has Kat's scent and is hot on her tail. For now, she’s safe here, because the place is well warded, but he’ll be waiting for her to surface. By extension, he would also recognize me, seeing we had contact earlier this morning, although brief. If I go to an isolated place and reach out to him with mindspeak, he’s bound to turn up.”
“But Joe,” Kat said, her brow creased with worry. “That’s dangerous, I should face him, not you.” She threw back her head and fixed me with a formidable look of defiance.
“No, if I go alone to negotiate, he should have no quarrel with me and I can try to reason with him. Logically, that's the first thing to try.” I frowned my disapproval at her suggestion, although I couldn’t help admiring her bravery. Her cheeks had reddened, and her eyes flashed. I could look at the interplay of emotions on her face and the regal shine of defiance in her eyes all day. Reluctantly, I tore my gaze from her and focused on Claire, who was still glaring at me with an icy intensity.
“Claire, can you show Kat to a room and look after her? Obviously, she’ll be staying a while.” They had already formed a sisterly bond by the looks of things – a good thing, I reasoned. Claire still had her arm around Kat’s shoulders.
“Yes,” she said in a voice dripping with ice. “Why?”
“I'll contact this Guardian now,” I said, taking a swig of coffee. “Thanks for the breakfast West,” and I flashed away before anyone could stop me and before my own emotions betrayed my thoughts.
◆◆◆
 
I came to rest near the place I had first met Kat, sat down on the grass and put my head in my hands, in the grip of despair. As I was speaking to my brothers and their womenfolk, the realization hit me. Kat had been sitting next to me and all I had wanted to do was take her in my arms. I could feel the heat of her body, sense the warm blood rushing through her. I yearned to crush her to my breast, soothe her fears and claim her as my own.
The mating bond had activated and chosen Kat as my mate. What a mismatch, a stupid joke! But I wasn’t laughing. Although I had tried to ignore it, had denied the signs, the mating force was fully upon me, centered unmistakably on Kat.
It could never happen. I had to deny the expression of it with every fiber in my being.
I'd had my chance at having a mate and I'd allowed Rachel, my intended, to be killed all those years ago. Still I remembered her, as if it was yesterday. How could I betray her by taking another?
Not only that, Kat was a sweet, innocent young woman. For all her posturing and tough exterior, she was little more than a girl. She deserved better than me.
For eons, I had lived among demons, done and seen things unworthy of a Guardian. Compared to Kat I felt unclean, soiled, and I could never allow her to get attached to me.
How could I resolve this? I must do my duty by her, as a Guardian, and keep my distance, while maintaining a stern formality. She could never know the depth of my feelings, feelings that were growing in intensity, with every passing moment I spent in her presence.
I took a deep breath and stood, my resolve strengthened. Time now for duty. Using mindspeak I put out a call to the Vigilante Guardian, knowing he would soon pick it up. Whether he responded or not was his choice, but I hoped he would.
Before long, a rush of air heralded his presence. Tall, intense in expression, he stood before me, reminding me a little of West.
“Who calls me?” he asked, his language and demeanor formal.
I replied in kind. “I called, Joe Falcon, Guardian to Kat Spur. I come before you, bearing no weapons, to talk, believing you seek her. Talk to me, her representative, instead. Who are you?”
Standing straight, his bearing almost military, he gave his credentials.
“My name is Theo Condor. I have declared a blood feud on Telmut, a half-demon, all his descendants, all who have assisted him and all who keep me from my path. This quest is sanctioned by the Council. Telmut is dead. The woman called Kat Spur is filthy demon spawn, an abomination, and the last of his descendants.” His lips curled in disgust. Then a puzzled expression played over his face. “You claim to be the abomination’s Guardian?”
“Kat is no demon spawn or abomination. Yes, she is a hybrid, part Guardian, part human, part demon but innocent, with no knowledge of your blood feud. I would not be her Guardian otherwise. The Guardian bond only chooses those worthy of receiving it, as you should know.” I attempted to reason with him.
Theo laughed, a hollow, bitter sound. “Innocent? You may think so, but I know that Kat Spur is descended from the demon spawn called Telmut, who murdered my mate and human family. Demon spawn can turn on humans at any time. I can't allow her to survive.” His voice became more of a growl and he moved close, his manner threatening.
I didn’t back down, but still attempted to reason with him.
“Theo, I understand your grief and rage. I lost my mate many years ago, as well as my human family. I know grief intimately and I, too, killed out of rage and revenge, but believe me, killing does not diminish the pain. Only time will lessen it. Revenge is hollow. Can you reconsider your decision? Can you let Kat live in peace? She is innocent.”
“Never!” He spat on the grass. “I will never rest until all the descendants of Telmut and all those who assist them are wiped from this earth.”
There was no reasoning with him, I realized. I thought a few moments before speaking my next words – a formal declaration of enmity between us.
“As Guardian to Kat Spur, I can't permit that. Do you realize what that means?”
Theo responded quickly, almost eagerly. “I do. Are you going to challenge me?”
I sighed wearily. “If I must do so, although it’s not my choice. If it's the only way to protect her, then I will do it.
Taking a step closer, I glared at him. “Hear this Theo, even if the Council does not give me permission, I will still defend her. As her Guardian, I will not permit harm to befall her. Do you understand brother?”
“I understand.”
We stood close, almost touching, glaring, taking the measure of each other.
“Then I will take the next step. I will approach the Council to be declared Kat’s official Protector.”
He gave an unpleasant grin. “Unless I find her first. Once she dies, I don't care what you do to me. Are we finished here?”
“We understand each other, and I’ve said all I need to.”
After giving me a brief nod, he flashed away.
I stood in silence after he left, saddened at the thought I would be forced to kill a fellow Guardian. The way he moved showed he was not accustomed to fighting and I, with years of warfare, martial arts training and skill with hand to hand combat behind me, would easily defeat him.
It was his decision to escalate this conflict, not mine. Let him take the consequences of his action.
With that thought uppermost in my mind, I flashed to Council headquarters. There was no time to lose. The responsibility for Kat’s life rested on my shoulders.




Chapter 11. 

Kat’s Confusion

In an instant, Joe flashed away. I felt abandoned, even though he was acting to keep me safe.
It had been one hell of a morning. Gran was dead, my home blown up. I discovered Guardians were real, and Joe was my Guardian. Another Guardian was trying to kill me, and kept wounding Joe. Now I was in a home teeming with them. It was a bit much. Surreal. A white rabbit with a large pocket-watch was bound to come running by next.
“More coffee?” asked West, standing next to me, holding a coffee pot.
“No, thank you.” Looking up at him, I half expected to see a crazy hat on his head. but no, he was like Joe, tall and good-looking, nothing like I imagined the Mad Hatter.
All this happened after I convinced myself Guardians were an illusion dreamed up by my loopy grandmother. Gran hadn't been nuts, although the heavy responsibility of keeping me safe all those years probably affected her mind in the end.
Now I'd been dumped in a house full of Guardians, all strangers. They seemed nice enough, but more than anything, I wanted to get to know Joe, my Guardian.
The uneasy feeling Joe had changed since this morning ate at me. Back then, when we’d first met, he'd been fun, warm and caring. Now he was cold -- not someone easy to get close to. What changed him? Was he disappointed in me, knowing I was part demon?
Why hadn’t he taken me along? He was acting on my behalf, and he faced danger if he met up with that crazy Guardian who wanted me dead. I could help him. Martial arts lessons had been mandatory all my life, even though we moved constantly. Gran insisted on it.
I looked around at everybody seated at the table. They'd taken Joe's disappearance in their stride as though nothing had happened. Didn't they care about him?
“Shouldn't somebody be with Joe?” I asked, eventually. “He could be in danger.”
“Don't worry about Joe,” said Esau. “He knows what he's doing.”
“What if that Guardian attacks him again?”
“He’ll deal with it. If he's hurt, he’ll call for us and we’ll help him. Don't worry about Joe.” Esau replied, piling more waffles on his plate.
At last Claire turned to me. “Come on, let’s find your room. I’ve got one in mind. With all that’s happened today, you must be overwhelmed.
“You can say that again.” I attempted a laugh, but tears sprang to my eyes. Blinking them away, I reminded myself how lucky I was to be alive. That started me thinking about Gran again, and a hot tear rolled down my cheek. Angrily I wiped it away, determined not to cry in front of strangers.
Claire put an arm around my shoulder again and gave me a little squeeze.
“Come on, come with us.” Claire led me away with Emily and Liz following behind.
They took me down to another floor. The place seemed huge. Although I hadn't seen it from the outside, it seemed to cover many floors, and I had the impression we were up high in a large building. As we passed a window, I looked out and saw hills in the distance.
“How big is this place?” I asked, quite overcome by the size and luxury of everything around me.
“Our little community has the top seven floors and there are more empty floors below. You’ll soon get used to it, I did,” said Emily, with a chuckle.
“This floor is where Joe hangs out. You can have the suite next to his, seeing he's your Guardian.”
Claire led me through a large open area decorated in shades of blue, with comfortable chairs and sofas. In one corner of the room I noticed a huge television set. That surreal feeling was coming over me again as she pushed open a door.
“Kat, this can be your suite,” she said, smiling. “I hope you like it.”
My jaw dropped as I looked inside and saw a huge, opulent bedroom in shades of yellow, gold and black. In one corner, a black leather sofa and two armchairs bordered a coffee table. In another stood a large black marble desk, complete with a computer and a comfy office chair. I walked to the desk and laughed.
“Someone will have to teach me to use this computer. I didn’t have much schooling, and I never got the hang of them.”
Claire laughed. “Don’t worry, we can teach you, but I doubt you'll have much use for it. It's for entertainment more than anything.
Silence enveloped me as I looked around, lost for words, amazed at such luxury.
The three girls stood there smiling at me, waiting for my reaction.
“Do you like it?” Emily spoke up and the other two girls seemed eager to hear my response.
“Oh, it’s just beautiful,” I sighed, sitting down on the huge bed, covered in a gold lace bedspread. It looked like spun gold, and I couldn’t resist stroking it -- surprisingly soft, I discovered. The girls arranged themselves on the bed alongside me.
Curiosity got the better of me. “Are you all Guardians too?”
They laughed.
“No, not Guardians, we’re the Guardians’ mates,” said Claire, at last, when her laughter died down. “I’m with Esau, Emily is with Nathan and Liz is with West.”
“Oh. Gran told me that Guardians sometimes take human mates, but I never believed her. Does Joe have a mate?”
“Not yet,” said Liz. A strange silence followed, as the girls exchanged a secretive look. As much as I tried to pick up their thoughts, I couldn’t, perhaps because the place was warded. Strange -- relief washed over me at hearing Joe didn’t have a mate. That would surely mean I could spend more time with him. The thought made me happy.
We wandered out again into the open sitting area and I noticed a luxurious kitchen to one side.
“I won't use that,” I said pointing to the kitchen. “Gran and I didn't bother much with cooking after my parents died, so I've never learned how.”
“You won't need to cook.” said Liz. “Alwyn, our servant, or West cooks for us. Or else we eat out at one of West's restaurants.”
“Eat out!” I said. “I don't suppose I'll get the chance to do that soon.” Thoughts of the danger I was in overwhelmed me, as I remembered the Vigilante Guardian waiting for me to make a false step.
Claire took my hand.
“Don't worry,” she said. “You’re in good hands with Joe. He knows what he's doing and he'll keep you safe.”
Claire paused, as though wondering whether to say more. At last, I picked up a thought, which hung in the air between us. Joe’s been acting odd since he got back.
Yes, I’d been right. Joe had changed since I first met him. Claire had noticed too.
Cautiously I tried to draw her out. “Do you think he’s acting funny since he returned? More distant?”
An odd look crossed her face. Did she suspect I was reading her mind?
“He's used to dealing with men. That’s probably why he seems distant. But I know him well, and I’ve always found him kind and caring.”
I didn't know what to say -- he'd been kind, attentive and concerned this morning, and he’d been injured twice while saving my life. He’d even cheered me up and made me smile. Joe had been the perfect Guardian, just as Gran had described.
Something felt different now. A deep sense of wrongness took root in my heart. Shaking my head, I looked at the three girls and, to my dismay, a solitary tear rolled down my cheek. I tossed my head defiantly.
“Joe may be my Guardian, but I don't think he likes me.” I said, trying to sound flippant, as if it meant little to me. However, my heart ached. If Joe didn’t like me, then I had no one. I was truly alone in the world.




Chapter 12. 

Joe the Protector

I arrived at Council headquarters in Nepal, walked in the front door and did a double take. To say it had changed since I was last there, was an understatement. Now it looked like any human front office for a large corporation.
A receptionist flashed me a broad smile from where she sat at the front desk.
“Can I help you sir?” An ordinary human -- that was unexpected.
“I'm here to see about becoming a Protector for someone,” I replied.
“One moment Sir,” she said, stretching her smile even more, and disappearing through a door.
I had a bad feeling about this. Somehow it didn't seem efficient even though it had all the modern trappings, including computers, which no doubt Nathan had been responsible for.
The young lady came out with a folder which she handed over, smile still intact. I wondered if her smile had been frozen in place, it was so constant.
“Just fill in these forms Sir, and we can process your request,” she said.
“How long will that take?” A nagging worry ate into the pit of my stomach.
“No longer than six weeks,” she said, through her bright smile, as though she had done me a personal favor.
“Six weeks?” I exploded. “This matter is urgent.”
“If that is the case, Sir,” she said, and her smile grew even wider and brighter. “Mark the box at the top on the right-hand side, where it asks the question ‘Is this matter urgent?’ That will shorten your application by at least three weeks.
I stifled a groan. Ridiculous human-style bureaucracy had invaded Council headquarters. How had they managed it? If matters had been less serious, I would have laughed.
An idea struck me. Marron, my old friend, was no longer on the Council, but he was a senior board member and kept in touch with Council business. Last time I spoke to him, he mentioned he had an office within Council headquarters.
“Is Marron in?” I asked, trying not to sound desperate.
“Mr. Marron? Yes, he is. If you like, I can arrange an appointment for you. He's not free this week,” she said, looking on her computer. “The earliest you could see him is next week, although I will need his approval to book the meeting.”
The girl was only doing her job, but I felt like strangling her. Trying again, I said “Can you send an urgent message to Mr. Marron for me?”
“Yes Sir, I can send an urgent message,” she said. Her forehead creased in a worried frown, although the smile was still intact. “But it's up to Mr. Marron if he takes the message or not.”
“I'll take my chances.” I sighed, and my anxiety wound down a notch at the miniscule progress we’d made.
“I’ll send him an internal email,” she said through her fixed smile. “Who shall I say wants to see him?”
Was she some kind of smiling robot? No, she had the smell of a human.
“Tell him Joshaviah is here and wants to see him urgently.”
“Yes sir,” she said, typing the message in and pressing the send button. “Thank you Mr. Joshaviah, the message has gone. Can I have your email address, so I can send his reply when it comes through?”
“No, I'll wait.” Meanwhile, I used mindspeak to contact Marron.
The next second, Marron burst through the door.
“Joshaviah!” he exclaimed. Advancing towards me with open arms, he followed up with a huge bear hug. “How wonderful to see you. What on earth are you doing here?”
“I need your advice, I said. “Can I see you now?”
“Yes, yes, I’ll make the afternoon free. Please come into my office.”
The girl at the desk was staring at us wide-eyed, and, wonder of wonders, she had stopped smiling. Her mouth made a perfect O.
“Thank you, young lady,” I said. “You've been most helpful.” And Marron and I walked into his office, chuckling.
“Take a seat,” Marron said, pointing to some comfortable chairs, and he pulled one up beside me.
“What's with this human-type office set-up?” I asked. “I thought I’d have to wait weeks to get any action.”
Marron sighed. “Yes, they’ve taken the worst of human bureaucracy and made it standard procedure.” He shook his head. “Still, for the most part, it works. Now tell me, what brings you here? The look on your face tells me it’s not a social call.”
“You’re right, it’s urgent. This morning I met a young hybrid and became her Guardian. The trouble is, she’s being targeted by a Vigilante Guardian and I need to become her Protector.”
Marron rubbed his forehead and sighed. “Ah! That stupid, uncivilized Vigilante ruling should have been stricken from the rule book centuries ago. I don't know why it wasn't. It’s barbaric.”
“Can it be stopped? The poor young woman has had no part in this business. She’s innocent of all wrong-doing.” I leaned forward in my seat.
“I doubt it, although we can try,” he said. “In the meantime, I can make sure you’re officially recognized as this girl's Protector as well as her Guardian. That will enable you to defend her and even kill the Vigilante Guardian, if it becomes necessary. The Council will sanction it. Give me the paperwork.”
Marron took the folder I held, wrote a few lines on the papers within, and handed the papers back to me. “Sign here,” he said, passing me a pen and pointing on a page. When I handed the signed papers back to him, he took them to his desk, stamped the final page, and pressed a buzzer on his desk.
A young human male hurried in and inclined his head as a mark of respect.
“Take this application, and do whatever is necessary to process it – within the hour, or sooner.”
The young man took the folder, gave a slight bow as acknowledgement, and left.
“Humans working here as assistants, that’s quite a change,” I said, unable to contain my curiosity.
“Yes, it is. Of course, they know about us, but as they all have their own Guardians, it doesn’t matter. They come here to work and learn skills to help them get employment in the human world. It’s a good arrangement for both parties, and another way we can assist humans.”
Marron sat beside me again, smiled, then rubbed his hands together.
“Tell me Joshaviah, now you’re a Guardian again, I take it you’ve put aside that ridiculous notion of living in the Underworld. What have you been up to? Tell me, I’m all ears.” He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms behind his head.
“Call me Joe. Everybody does now,” I said, and sighed. “In some ways, living among demons is less complicated than being a Guardian.” I pushed my hair off my forehead and leaned back in the chair, surprised to hear myself admit it. Marron always had that effect on me. He managed to cut straight to the heart of matters.
“Oh?” was all he said, but his face bore testament he realized complicated issues lay behind my statement.
A heavy silence filled the room as Marron waited for my response.
“I welcomed the chance to be a Guardian again rather than return to the Underworld. At first it seemed like a blessed relief from my existence among demons, pretending to be one so I could lead them to war on each other,” I mumbled, as if talking to myself.
“It was only you who insisted on doing penance among demons, no-one else expected such an extreme form of self-punishment,” Marron interjected.
Impatiently, I held up my hand and turned my head aside, not wanting to listen to Marron’s views on the subject. I’d heard them before.
“Sorry… Joe.” He grinned at me. “What changed your mind? Was it this Vigilante business?”
“No. Although it is a complication. Unpleasant… And I don’t want to kill a Guardian…” I put my hand over my eyes and leaned forward, unable to continue, my heart pounding and my mouth suddenly as dry as desert sand.
“Tell me! Joe… you’re starting to worry me.” Marron grabbed my shoulder.
I sat up straight and faced him.
“I’m Guardian to a young woman, strong, pure, innocent, a hybrid, part Guardian, part demon, part human. The mating bond is taking hold of me when I’m near her, but it’s wrong Marron! It can’t be! I won’t permit it!”
I slammed my fist into the palm of my hand, stood and walked to a window overlooking snowy mountains, my breathing heavy and erratic.
Marron came behind me. Again, he put his hand on my shoulder.
“Just because she’s part demon doesn’t mean she won’t be a worthy mate for you. I’ve never known the mating bond to be wrong. Don’t fight it.”
“What?” I turned to face him, unable to believe my ears. “You’ve got it all wrong Marron.” A single ironic laugh burst from my lips. “I’m not good enough for her.”
“What?” He stood looking at me, struck dumb, his mouth opening and closing, and I glared at him, incensed at the idea anyone would think, for a moment, I believed Kat was not a worthy mate. How far could he get from the truth?
Marron spoke at last. “Let’s sit down and discuss this rationally,” he said.
“There’s nothing to discuss.” I followed him to where we’d been sitting, nevertheless.
The next thirty minutes I spent listening to him tell me all the reasons I would be a wonderful mate for Kat. Nothing sank in. I was too anxious to get my Protector status sanctioned and get back to give Kat the good news.
One thing registered though. When Marron said I would harm Kat by denying the mating bond, my attention was on full alert.
“What do you mean? I would never harm Kat.” I fought the urge to grab my old friend by the throat.
“A true mating bond is felt by the human, or in this case, hybrid, as well, although a Guardian feels it more strongly. As for a demon – who knows what they feel?”
Marron stroked his chin as if gathering his thoughts before continuing. “Being a hybrid, your young lady will be highly emotional around you, sometimes more intense, sometimes more in control and often distressed by her extreme emotional swings. This is because her human, Guardian and demon sides will be experiencing the growing bond between you differently.”
“Is there no way to avoid this? What can I do?” Despair grabbed me as I took in what he was saying.
“No. Once started, it’s inevitable,” he said. “However, there’s more. As you are aware, she faces the change which will allow her to stay on the earth plane. All part demons must go through it as they mature.” Marron stood, ran his fingers through his hair, and walked over to the window.
He stood still for a moment, gazing at the snow-covered mountains, then turned to face me, his face serious.
“This situation must be resolved before then. If not, she could die, the conflicting forces too much for her body to handle. How much demon does she have?” Marron stared at me.
“I don’t know,” I said, uncertainty adding to my despair. “We could get a blood test done to find out. Dr. Frank could arrange it.”
“Find out. It’s important. Demon energy is unpredictable, as you should know. Even a small amount can destabilize a human.”
I passed my hand over my forehead, realizing for the first time, the seriousness of the problem for Kat.
“But Marron, I had my chance with a human mate. I messed up, and grief is still part of me because of it. Every part of me resists mating again. It feels so wrong -- disloyal. There must be some mistake.”
I felt a hand on my shoulder and looked up into Marron’s concerned face.
“There is no mistake. The bond has chosen. You are this young woman’s destined mate and somehow you must reconcile your feelings. Your first intended mate is gone. All that remains of her is in your memory. You must find a way to let it go and be a proper mate to this new one.”
I stood, rooted to the spot, appalled by Marron’s words. How could I forget Rachel? Yet, if I didn’t I would be failing Kat. Once she felt the bond, if I failed her… I felt the blood drain from my face at the thought.
There was a knock at the door. Marron walked across the room and opened it to the young man with my folder in his hand. He smiled as he handed it to Marron.
“All done, Sir, and within the allocated time frame.”
“Well done, I expected no less from you,” said Marron as he took the folder.
After shutting the door, he walked over to me, riffling through the pages in the folder.
“Ah, here we are.” He handed me a well-stamped sheet of paper with several signatures, bearing the heading ‘Official Protector.’
“You are now the fully sanctioned Protector for your young lady. All necessary signatures are on this document and a copy will be forwarded to the Vigilante Guardian.”
“Thank you, Marron.” I gave a wan smile as I folded the document and put it in my coat pocket. “You’re a true friend, always there in my time of need.”
“My pleasure, Joe. You always come up with the unexpected.” He shook his head. “Meanwhile, I’ll try to put a stop to this Vigilante business, but I don’t hold out much hope. This Guardian may challenge you to a showdown before anything can be done.”
I had to agree with Marron. Theo had shown he wanted action.
“Now our business is out of the way, won’t you stay and have coffee with me?”
I fully intended to stay. I wanted to spend time with my old friend, but an urgent need to be with Kat and tell her the news gripped me hard.
“I’m sorry, I need to see Kat,” I mumbled, embarrassed by the strong emotions coursing through me.
“Good! I’m truly delighted for you. Relax. Don’t fight it. Trust in the bond.” Marron grinned.
We hugged, and I flashed back home.




Chapter 13. 

Kat’s Letters

No matter how much Claire and the other girls tried to explain it away, it seemed obvious. Joe’s behavior had changed towards me in the space of a few hours.
It could only mean one thing. Now he knew me better, he didn’t like me. Although he was my Guardian, and had to protect me, he couldn’t be doing so willingly. And to think he got injured protecting me. Twice! It was so wrong.
The change in his attitude was even more apparent once that crackpot Vigilante Guardian showed up. Now Joe had to face the fact I was part demon. Maybe a big part of me was demon.
My face burned with shame at the thought. No wonder Joe had gone off me. I’d gone off me too, when I heard that news. And because of me, Gran died this morning. Guilt added to my grief and I choked up.
Breathing deeply, I attempted to dampen my emotions before they raged out of control. I sat down on the bed in my new quarters and looked around – such a beautiful bedroom. How could I stay? I didn’t belong here, not with Guardians and their mates. It was ridiculous – Kat the part demon living with Guardians.
At least it was a good sanctuary while I figured out what to do next. If I got Joe to teach me a few martial arts moves I could use against the Vigilante crackpot, I could look after myself. After all, I’d been standing up for myself ever since my parents had died, while watching Gran gradually descend into senility.
It was a good plan. I could do it. Once I was better prepared, I would disappear, then Joe could do as he pleased, when no longer responsible for me.
The thought saddened me though. All my life I’d heard about Guardians and I had longed to have one. My heart ached at the thought of leaving Joe – he was such a great guy and a great Guardian, but I would never stay where I wasn’t wanted.
I sighed and leaned back on the bed. Something crackled in my hip pocket -- the sealed letters from the moving box. They had completely slipped my mind. Hastily I pulled them out of my pocket and examined them.
Both envelopes were addressed to me. One, ‘To Kat’ in a large, masculine hand, was fat, stuffed full. “Dad,” I whispered. The other, containing a small card, by the feel of it, and maybe one sheet of paper, was addressed more formally, to ‘Miss Kat Spur.’
I kept the fat letter and put the other one back in my pocket. With shaking hands, I turned it over, then carefully broke the seal and took it out of the envelope. The last page held the signature, ‘Your Loving Father.’ Yes, I had been right. What had my father written, all those years ago?
A clear image of him appeared in my mind, happy, laughing, his arm around my mother, also laughing. I would have been seven or eight. Good times, I remembered, but soon after, they were always travelling and I seldom saw them.
Then they were dead, and Gran and I became nomads. I never really understood why, only that staying in one place for too long held danger, according to Gran.
I put the letter on the bed and began reading…
My dearest Kat,
Happy 16th Birthday darling. If I’m not around to say this to you in person, your grandmother will give you this letter. It will explain many things you may have been wondering about. Some will be a complete surprise to you, but not too much of a shock, I hope.
My heart squeezed painfully in my chest, as I remembered how much importance Gran placed on the moving box, but she had forgotten why it was important or what it contained. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. If only I’d thought to look inside instead of just humoring her all those years, I could have read dad’s letter years ago.
Gran has told you stories of the Guardians, the letter continued. She has a Guardian ancestor way back in her past, and is very proud of it, I might add.
However, you are much more Guardian than her. I am the son of a full Guardian, and from me, you have inherited many Guardian abilities which I tried to foster in our games together. You have inherited greater strength and speed than humans, important for martial arts, but also the ability to use your mind like a Guardian.
Never forget our mind games sweetheart, they are skills which may, one day, save your life, especially the ability to ward your mind. Remember, always keep your mind warded. Your grandmother is aware how important this is. No doubt, knowing her, she will keep nagging you about it.
Joe was right. I did have a close Guardian ancestor and was much more Guardian than I ever suspected. Something so important to know… and Gran had forgotten to tell me.
I should have been given the information years ago. However, I laughed fondly at dad’s gentle reminder of Gran. She was an excellent nagger.
I continued reading dad’s letter…
Now I must tell you about your mom. She has had little contact with you because she’s been ill, not because she didn’t love you, darling.
Mom didn’t know until after you were conceived, but she is part demon, which makes you part demon too. Let me hasten to add, I didn’t love you or your mother any less when I found out.
The first we knew was when, very much in love, we visited my parents to tell them the good news about your impending birth, and to announce our marriage. My Guardian mother smelled the demon in your mom and refused to have anything to do with us or any children we might bear.
She banished us from her home, straight away. Full Guardians are sensitive to smells you see, so there was no hiding it from her, although I had never noticed it.
They also don’t like demons, I thought, which added weight to my fears that Joe didn’t like me. Anger flared within me as I imagined my poor mother, meeting her prospective mother-in-law for the first time, and being rejected so harshly. What a scene that must have been! However, dad had stood by her – stood by us. That thought warmed my heart.
Confused and more than a little upset, we confronted Gran, her mother. It was news to her too. Totally shocked, she confessed she had agreed to an unofficial adoption, when your mother was a baby.
The poor mother was ill, not expected to live, and she didn’t want the father to have any part in her baby’s upbringing. She swore Gran to secrecy. Your Gran couldn’t have children, and jumped at the chance when offered a baby, having no idea of the demon connection. Part demons appear and act just like humans, especially when they are young, you see.
I read those last few paragraphs several times. It was a lot to take in -- mom, part demon, and secretly adopted by Gran, dad the outcast son of a Guardian. Together they had me, making me a weird mix of Guardian, human and demon. Talk about family secrets.
What an unlikely couple! Searching my hazy memories, all I could remember was closeness, laughter and affection when we were together. They seemed very much in love and we were a happy, loving family.
Tears filled my eyes as I remembered. For a few moments, I allowed the tears to fall. Then, overcome by grief, I curled up on the bed, and sobbed for the loss of my entire, beautiful family.
When my sobs subsided, I wiped my face and reached for the last pages of dad’s letter, eager to drink in every word – as if he was reaching across time to speak directly to me.
We proceeded with our wedding plans, without my family. Then your mother got it into her head to search for her real family to invite to the wedding.
Unfortunately, all that searching drew some unwanted attention. Eventually we received a call inviting us to meet someone who could help us in our search.
It was a trap. The man waiting for us was a Guardian who announced he had vowed to kill all related to Telmut, the half demon who was your mother’s father, your grandfather. Telmut had killed the Guardian’s family – not a nice man by all accounts.
I fought the Guardian, managed to wound him, and escaped with your mother. We went into hiding, cancelled our wedding plans and kept your birth a secret. Your birth was never registered. That decision, we believed, would keep you safe, Kat. We also decided to live separately from you and Gran, so this Guardian wouldn’t connect you to us.
After several years, just when we had started to feel safe once more, he found us.
At the time of writing this letter, your mother and I are waiting for him to show up. We will fight, and whoever wins, the matter will end. Because your existence is a secret, the Guardian doesn’t know you exist. You will be safe, and we have arranged a Trust Fund to take care of you and Gran. The details of the Trust Fund are in the other letter addressed to you.
Hopefully your mother and I will be around to give you this information when you turn sixteen. If not, remember we loved you with all our hearts, and did all we could to keep you safe.
Your loving father
A loud buzzing sound filled my head, and I was having trouble breathing as my father’s last words sank in. My parents were waiting for a Guardian to show up? They would fight…?
I always believed my parents died in a car crash, but no, it was the Vigilante Guardian who killed them. Then Gran had taken me and fled, going into hiding, always moving.
Everything made terrible sense at last.
Grief tore at me anew, and my vision closed in, as a scream erupted from the depths of my being. My whole family, dead – killed in pointless acts of revenge – such good, loving people, gone forever.
I couldn’t see, I fought for breath, but strong, familiar arms wrapped around me, comforting me, before darkness descended.




Chapter 14.

 Joe Speaks the Truth

I drifted, safe, protected, at peace. Whatever had happened, wherever I was, I felt good. Then, like a fog lifting, memories of the letter and the real reason my parents were dead swirled again through my mind. A whimper escaped my lips.
A hand smoothed my hair, and I realized my cheek was resting against a familiar chest. The arm curled around me was also familiar.
Joe! How did he get here? Immediately I shut my mind. I didn’t want my weaknesses on display to him. Hands against his chest, I struggled upright. I could look after myself.
“Sorry. There was bad news in the letter. I’m fine now.” I lurched to my feet standing, unsteady, leaving Joe sitting on the bed. His concern wasn’t real, he was only doing his duty.
“I know, your mind was unwarded. When I came in, the words you were reading were bouncing off the walls. Of course, I picked them up. Then you passed out, and I gave you healing. Are you sure you’ve recovered?”
“I’m positive.” Joe’s words made me angry, and I bristled with indignation at the invasion of my privacy. “Were you standing there spying, with your own mind warded?” Hands on my hips, I stood there frowning my displeasure.
“Sorry. It wasn’t like that. I, I didn’t want to intrude… When you collapsed, I was concerned. I only wanted to help – I am your Guardian, after all.”
Joe looked flustered, which made me even more positive he’d been spying on me. What a nerve!
“Yeah, about that. Look, I know you don’t like me, and you’re only doing this Guardian thing because it’s your duty.”
“That’s not true! Not at all!” Joe stood and almost shouted the words.
I held up my hand for silence. Obviously, he was lying, he must be. “Let me finish.” I shot him a black look, and he shut up.
“Okay, I admit I need you, that is I need your Guardian services right now. What I want, is for you to teach me how to fight this Vigilante nutcase, who killed my family. When you’ve done that, I’ll disappear, and you needn’t see me ever again. Then you can forget all about Guardian duties. Deal?”
I stood there, after my outburst, breathing heavily, my face hot, facing him with hands on hips. Joe stood with his mouth open and his eyebrows doing funny things. He closed his mouth and opened it again as if he was lost for words.
“Well, is it a deal?” I repeated.
With some effort, Joe appeared to pull himself together. He must have been surprised I knew how he felt about me. It was obvious. Apart from his changed behavior, why would he like someone who was part demon? He shut his mouth and folded his arms.
“No deal,” he said, shaking his head.
“What? Are you refusing to teach me how to fight this crazy Guardian?”
“No.” Joe was quick to answer. “I’m happy to teach you, but I won’t allow you to fight the Vigilante. That’s my job.” A stern expression spread over his face.
“Ha! Your duty, don’t you mean?” I took a step closer to him and jabbed my finger in his chest. “When I’ve gone, you won’t have to worry about your so-called duty. I refuse to stay where I’m not wanted.” Breathing hard, I narrowed my eyes and glared at him, waiting for a response, waiting for him to admit the truth.
Finally, Joe broke the heavy silence between us. Because he spoke softly, his words carried more weight.
“I said no deal because I don’t want you to go,” he said, considering my face, his eyes soft and warm. “I do like you Kat, and I want you here, where you’re safe.”
A sudden grin flashed on his face. “You’ve got one bad-ass temper, but I like you, even so.”
His answer took my breath away and words refused to come. Even with his thoughts warded, Joe’s words carried truth, and I believed everything. I sat down, hard, on the bed, my emotions all over the place. Joe sat next to me.
A sudden thought shook me, and I blinked back hot tears before they fell. “Don’t you care that I’m part demon?”
“Not really.” He shrugged. “It’s more of a problem you must come to terms with, but I’ll help you deal with it, whenever necessary. I’ve known a few full demons over the years. Some were quite likable, half-way decent, in fact.”
He grinned again. “Besides, being part demon is more common than you think. Esau has a touch of demon in him, for example.”
I buried my head in my hands. Could it all be true, Esau part demon, and did I really have a Guardian who liked me? But Joe’s thoughts were still warded. I lifted my head and turned on him.
“So how come your thoughts are still warded, if you’re speaking the truth?” I snarled.
He exhaled, took in a deep breath and exhaled again. For a while, I wondered if he would answer.
“I have some personal issues to sort out, and, as I said before, I’ve never been Guardian to a young lady. It’s hard to get used to, but I’m sorting those issues out,” he said at last. “Why are your thoughts still warded?” He chuckled.
Yes, why was that? I had no sensible answer, only confused emotions swirling through me, making me want to cry one minute, and punch someone the next.
Joe took my hand. “Don’t worry Kat, I understand. All your life you’ve been taught to ward your thoughts and to be wary of strangers. Am I right?”
I nodded.
“Today you’ve been in grave danger, lost your grandmother and your home, and now you’re in a new environment, surrounded by strangers. Is it any wonder your training has kicked in automatically?”
“I guess not.” Looking into his eyes, I desperately wanted to trust him. Did Joe have any reason to lie?
“No Kat I’m not lying. Sorry, I picked up that stray thought, flying about.” He gave me an apologetic grin, then dropped my hand and stood up, passing his hand through his hair.
“I know we have our issues, and we’ll face them later, I promise. Now is not the time. Once this Vigilante Guardian is sorted out, we’ll have plenty of time for that. In the meantime, can we agree to trust each other?
Once again, I nodded, hardly daring to believe what he was saying, but I gave him a shaky smile anyway.
Hope and confusion warred in my chest, still heavy with shock and grief. My Guardian, I loved thinking of Joe that way, was such a great guy. Warmth flowed through me knowing he liked me after all, such a comfort to know I wasn’t alone in the world. It was so much more than I deserved.
“Good. I must see Esau about something now. Why not open your other letter? Tell me if you need help with anything in it.” He pointed to the unopened letter on the bed, which I’d forgotten, for the moment.
I reached over to get the letter and when I looked up, Joe had gone.




Chapter 15. 

Joe’s Challenge.

I
flashed to the roof-top of the Guardian complex, a peaceful spot, high above the city. A cool breeze always blew down from the low-lying hills as evening fell.
The breeze, just what I needed, cooled my overheated body and sweat-slicked skin. Taking in a few deep breaths, I closed my eyes, allowing the peace and solitude to wash over me.
I opened them straight away. Visions of Kat, her sweet face, alive with emotions, her sensuous, kissable lips, toned yet womanly body and long shapely legs invaded my mind. My heart racing, I took a deep, gulping breath. The remembered scent of her hair filled my nostrils. Was there no escape?
No mistaking it now. The Guardian mating bond gripped me firmly, squeezing the life out of me. I never asked for this. To spend my life as Rachel’s mate was all I had wanted, but it was denied me.
And what of Kat? Didn’t she deserve better, someone who would focus entirely on her, not on a past love? Not someone soiled by his past life among demons, scheming, deceiving and fomenting trouble. I was so far from what she deserved, it was ludicrous.
The bond doesn’t make mistakes, Marron said. What if he was wrong?
Already I had failed her. Kat had interpreted my aloofness as dislike. Fresh guilt tore at my heart. I caused her suffering. On the first day! How many more times would I fail her and cause suffering?
I paced the rooftop which had always been a sanctuary, my thoughts a muddle of unanswered questions and indecisions. Kat had not felt the stirrings of the mating bond. At least she had given no indication of it. If I kept her busy, perhaps she wouldn’t feel it.
Yes, that would be worth trying. Keep Kat busy until I had disposed of the Vigilante threat. After I’d dealt with that situation, I could focus on doing something about the mating bond. I had to find a way out. Kat’s happiness depended on it.
Decision made, I contacted Esau by mindspeak. I wanted to tell him about being Kat’s Protector, and was looking forward to spending time with him. Perhaps his familiar, friendly presence was all I needed to take my mind off Kat.
Almost immediately, Esau stood before me. This evening, he wore a shirt, hanging out over his jeans, but no shoes as usual, and he focused intensely on eating an ice cream cone.
“Seriously, Joe, this flavor is the best yet. Raspberry truffle, they call it. West and Liz came up with the recipe yesterday. Try it, here, take a bite.”
He thrust the half-eaten cone under my nose, and his eyes sparked red, as they often did when his emotions flared. The red flash of his eyes was the main indicator of his small demon heritage.
Kat had considerably more demon in her makeup. Would her eyes flash red as she matured? I tried to picture it – red flashing eyes and red lips against her dark hair and pale skin… It was an attractive picture, especially when I imagined her dressed in the black leather outfit she had chosen earlier. The outfit hugged all her female curves. Heat blossomed from every pore on my body as my imagination fueled images of her. Sweat ran in rivers down my back and I bit back a groan.
“Joe! Hello. Where are you?” Esau’s face loomed into view, inches from mine, so close I smelled the ice cream on his breath.
“Sorry, I’m a little distracted.”
“A little? Talking to you is like communicating with a log of wood. What’s wrong? I’ve never seen you like this. Are you ill?” Concern creased his brow.
“No, not ill. It’s Kat, she’s got me befuddled.” I sighed. No use trying to hide it, I decided, especially from Esau, who had known me since he was a child.
Esau laughed. “Why am I not surprised? Being her Guardian wouldn’t be easy. From the little I’ve seen of her, one minute she’d be like one of us, then she’d be human and then her demon side would want out – totally unpredictable behavior.” He chuckled. “I’m glad it’s you, not me, that has to deal with her. She’ll keep you on your toes.”
I hung my head, unable to speak. My hair fell over my face and I pushed it back, then put my hands in my pockets. If only it was that simple. If only I was just her Guardian, and not her mate. It would be fun, because I really enjoyed her company.
Esau had stopped laughing, alerted that something was wrong by my lack of response, no doubt. An agony of silence filled the air between us, as his thoughts tumbled over each other, until he reached the logical conclusion.
“No! Don’t tell me. You’re her mate?” His voice carried a disbelieving, shrill note to it and his eyes popped for an instant.
I gave a single nod, still unable to speak.
Esau gave a low whistle. “Does Kat know this?”
“No, and she can’t know. I can’t deal with that yet.” I shook my head and frowned. “It’s more important to deal with the Vigilante Guardian. At least I’m her official Protector now. Once I deal with the Vigilante, then I can look at the mating bond. I’m sure it’s a mistake. It has to be.”
“So that’s why you’ve been distant with her.” Esau narrowed his eyes as he faced me.
I rubbed my hand across my brow and groaned. “You noticed?”
“Not me, Claire noticed. She thinks you’re being a right asshole.”
I groaned again. Couldn’t anyone see Kat was better off without me?
“Look Joe, I never thought I’d have to say this, but you have responsibilities.” Esau moved closer and his voice rose.
“Get your act together and face up to them. Kat’s a hybrid and she’ll need close supervision if her demon side tries to emerge. Have you thought she may be a Cambion waiting to happen? She may become a danger to humans if not closely monitored. And it’s your job to help her through that.” Esau’s face, inches from mine, was red from shouting.
A Cambion – I had never given the possibility much thought. A human, demon hybrid that survived on the earth plane by stealing energy from humans, often to the point of death. “I don’t think she’s got enough demon in her to become a Cambion.” I turned and paced across the flat surface of the rooftop.
“Unbelievable, you don’t know, do you? And she’s close to the age when such hybrids mature and become Cambions.” Esau followed me, yelling in my ear.
I turned on him, shouting. “She’s got to be alive to face those problems, and I’m doing my best to keep her alive.”
We stood glaring each other, Esau’s eyes glowing a steady dark red. I couldn’t remember a time when he’d been so angry at me. So much for enjoying his friendly presence. But could he be right? Torn by confusion, I couldn’t think straight.
Kat didn’t even know I’d been made her Protector, I’d been too rattled by her proximity to stay long enough to inform her. The thought appalled me, I was inept, thinking of myself, not her. I’d failed her, and informing her was such a simple thing to do.
A rush of wind turned our attention from each other and Marron stood before us, looking grim.
“Joe, I came as soon as I got the news. The Vigilante Guardian has issued a challenge. A time has already been set. You’re to meet at Council headquarters in three days’ time.”




Chapter 16.

 Rules of Engagement

Joe had gone again. He was always hurrying off somewhere. Although I missed him already, I felt lighter after our conversation, and I looked forward to spending more time with him now we had cleared the air somewhat.
Sighing, I looked at the letter in my hand. Perhaps this one contained good news. It was about time I had some.
I carefully opened the envelope and pulled out the contents, one sheet of paper folded over. I unfolded it to see a business card stapled to the top. It read PJ Ryder Attorney at Law and Probate Officer.
This must be the firm that managed the trust fund dad had written about in his letter. Gran had taken care of our finances, even in her last few months. All she needed to do was phone up when we were short of money and magically a local bank would have money transferred to it.
She made the phone call, and I went to the bank to withdraw funds, using a card sent to us. Only small amounts of money were transferred, but it was always enough for our meagre needs.
The piece of paper attached to the business card had some barely legible words scrawled on it. Turning the page this way and that I managed to read it.
To Miss K. Spur.
You're welcome to come in any time to discuss your trust fund and other important matters your mother wanted you to know.
Paul Ryder, was the name on the bottom of the letter, if I’d read it correctly. I folded it, put it back in the envelope, and put it in my pocket.
I looked forward to getting in touch with Mr. Ryder and sorting out my trust fund. It bothered me to be living at the home of the Guardians for free. I wanted to pay my way, not be a charity case. Gran and I both had a healthy sense of independence.
Now what? I sighed. I should try to be friendly with the others who lived here. Trouble was, I wasn't used to making friends. I was more comfortable in the role of loner.
We moved around so much when Gran was alive, I never had time to develop friendships. Whenever I made friends with someone, before long we would move and Gran would never allow me to keep in touch. It wasn't safe, she said. And now I believed her. Eventually I stopped trying to make friends.
I sighed again. No point hanging out in my room. I decided to visit the kitchen, make a cup of coffee and hang out for a while. One of the other household members, perhaps even Joe, might come by, or one of the girls. I liked the girls. They were friendly and being with them took my mind off the heavy grief that I carried with me.
I found my way to the elevator and traveled up a floor. If my memory served me right, the communal living area was one floor above my room.
The elevator door opened. Yes, I'd been right. The smell of fresh coffee tantalized my nostrils and drew me to the kitchen. I poured myself a cup, then walked over to a far corner of the huge living room. A large, comfortable arm chair stood there. I turned it around, so I was looking out the window and sat, quietly sipping my coffee.
A sudden rush of wind sounded in my ears. I almost gave way to panic, until I remembered that was how Guardians travelled, using their unique method of flashing from place to place.
I heard Joe’s voice, speaking to someone I didn’t know. “Marron can I get you a coffee?”
The other Guardian answered. “No, thanks. I’m here to tell you the facts, and what will be expected of you. Then I must get back to Headquarters.”
“Esau, do you want a coffee?’ Joe asked.
“No thanks,” Esau answered.
That made three of them. I heard them sit, across the other side of the living room. Surprisingly, they hadn't noticed me sitting quietly, my back to them, in the far corner.
◆◆◆
 
“It surprises me the Vigilante Guardian wanted to battle this out so soon,” said Joe. “He’s no fighter, I could tell by the way he moved. How he thinks he can win is beyond me, but then, he was also keen to start things.” Joe sounded perplexed.
“It's not that simple, Joe,” said the new Guardian. “You must fight his second before you can fight him.”
“His second? What do you mean?” asked Joe.
“I've been looking up the rules. I had no idea what being a Protector entailed when you came to see me,” he said. “When you made yourself Kat's Protector, you became her second, sometimes called a champion, and it gave the Vigilante a chance to choose a second too. You follow?”
The Guardian paused, waiting for acknowledgement from Joe. It came in the form of a brief grunt.
“The seconds battle in the first round,” he continued. “Obviously, the Vigilante hopes his choice will win, injure you or at the very least, wear you down, because then he will have a better chance of defeating you. If he defeats you, then his access to your young lady will be unimpeded”.
I couldn't believe it. They were discussing me and the Vigilante Guardian, the killer of my family. Why hadn't I been included in the discussion?
I saw red -- literally. Looking through a red haze, I stood and marched over to confront them.
“I'm here, so you don’t have to talk about me and my business behind my back. I heard every word. Joe, what do you mean by deciding to fight the Vigilante without telling me? I deserve to know what's happening. No, I demand it!” I stood there, hands on hips, glaring at the three of them.
Joe scrambled to his feet and so did the other Guardian. Esau sat back, his arms spread out across the back of the armchair he was sitting in. An amused grin lit up his face as he surveyed us.
“Atta girl Kat. Joe deserves telling off,” he said, giving me a thumbs-up sign.
I snapped at him. “It's not funny Esau.” If anything, his grin widened.
“Sorry,” said Joe. “I only want to keep you safe. I meant to tell you I was made your Protector when I saw you earlier, but it slipped my mind.”
“Ha! I don't believe something as important as that slipped your mind. You’re keeping secrets from me! I want to be there. I insist! It’s my battle, so I should fight this Vigilante instead of you. And you said you’d train me.” I shouted, even though I was standing so close to him I could feel his body heat.
Joe waited until I was silent. “No. I can't permit you to be there or to fight,” he said firmly. “Above all, I will protect you.” He moved his face closer to mine. “And not just because it’s my duty, but because I care.”
That last statement softened my reaction, somewhat, but I was still angry.
The other Guardian spoke while we stood, faces inches apart, neither backing down. “Joe, I’m sorry to tell you this, but she has to be there.” I shot Joe a look of triumph. I would get my way after all.
He continued to speak, and Joe’s expression changed to dismay. “The rules must be followed, or you risk losing your status as Protector. Furthermore, if the second defeats you, she will have no choice but to face the Vigilante. So, I suggest you train her, in the few days you've got left, just in case she has to fight him.”
“What?” Joe wheeled around, grabbing the front of the other Guardian’s shirt. “Why didn't you tell me this before I became her Protector? I would never have exposed her to this risk.” Joe breathed heavily.
“Calm down, Joe,” the other Guardian said. “At the time, I wasn’t aware of that ruling, it’s been centuries since a Protector has been appointed. This Vigilante has obviously studied the rules and made plans to give himself the best advantage. Let me tell you what else I found out.”
Joe let the Guardian go, and made an effort to control his breathing. “There is only a slight chance the second will defeat me, but still, I would never have taken that risk if I'd known,” he said, putting a hand up to his brow.
“Let's all just sit down and remain calm,” the Guardian said, smoothing his shirt front.
“A good idea,” said Esau from the comfort of his armchair. “Tell us what you know, Marron.”
We all sat, having had our say. Joe took my hand and pulled me down on the sofa, close to him. I loved that little gesture of intimacy, and, when he kept hold of my hand while the meeting progressed, I was pleased, although my anger was not yet appeased.
Once we were all settled, the Guardian continued. “Swords will be the weapons used. The rules are clear on that. No modern weapons are allowed because the rules were made long before they were invented. You are also permitted one hidden weapon in the second round, whoever is fighting.”
“A hidden weapon? What does that mean?” Joe leaned forward.
“From reading the rules, I believe it refers to a hidden knife or something of that nature.”
Must it be something on you, or can it be something nearby, perhaps hidden nearby?” Joe asked.
“It’s completely open to interpretation,” said the other Guardian. “I saw nothing in the rules.”
“So, swords only in the first round. Swords plus a hidden weapon, such as a dagger in the second round,” said Joe, rubbing the back of his head. “All fairly straightforward. We bring our own weapons, I take it. Anything else we should be aware of?
The other Guardian nodded his agreement. “That’s right, you’ve got it. All you need to know now are the details. The time for the confrontation is set for 3 PM on Thursday afternoon. You and the young lady must be there, ready for battle one hour before that time. Hopefully the young lady won't need to face the Vigilante.”
He glanced in my direction, almost as an afterthought. “Oh, one other thing you should be aware of. The confrontation between you, or possibly Kat and the Vigilante Guardian will be to the death. The one between you and the second will be until someone yields.”
This was all too real. Joe or I faced a battle to the death. Fear suddenly gripped me at the thought of what was to come. Martial arts competitions were far different to this. A grim silence descended over the group.
“Does anyone have any questions?” The Guardian asked.
“If we think of any, I'll contact you by mindspeak,” said Joe.
The Guardian stood and so did Joe. Still holding Joe’s hand, I stood beside him. “I'll see you Thursday,” the Guardian said. Grabbing Joe’s free hand, he shook it and put his other hand on Joe’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, you’ll win Joe, no one has had as much fighting experience as you.”
He nodded to Esau and to me. “Goodbye, Esau. Goodbye, Kat, until Thursday. With those words, he flashed away.
I turned to face Joe, sobered by what had been said in the meeting. Esau mumbled something and made himself scarce.
Then we were alone.




Chapter 17. 

Plans

I gazed up at Joe, unable to speak, a confused mess of fear, anger and bewilderment. Joe was my rock, my Guardian. Surely, he could make things right again. I had to believe it.
At least his face had softened to a degree, far less intimidating than the stern face he wore before. He squeezed my hand – he hadn’t let it go all through the meeting, and he brought my hand to his lips.
Such an old-fashioned gesture, but totally Joe, made my lips curve in a smile. Then, Joe closed his eyes and his hot lips lingered on my hand. That was not like Joe. What was going on?
Finding my other hand, he clasped it in a firm, reassuring grip, then brought both my hands to his chest, his heartbeat, under my fingers, strong and steady.
“Kat, I’m so sorry,” warm eyes lingering on my face, as though he had something important to say, but, as always, his thoughts were closed. Two could play at that game, I had shut down my thoughts too – I wouldn’t be an open book while he excluded me.
As if deliberating what to say next, he hesitated. “You have every right to be angry. I’m not handling this Guardian business well, and I let you down badly today. Of course, I should have informed you of developments, and consulted you before making decisions.”
Joe’s eyes, hot, intense, bored into mine. No excuses given. What wasn’t he saying?
“Forgive me?” he whispered. Flickers of untold suffering flowed through the depths of his eyes, still locked onto mine.
I nodded, unable to find words, bewildered by the speed my life was changing, overwhelmed by new sensations coming from Joe.
Fear was my dominant emotion in that instant, although I was a black belt in several martial arts and could out fight the best of them. However, the cold reality of the Guardian’s words, forced me to realize the Vigilante was a killer, and I was his next target. It hadn’t seemed real until that moment.
Nothing but death would stop him, and I couldn’t imagine killing, not even to save my life. I was no killer, even though I hated him for his actions. A fight to the death had been arranged at his request, an official challenge. The horror of it had me fighting down panic.
Bile rose in my throat and icy fingers clutched my spine. As much as I wanted him to pay for killing my family, I realized I didn’t have what it took to stop him.
An understanding spread through Joe’s eyes. The rest of his face softened even more as I gazed upon it. My breathing slowed, and a calmness spread through me.
“Please, allow me to do my job and protect you,” he whispered. “I’ve seen you fight. You’re good, but a fight to the death is not something you’re ready for. You don’t have the killer instinct necessary.”
Strange, he mirrored my thoughts exactly. He understood me, even without knowing my thoughts. My heart swelled in my chest as I looked at him. What had I done to deserve a Guardian like Joe?
“You’re right,” I said. “I’d come to that conclusion already. I don’t even want to be there when you fight and kill the Vigilante, except… I’d hate not knowing if you were safe or not.”
A sad smile flickered on his face. “Unfortunately, we need to obey Council rules to the letter, and you are required to attend. I wish it wasn’t so, but I’ll ask Esau to come along and he’ll protect you if anything happens to me – not that I’m expecting it…”
He added the last few words hastily as a gasp escaped my lips at the mention of something happening to him.
Unexpectedly Joe laughed. “Don’t worry Kat. I’ve been in numerous battles, trained soldiers and fought hand to hand with all kinds of weapons against many different adversaries. I’ll defeat this Vigilante and then we can enjoy getting to know each other at last. How does that sound?”
Yes. That was exactly what I wanted. “Sounds good,” I whispered, smiling up at him, feeling his heart-beat quicken under my fingers held against his chest. Joe would take care of things, I was certain. Relief rolled through me, so much that my knees felt weak.
Still holding my hands, Joe took them off his chest and placed them by my side, giving them one last squeeze, before he stepped back.
“If you go to your room, you’ll find various martial arts uniforms in the closet. I had Alwyn put them there. Change into whatever suits you and I’ll meet you back here in an hour. You still want me to train you, I take it.”
My heart flipped with excitement. At last Joe planned to train me! I wanted to throw my arms around him and hug him, but the stern expression he wore stopped me in my tracks.
“Yes, oh yes, please,” I said breathlessly, my excitement mounting.
A strange, unreadable expression crossed Joe’s face for an instant. What was going on with him? “Go! I’ll see you in an hour,” he said, stepping back further.
I hurried back to my room, my feet flying, puzzled by Joe. One minute he was stern, forbidding and businesslike, the next warm and caring.
I liked warm, caring Joe best. That was the real Joe, I decided, and, despite everything, Joe would fix things. Then we’d be free, I had to believe it. No more Vigilantes, and we could get to know each other.
The thought made my heart beat faster. After the next few days, everything would settle down. At least Joe seemed confident of winning, and I trusted him, more than I had ever trusted anyone.
Who would meet me when I returned in my martial arts gear – stern Joe or warm Joe? I hoped it would be warm Joe. The more I glimpsed him, the more I liked him.




Chapter 18. 

Training Begins

After Kat left the room I sat down, hard, in the nearest armchair, burying my head in my hands. I needed to ignore the mating urge with this crisis upon us. I’d almost managed it too, until left alone with Kat, when my growing feelings for her all but took over. However, that problem would have to wait. I’d deal with it after the Challenge.
What a relief she no longer wanted to fight the Vigilante. That would have been sheer madness. Kat didn’t have the speed or the strength to match a Guardian, even an untrained Guardian like Vigilante Theo. And without a killer instinct she’d be hopelessly outmatched.
Now I had to keep her busy and distracted until the Challenge was settled and hope she didn’t feel the mating bond. I groaned, and leaned back in the chair. I had to keep myself busy and distracted too and maintain a restrained presence around her.
To make matters worse, I noticed, for the first time, her eyes flash red when she was angry – a demon characteristic. This was a change, and meant we must consult Dr. Frank as soon as possible, to find out what was happening with her. The blood test was urgent, although results would only be available after the Challenge.
Everything depended upon the Challenge. Once it was over I would deal with other matters. Right now, I needed a clear head.
Think Joe think. Ah yes. Strategy number one, have other people present as often as possible when Kat was around.
Using mindspeak, I contacted Esau.
Are you free for a practice session in the gym, in an hour? I need to prepare for the Challenge.
Sure. See you soon. Esau sent back.
Kat will be observing.
Cool.
Good. Pleasantly surprised at how smoothly that had gone, I returned to strategizing.
Strategy number two, keep physical contact to a minimum.
Whenever I got near Kat, I wanted to take her in my arms and never let her go. Once again, I thought of the many things I loved about her. The way her eyes lit up when she smiled, her sweet kissable lips, and her quick, intelligent mind -- totally gorgeous. And her body was the most delectable thing, lean, strong, yet with feminine curves in all the right places. The way her toned body moved was intoxicating.
The bond was never wrong, according to Marron. Was he right after all? I could dream... Physically, Kat was my ideal woman, strong and capable. No shrinking violets or sweet home-spun types for me, I liked a woman with backbone.
Beyond that, Kat had fire in her belly, a passion for life. She was courageous and kind-hearted, unspoiled, innocent yet with flashes of wisdom – a young woman who would cope with every challenge life flung at her, and emerge undefeated, even stronger for it. I admired her in so many ways.
With training she might, one day become a Guardian, like Esau, with her unique heritage. That remained to be seen. Her untapped potential was interesting, to say the least.
Above all, she was fun. Being with Kat lightened my heart, almost like a drug. But what could I, a jaded, cynical, soiled Guardian, give her?
I shook my head. How long had I been sitting there thinking of Kat? Too long. I flashed to the gym to get changed.
◆◆◆
 
Back in the community living room, sitting on a couch, I waited for Kat to appear, going over what I intended to do in the gym. First a fast and furious sword fight with Esau, demonstrating the level of speed and power needed to fight a Guardian. That should finally dissuade her of any lingering notions she may have of fighting the Vigilante.
There would be blood because Esau and I practiced with sharp swords and often cut each other unintentionally. For this reason, we went topless and wore light, loose cotton pants for ease of movement. We took no notice of cuts because we both healed quickly, but Kat needed to see the blood to prepare her for the real thing.
I didn’t want her screaming or fainting at the Challenge – I wanted to prepare her, so she could face the experience with minimum stress. Even more important, any sudden emotional reaction from her could cause a distraction, and I couldn’t afford to worry about Kat’s state of mind while I was fighting. A single-minded focus would be imperative.
After the demonstration fight, I would ask Kat to show us a few of her moves, teach her a few elementary sword-fighting skills and finally practice advanced moves with Esau to prepare for the Challenge. The session should go well. Pleased with myself, I sat back, relaxed, and waited for Kat. Everything was under control.
The elevator door opened and so did my mouth when Kat emerged, not wearing any of the traditional white, martial arts uniforms I had arranged for her. Instead, she looked like someone had spray-painted her with shiny red and black paint, and stuck her favorite black combat boots on her feet.
“Wha… what are you wearing?” I asked, once I’d regained some control over my mouth and eyeballs. I tried frowning to bring my eyebrows down, but they wouldn’t budge.
Kat beamed a broad smile at me. “Sorry Joe, but the uniforms you left were so boring, I asked Claire for help. She had this classy, red, spandex leotard with long sleeves, and these red and black leggings which were just begging to go with my black boots. So, I borrowed them.”
She twirled around to show me, and I tightened my jaw to keep my mouth from falling open again.
“Look, they’re made for dancing, and move with your body.” She gave a shimmy to demonstrate and sweat poured from all my pores.
“I don’t know why this gear isn’t used in martial arts – it’s ideal. Best of all, your opponent can’t grab you. Their hands slip off. Here… feel.” Kat grabbed my hand and rubbed it up and down her arm.
A growl began its rumble deep in my chest. With effort, I suppressed it. “Yes, I see what you mean,” I said, snatching my hand back. “Kat, it’s all right to wear that here, but you can’t wear it at Council headquarters for the Challenge.”
“Why not? What’s wrong with it?” she asked, looking puzzled.
Incredible. She must have no idea how sexy she looked. I wiped the sweat from my brow. “Nothing.” The word came out as a croak. In fact, everything was right with it. I could look at her all day. The shiny red and black outfit caressed and emphasized every feminine curve. I cleared my throat.
“Personally, I like it. It’s just that they’re a conservative bunch up there and we need to stick to their rules or face possible penalties.” I made sure to ward my thoughts, not wanting Kat to know their carnal nature. My growing possessiveness disturbed me too. I couldn’t stand the thought of every male in the place ogling her.
Esau! He’d be waiting for us downstairs in the gym. I had to warn him about Kat before we turned up.
Esau, are you in the gym? I reached out to him with mindspeak.
Yeah, just arrived. See you soon?
We’re on our way. But Esau… stare at Kat and I’ll give you two black eyes. That’s a promise. Got it?
Sure... but I can’t wait to find out what’s got you all riled up. His amusement filled my mind.
One other thing. Ward your thoughts around her, she picks them up.
Okay, duly warned. Once again, his amusement filled my mind.
I extended my arm to Kat. “Ready for the gym?”
She took my arm and smiled at me. “Can’t wait.”
Arm in arm we walked to the elevator. “I’ve asked Esau to join us. We’ll be demonstrating a few things to you and I also need to practice with him.”
Kat squeezed my arm and smiled up at me as we stepped into the elevator to take us down to the gym. My heart rate soared.




Chapter 19. 

Preparing for the Challenge

I burst out of the elevator ahead of Kat into the half-lit gym. “Esau, are you here?”
His amusement, transmitted through mindspeak filled my head. Then I saw him down the far end of the gym, in a dark corner, rummaging through a sports bag.
“Hi Joe, hi Kat,” he called. “Down here.”
Esau’s amusement doubled in intensity in my head. I frowned.
Warding my mind from Kat, I used mindspeak.
What’s up with you Esau?
Saints preserve us Joe, I promise I haven’t been staring, but Kat looks like Deadpool, without the mask -- a shiny Deadpool, with… bumps.
What? What’s a deadpool? 
Never mind. Ask Nathan for the movie.
Kat won’t be wearing this outfit at the Challenge.
I hope not!
 Esau’s amusement had not diminished one bit. He was enjoying this!
Then again Joe, maybe it’s a good strategy. Use Kat to distract the Vigilante while you run him through. She could be your secret weapon.
Not funny Esau.
I switched the lights on, to see Esau, standing with a water bottle raised to his lips, eyes purposefully averted from Kat, mocking me, completely deadpan, while his amusement echoed through my skull.
Deciding to ignore his previous mindspeak comments, I turned to Kat.
“Kat, come sit over here. Esau and I will practice for the next 10 minutes, to give you a feel of what to expect at the Challenge. Call time, if you like. Use that wall clock.” I pointed to it.
Kat’s eyes, round with wonder, or perhaps apprehension, focused on my face. She nodded and took a seat facing the clock.
“There will be a lot of blood because we use sharp swords and don’t hold back. So, it will look real. Please don’t be alarmed, because we know what we’re doing, and, unlike humans, we heal quickly. You must get used to the blood. Try not to scream -- it will be good practice for you.” I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile.
“I won’t scream,” she said firmly, even though her face looked several shades paler.
Esau and I walked to the stored weapons, on the far side of the gym. “Two swords each, fast and furious.” I whispered to Esau. “And cut me up good. I don’t want Kat thinking she can take on the Vigilante. I want her to see what damage can be done.”
“With pleasure Joe,” Esau grinned.
“Don’t worry I intend to cut you up just as good. You need to bleed too.” I grinned back at him and clapped him on the shoulder.
“Gee, thanks. You’re all heart.” Esau chuckled.
Esau understood what was happening without me spelling it out. “Thanks Esau, I can always count on you,” I said, in a more serious vein. “Let’s put on a good show. For Kat.”
We selected our swords, walked to the center of the gym, and stood facing each other.
“Ready Esau?”
He nodded, raised both swords, and I raised mine.
“Call on the next full minute, Kat.”
She stood facing the clock. “Now! Go!” She yelled.
For the next 10 minutes solid, we battled up and down the gym, as fast as we could, yelling, shrieking, cutting, slashing, jumping high and thumping down loud on the wooden floor, back and forth. We were evenly matched. Sometimes I’d drive Esau back, sometimes he’d drive me back. Soon Esau was covered in blood from his numerous nicks and cuts. I hoped I was too.
“Time! Stop!” Kat yelled.
Esau and I lowered our weapons and stood, facing each other, out of breath and laughing.
“You’re a mess Esau. If I’m like you, you did well. I owe you one.”
Putting his arm over my shoulder, he said. “Don’t worry, you’re a terrible mess. I’m going to take a shower. Back in a few minutes.”
I hurried over to Kat, wanting her to see some of the blood and damage up close, before I healed. I hated doing it to her, but I hated thinking she would deliberately choose to fight a Guardian more.
“What did you think?” I asked, noticing her increased pallor.
“It was rough and much faster than I expected.” She frowned. “I’m glad you warned me about the blood. Are you sure you’re not hurt?”
“Guardians heal, and we can take much more damage than humans. Can you understand a human is no match for a Guardian?” I had to be sure.
“Oh. Don’t worry, you’ve made your point, but I hate that I can’t fight my own battles.” Her eyes blazed, and that flash of red sparked.
“But Kat, you have a Guardian. Now your battles are my battles. Can you accept that?”
She smiled, and it was like the sun coming out from behind a cloud. My heart swelled to bursting point.
“Yes. Yes, I can. Thank you, Joe.” Then a frown creased her brow. “How can I help? What can I do?” Her eyes, burning with intensity, bored into mine.
I would have reached out and taken her hand, but mindful of the blood coating me, I resisted the temptation.
“Do just what you did today. You did extremely well and I’m proud of you. First time seeing Guardians fight wouldn’t have been easy.” Kat smiled, ducked her head as if she was unfamiliar with praise, and a blush darkened her cheeks.
“During the Challenge, I want you to keep your head and stay calm, no matter what happens. Can you do that for me Kat? I must focus on the challengers, at all costs. It could save our lives.”
“I can and I will, I promise Joe.” She spoke with a quiet intensity, and I knew she meant every word.
“That’s my girl,” In that moment, I was proud enough to burst. “I know I can rely on you.”
Esau, fresh from the shower, entered the gym and walked towards us.
“Excuse me for a few moments while I shower and change,” I said to Kat, standing up. “When I come back, we can continue the training. I’d like to see what skills you’ve been learning.”
Esau sat on the other side of Kat and I took my leave, deep in thought. Marron’s words kept coming back to me -- the bond never makes mistakes. The more time I spent with Kat, the more I thought our union could work, as unlikely as it first appeared.
Once the Challenge was over, I vowed to stop fighting the bond. Instead, I’d relax and accept whatever developed, but there was something else I had to do first.
My heart lighter, feeling a little giddy at the prospect of having Kat as my mate, I smiled and stepped into the shower.




Chapter 20.

 Kat’s Gym Experience

As Esau sat beside me in the gym, I watched Joe walk to the showers. The way he moved was fascinating, combining the relaxed grace of a dancer with the coiled readiness of an experienced fighter. I recognized the fluid movements years of martial arts training bestowed, and wondered what forms he had studied.
Esau also moved in a similar way, but Joe took it to a whole new level, as though he had lived martial arts for years and it was an integral part of him. Every movement was a beautiful study in grace and power. I couldn’t take my eyes off him.
Only when he walked through a doorway and out of sight, did I turn my attention to Esau. Before realizing it, I gasped automatically, in astonishment.
“You’re almost completely healed.” My gaze roamed over his torso, which had been a mass of bleeding cuts before, like Joe, when he sat down beside me.
Esau looked down over his arms and chest. “That’d be right, we heal quickly,” he said casually, as though it was normal, but then it was, for him. Thoughts of him and Joe practicing together invaded my mind. Although terrifying, it had also been exhilarating.
“You and Joe fight in much the same way, and you’re very evenly matched. It was an amazing experience watching you two together.”
Esau laughed and leaned back on the bench. “Joe trained me from when I was 10 years old. It’s no wonder we fight in the same way. You probably don’t know it,” he said, “but Joe’s my Guardian too.”
That was interesting news. Confusion seized me, and I felt my eyes widen. “But aren’t you a Guardian?”
“Well I am now, but I wasn’t born one. I was born a hybrid like you. Although I think you have more demon than I do.” He laughed again and leaned towards me in a conspiratorial manner. “Between you and me, some of the full Guardians can be… stuffy, even boring.” He wrinkled his nose.
“Joe’s a full Guardian, isn’t he? Is he stuffy?”
“Oh, saints preserve us, no. Not him!  Joe’s anything but stuffy, you’ll see, once you get to know him better.”
“He can be awfully stern,” I said, frowning, remembering all the times he confused me with his changing attitudes.
“Oh, don’t I know it.” Esau leaned back on the bench again. “But that usually means he’s got a lot on his mind, like now.”
Already, Esau had given me much to think about. He was a hybrid, like me and not a full Guardian, yet he had somehow become one. I wondered how Joe and he had met and how Esau had become a Guardian.
Did that mean I could become a Guardian too? My breath caught in my throat at the prospect. What if I could learn to fight like Esau did with Joe? The thought of being able to move that fast thrilled me.
Something else surfaced in my mind. Esau and the other Guardians I had met had mates. By talking to the girls, I had found out Joe didn’t have one. Did Esau know why?
“Why doesn’t Joe have a mate?” Filled with a sudden, urgent desire to have the answer, I fired the question at Esau, out of the blue.
He gave me the oddest look. “I have no idea. He won’t talk about his private life. That’s something you must ask him.” He stopped talking, as if considering what to say next.
“I don’t want to say too much, but Joe’s more likely to tell you why he doesn’t have a mate, only… don’t mention it before the Challenge -- not unless you want him turning stern again. He’s relaxed now, let’s keep him that way. Eh?”
That sounded like an excellent idea, so I nodded my agreement.
The door to the shower area opened, and Joe strode towards us with his customary languid grace. His damp hair hung in waves over his broad shoulders, and I had an insane impulse to sit with him and brush it dry while he told me stories about his past. I knew he would have endless fascinating tales.
Whether that vision was wishful thinking or a glimpse of our future, I couldn’t tell, but my warding slipped for a moment, as I enjoyed the imaginary scene.
I felt Joe pick up the thought. A warm approval radiated from him, and, suddenly embarrassed, I warded my mind again. Heat suffused my cheeks. How pathetic, I was probably blushing like a schoolgirl.
Then again, perhaps I had imagined the brief connection, because Joe gave no indication of anything out of the ordinary, as he sat beside me.
Holding out a bare arm, he turned it over then pointed to his chest. “See? Completely healed. And so is Esau.”
“I’m glad,” I said, casting my eyes over his arms and chest. “I was worried before you went to the shower. It’s amazing how quickly you heal.” Totally awestruck, I allowed my eyes to roam over his shoulders, to his face, and saw he was smiling at me.
But instantly, he was all businesslike again, and cleared his throat.
“Have you decided what to show us today?”
I could be just as businesslike. “Yes, I’d like to demonstrate Muay Thai movements, my favorite martial art – it’s quick, and effective in close combat. It’s most effective when facing a hostile group, and you can use fists, elbows, knees, shins, feet — almost anything goes. And these boots are a useful accessory on the streets.”
“I can imagine!” said Joe, his eyes sparkling, either with amusement or interest, I wasn’t sure which. “Muay Thai is one of the few martial arts I haven’t studied. I’m interested to learn from you.”
“Do you have heavy, long, punching bags and somewhere to hang them?”
“We should have most equipment you’ll need in the storeroom. What about boxing gloves?”
“Yes, boxing gloves would be useful. And I’ll take my boots off, I don’t want to damage the equipment.
Chatting away, absorbed in the sport and the equipment needed, we walked to the store room. My eyes popped with delight when I saw all the equipment stored there -- punching bags, martial arts uniforms, swords, balls, exercise equipment, weights, almost anything you could think of.
Soon I had selected what I needed, and Joe helped set everything up. After taking off my boots, I stood poised for action in front of a heavy punching bag.
For the next few minutes, I attacked the punching bag with hands, knees, shins and feet at a blistering pace. Then, after a short pause, to catch my breath and wipe my sweaty face and neck on a towel Joe had given me, I did a combination of punches and elbow jabs, with high roundhouse and swinging kicks thrown in, concentrating more on form than speed.
I finished my sets, sweating and out of breath, and gave Esau and Joe a quick bow. Esau jumped to his feet, clapping his hands enthusiastically. “Fantastic, well done,” he called.
I was more interested in Joe’s reaction. He sat back on the bench, leaning against the wall with a broad grin on his face. “Didn’t I tell you she had talent Esau?” he said, but he was looking straight at me.
The heat of another blush rose to my cheeks, and I hastily grabbed the towel to wipe my face again and cover it up. Around Joe, I sometimes acted like I was still sixteen.
“Have a rest Kat, you’ve earned it,” he said. “That demo was most interesting, and you’ve studied and practiced hard to get to that level of achievement.”
Joe’s words pleased me no end. Instinctively, he knew the effort it had taken to reach the level of skill I had demonstrated. His praise warmed me to the core, and I grinned happily at him.
All too briefly, Joe returned my smile, but then he turned to Esau. “Esau, meet me in the kitchen. We need to get apples, potatoes, oranges, and the like.”
Esau flashed away in the blink of an eye.
What was Joe up to now?
“Stay here, we’ll be back soon,” he said and flashed after Esau.
I didn’t have long to wait before they were back again, each carrying a bucket filled with fruit and vegetables.
Joe sat beside me again, and tied a heavily folded, white silk scarf around his eyes.
“What’s going on?” I asked, intrigued by the preparation.
“It’s another way of using mindspeak, useful in combat, particularly if you have to fight more than one opponent at a time. Would you like to help Esau set it up?”
“Yes,” I replied, jumping at the chance, my curiosity mounting.
Eagerly, I ran across the gym, to where Esau was placing stools and boxes, each with a piece of fruit or a vegetable on top, at random places around the gym. He handed me a large bunch of bananas. “We’re setting up an obstacle course for Joe. Put these bananas randomly between the stools and boxes. He must avoid stepping on them while he chops what’s on the stools and boxes with a sword. This is an elementary way of using this tactic. Imagine if each obstacle was an armed warrior. If used right it can be like having eyes in the back of your head.”
My imagination reeled at the possibilities.
Once everything was set up, I sat on a bench at the side of the gym and watched Joe, blindfolded, tackle the obstacle course. I held my breath, my excitement mounting, as he stepped over a banana, and started moving up the gym, towards Esau at the other end.
Whoosh! The sword split an apple in half, without damaging the stool it had been placed on. A potato was next.
Carefully, Joe made his way up the gym towards Esau, stepping over bananas and avoiding contact with the stools and boxes. The only sound was the whoosh of his sword as he sliced through an orange or an apple or a potato. I was spellbound.
Then he was standing next to Esau, ripping the blindfold off.
“How did I go?” He grinned.
“You got everything and missed all the bananas, boxes and stools,” I gushed. “How did you do it?” My voice came out in a squeak, I was so excited, but I didn’t care.
“Using mindspeak, as I said. But instead of thoughts, Esau transmitted images to me. It’s something we developed between us for combat. I don’t know if other Guardians use the technique that way. It’s highly specialized.”
“Oh Joe, please teach me how to do it.”
“Are you ready for it, Kat? We would need access to each other’s minds for it to work properly. Although, the intense level of focus needed to transmit images, drives other thoughts out. Do you trust me enough to permit that access?”
“I’m ready and I trust you,” I said firmly. I would do whatever it took to gain that skill, and I wanted to make Joe proud of me.
“Let’s do it then,” said Joe, and he winked at me.
Happy, tested to my limits, and focused, I forgot all about the Challenge and the Vigilante Guardian for the next few hours.
◆◆◆
 
“It’s time we rested up for the night,” said Joe. I was enjoying the practice sessions so much I had forgotten all about the time.
With a wave and a grunt, Esau flashed away, and I was alone with Joe.
“Let me escort you to your room,” he said, and offered me his arm. His old-fashioned manners made me smile. A lot of things about Joe made me smile, I realized, so glad he had come into my life.
We took the elevator to my floor and Joe walked me to my room. “We’ll train again tomorrow. And I’ll also need to practice the sword with Esau. If you like, you can observe.”
“I’d love that,” I said, thrilled to be asked, but suddenly overcome with weariness.
“One other thing,” said Joe. “I’d like to arrange for you to have a blood test tomorrow, so you’ll know how much Demon and Guardian are in your system. Sometimes a heavy demon heritage can cause problems, and we need to be prepared for that. Do I have your permission to go ahead?”
Right then I didn’t care. Sleep was what I needed, and my eyes wanted to close. “Whatever,” I said.
“Oh, and one further thing, before you fall asleep.” I forced myself to focus on Joe’s face. “You did well today. I’m proud of you Kat.” He took my hand, brought it to his lips and kissed it.
A huge smile plastered itself on my face. “Thanks Joe,” I whispered, leaning heavily against the door. “Good night.”
I watched Joe walk to the elevator, hardly able to focus, but loving the way he moved, then, struggling to keep my eyes open, I peeled off my clothes. Too tired to look for pajamas, I sank naked into bed, and pulled the blankets up around me.




Chapter 21. 

A Beautiful Memory

Once again Kat showed how strong she was. I worked her mercilessly in the gym, tested and challenged her until she was ready to drop. Still she craved more, eager to learn further skills. Kat was a warrior at heart, her Guardian heritage strong.
To be truthful, I enjoyed our time together. Her presence soothed my soul and her joy and optimism shone light on my darkness.
Long, long ago I was full of the joy of living too, like Kat. She was re-awakening a part of me which I thought was long dead.
I made my way to the rooftop of our apartment complex, high above the city, deep in thought. Kat would be so easy to love, but something else needed attention first.
I was already half in love with her and the bond, which had chosen us to be mates, was strengthening, relentlessly. Today I thought I saw signs that Kat was feeling it too. She deserved my full attention, my full devotion, but was it possible when such strong feelings for Rachel still lived in my heart?
Marron, in his wisdom, had told me Rachel lived only in my memory. She was long gone, and no human would remember her. Probably the only being on earth that carried her memory was me.
Guilt ate into me at the thought of loving someone else. Or was I indulging myself by keeping Rachel’s memory alive? I must know the answer, and instinct told me I would find it where she had met her death.
Before I could talk myself out of it, I flashed there, deep in the heart of present day Europe, to the hilltop where the fort, once our home, had been located. The hilltop was bare – no trace of the settlement we occupied, or any later settlement visible.
The crisp early morning air stung my face, as I gazed across the plains far below, just as I did when I lived there all those centuries ago. Farmlands still dominated the landscape, and a strange sense of déjà vu gripped me as the sun rose over the farms.
I turned around and visualized where the courtyard had been, the living quarters, fire-pits and workstations. They were brutal, savage times, with no laws to prevent the strong taking from the weak and yet, nothing but a deep sense of peace imbued the place.
I had been Guardian to Pelle, his wife Bronwyn and their children. Sitting in the area where I once worked with Pelle, I gazed in wonder towards where the living quarters were located, the area where Rachel lived with her parents and sisters and where I had lived with my human family. Not a trace of any structure remained.
The memory of Rachel’s beautiful violet eyes, her shy smile and long, dark hair she liked to dress with small daisies filled my mind.
I had never returned since the time of their savage deaths, so long ago. Guilt kept me away, as if I expected something of them to be lingering here with a sad, vengeful presence. The last thing I expected was this beautiful tranquility.
“Rachel,” I whispered, half expecting an answer, a ghostly presence or some reminder of her existence. An abiding peace was all I felt. There was nothing of her or my human family here.
Tears sprang to my eyes. I needed to talk to Rachel, to get her to understand the situation I was in, but it would be impossible. The words came tumbling out with my tears, even though I knew she would never hear them. Coming here was a foolish notion.
“Rachel, I’m so sorry for what happened. I’m deeply ashamed I didn’t have the strength or the wisdom to prevent it, and I failed you. You were my mate, and we had a wonderful life ahead of us.
Probably, you would still have been alive today, and together we would have experienced the extraordinary adventure of human achievement. I miss you every day my love, and I have often wished I could have died with you.”
My tears flowed freely for a while. When they slowed, I continued speaking.
“But our wishes were not to be. And now I’m faced with a dilemma. The mating bond has activated again, and another mate has been chosen for me.
“She is a wonderful young woman, in desperate trouble, and she deserves a mate who can give his whole heart, his total devotion and his complete loyalty. It’s what I would have given you, had you lived. Now I must do this for her. Can you understand?”
I waited for an answer, not knowing what, if anything to expect. Nothing but utter tranquility washed over me. Was that my answer?
Thinking logically, I decided my heart was big enough to contain the love for Rachel and still love Kat. After all, love expands. A mother’s love is not diminished by each extra child she bears. Why couldn’t I keep my love for Rachel locked in my heart and still love Kat? It was not logical to expect an answer, but I wasn’t ready to leave.
The sun climbed higher and warmed my back and head as I sat on the ground. I rested my head on my knees, my eyes grew heavy and I must have dozed.
A colorful wagon pulled up on the dirt track next to me and Rachel jumped down, looking excited. “Joshaviah, we’re going home. Our farm has been returned to us and we don’t need to stay in the fort. I’m so happy,” she said, her violet eyes sparkling.
“Let me come with you,” I said, jumping to my feet and reaching for her hand.
She giggled. “Don’t be silly Joshaviah. You have other important things to do. Farm life is not for you.” Putting her hand to her hair, she pulled out a few small, white daisies, placing them in my hand. “I’ll never forget you. Whenever you see white daisies, think of me and know I’m happy.”
The wagon started up again. She ran alongside it, put her hand on a rail and pulled herself up onto the wagon. As it moved away, she leaned out waving happily, and I was left standing in the middle of the dirt track clutching a few small flowers.
I shivered, waking abruptly. The sun had gone behind a cloud and a chilly breeze blew across my shoulders. Where was I? Then I remembered, and I also remembered the dream. Funny, it was only a dream, but I felt lighter, and I smiled at the vivid recollection of Rachel.
Nothing would happen, I realized now. Coming here was foolishness, and I had important matters waiting at home to deal with. Still half asleep, I moved to get up off the ground and noticed my hand balled into a tight fist. When I opened it, I saw four small white daisies.
Had my dream been a real experience? I looked on the ground and noticed I was sitting on a bed of the daisies Rachel had loved so much. Could I have clutched a handful of daisies in my sleep? Surely, the plants hadn’t been there before I fell asleep. I would have noticed.
Whatever had happened, whether it was a real experience or merely a dream, I had been given a precious gift. Rachel had set me free. I would never forget her, but now her memory would forever be tied to peace, happiness and white daisies.
Now I was free to love Kat, a vibrant, living, young woman in deep trouble. She needed me and, what’s more, I needed her just as much.
Full of gratitude, and with hope for a better future, I flashed home. The Challenge loomed before me and I needed to prepare myself and Kat to face it.




Chapter 22. 

The Challenge

The day of the Challenge had arrived. We were well prepared and well rested because I had insisted on it. Today, in the short time before leaving for Council headquarters, Esau, Kat and I relaxed in the communal living area after a light meal.
We had practiced solidly over the last few days. Now a different type of preparation was needed– one of the mind. I wanted to ensure everything went to plan.
“Kat, make sure you sit next to Esau, if anything goes wrong, go with him. Is that understood?”
Kat frowned. “Nothing will go wrong, will it?” Her eyes searched my face.
I allowed my face to soften into a smile. The only sign she gave that this was not a normal day, was her unusual pallor.
“Most likely not. However, anything can happen in combat, and it will help my focus to know you’ll be safe, no matter what the outcome. Promise you’ll go with Esau if he tells you it’s necessary.”
“I promise,” she said.
“Good. That’s one less thing I need worry about. Today, your job is to stay calm – no matter what you see. That will also help me to focus. Got it?”
“Yes Joe,” she whispered, her solemn eyes lingering on my face.
“Thank you, I know I can rely on you.” Although I wanted to hug her and reassure her everything would turn out fine, this was not the time. Discipline was essential under the circumstances.
My attention turned to Esau. “Allow me to say this again, Esau. Today, your job is to protect Kat. Let me focus on the Challenge. If anything goes wrong, get Kat to safety.”
“Don’t worry Joe, I’ve got it. But I know you’ll ace it.” He grinned.
“Of course,” I said, returning his grin, more for Kat’s sake than anything else.
I was already dressed for fighting, wearing loose white cotton pants and carrying two swords in scabbards by my sides. Esau and Kat were dressed in white martial arts uniforms.
“Ready?” I asked, and was met by Kat’s nod and Esau’s, “Go get ‘em, Joe.” Putting my arm around Kat’s waist and linking arms with Esau, we flashed to Council headquarters.
Marron was waiting for us in the reception area. Hands behind his back, he turned to face us in mid stride, as though he’d been pacing. Was something wrong?
“Ah good, you're here, and early too. I'm glad to see you. Come into my office.” He led the way behind the reception area.
Once in his office, he turned to face me. “A slight change of plan has been announced. The Council has declared, in the interests of everyone’s safety, this Challenge will be a closed combat. That means no one except Council members, the combatants plus two senior council officials will attend. Esau, I'm sorry, but you must wait outside the combat area.”
Esau and I moved as one and grabbed his shirt front.
“No!” I cried. “Kat must sit with Esau. He’ll be her protection while I'm… occupied.”
“Sorry,” said Marron, “but it's impossible. I'll sit with Kat and make sure nothing happens to her. The Vigilante will have to wait outside while his second and you fight. She will be safe, I assure you. That’s why the Council took this measure – to keep everyone safe.”
I took a deep breath, to regain my composure. Esau's eyes darted around as though he planned something foolish.
I forced my hand to my side.
“Calm down Esau. Trust Marron.” Esau let go of Marron’s shirt front too.
“Marron.” I said, grasping his shoulder. “Please promise, if anything happens to me, you’ll get Kat to Esau.”
“Nothing will happen to Kat while I'm here, I promise Joe,” said Marron, smoothing down his shirt front.  Sincerity shone from his eyes and I believed him.
I still had one arm around Kat, and noticed her trembling. I had to stay calm for her sake.
“No need to worry,” I said, forcing myself to smile. “It’s a small matter.”
Soon, everyone relaxed again while we waited for the Challenge to get under way.
Marron glanced at a clock on the wall. “It's time. Everyone must get into place before proceedings can start.” he said.
He led us down a passageway and indicated a door up ahead. “That's the exercise room, where they’ll hold the Challenge. Esau, come this way.”
He led him to a door off the passage, immediately before the exercise room. “This is the waiting room -- right next to the Challenge area so, if necessary, I can flash Kat to you immediately.” He pushed the door open, and Esau looked inside, appearing satisfied.
Marron addressed us all. “Is everyone clear about what's happening?”
Only our silence met him – no questions.
“Just one other thing.” said Marron. “What secret weapon did you decide on, not that you need to declare it.
“No secret about it,” I said. “I'm just going to use two swords to fight the Vigilante.”
Esau laughed. “It’s not the weapons, it’s what he does with them. That’s the real secret. Two handed combat at Joe’s speed is impossible to beat. I doubt the Vigilante will see it coming.”
We left Esau in his room standing with his hands on his hips. “Good luck Joe.” he said.
I gave him a thumbs-up sign.
We entered the exercise room -- a large, open space, with a wooden floor, benches along the side walls, and a raised platform with a table and four chairs at one end. Marron led us to the side and sat down beside us.
Kat was ominously quiet. I took her hand and kissed it.
“Don't worry Kat, everything will go to plan. Remember to stay calm, no matter what happens.” Even though reassuring her, I couldn’t be too complacent. A restless, uneasy feeling took root in my stomach, and I expected treachery of some kind.
Kat responded with a nervous smile. I hated that she had to experience this, but, with luck, she would soon be free from the Vigilante. No, not luck, it was essential I made it happen. Any other option was unthinkable.
The Vigilante’s second came in, with a senior Councilor, and sat opposite us. I almost laughed when I saw who the Vigilante had chosen. He was big, taller than me, and bulky, with the type of muscle that slowed people down. I'd have him sorted out in no time, I was sure.
Then more Council members walked in, four of them, and took their seats behind the table on the platform. After they spoke together for a few moments, one of them stood.
“This is round one of the Vigilante Challenge. The seconds will compete in this round. Take your places.”
Kat whispered, “good luck Joe.”
I stood and took a deep breath. “See you in a moment,” I said. Smiling at her, I picked up my sword.
The Vigilante’s second and I strode into the center of the room, then stood facing each other.
“Do not start until we give the command,” said the Councilor in a clear voice.
Fair enough, I thought, as I stood there sizing up my opponent. Sure, he was big, built like a bull, but he didn't look fit. I wondered what the Vigilante had over him to make him challenge me.
The Councilor’s voice rang out again. “This Challenge is yield only. When one party yields, he forfeits the Challenge and the contest is over. Get ready to commence.”
Eager to get this over with, I raised my sword and took a defensive stance.
“Go,” yelled the Councilor and a gong sounded.
Sword raised, I strolled towards the Challenger. His eyes darted left and right, indicating he had no plan of attack.
He put his sword up in a defensive position. I moved to his left and continued circling around. He kept turning to face me and moved around in a smaller circle. Gradually, I drew near, then feinted to the right and he smashed down with a sword strike, slow, laughably slow.
I darted to the left, and he slashed at me with his sword, but I had already moved way out of his reach.
No sense in dragging this out. I swept my leg out and caught him behind the knees, sending him down hard, on his back, still holding his sword, waving it helplessly in the air.
I flipped my sword under his, caught it, and sent it skittering across the room. Then I put a foot on his chest and my sword at his neck. “Yield, I said.
There was nothing he could do. He had no weapon and he was flat on his back. Any movement he made would cause my sword to cut into his throat.
“I yield,” he called.
Round one to me. I turned and walked over to sit with Kat and Marron.
The Vigilante’s second pulled himself off the floor and slunk out the door.
We were alone for a few moments, so I stood, stretched then sat again. The waiting was making me restless.
◆◆◆
 
A Councilor stood. “Round two of the Vigilante Challenge. The Vigilante and the Protector will compete in this round. Take your places,” he said.
The Vigilante Guardian burst through the doors taking his place in the center of the room. He sneered at us, his hatred so strong it hummed in an invisible cloud around him.
I stood, picked up my other sword and walked out to meet him. It didn’t seem fair I would face him with two swords when he only carried one.
An immense sadness filled me as we came closer. Rage, hatred and suffering twisted his features. Guilt and grief were behind those emotions, driving him to the point of madness.
My mind travelled back to the time when guilt and grief consumed me…
Focus, I must focus and drive all feelings of compassion away. I had no choice but to kill this Guardian. Kat had no part in his twisted plans of vengeance.
As if confirming my resolve to kill him, the Councilor spoke again.
“This Challenge is to the death. It can only finish when one party is dead, unless the victor allows his defeated opponent to yield. Get ready to commence.”
I raised my swords, waiting for the command to start.
The Vigilante Guardian moved closer. Did he have a death wish?
“Abomination lover.” He spat the words at me in a voice dripping with venom, and shook his fist in my face. Hatred rolled off him in waves, so strong I almost recoiled from it, but I stood fast, staring at him.
“Go!” yelled the Councilor. A gong sounded, and the Vigilante Guardian flung a cloud of something from his raised fist, that stuck to my face and entered my eyes.
They burned. Immediately I jumped back, instinctively knowing a sword strike would follow. His sword whizzed past me, so close I felt the air move.
I squeezed my eyes shut. and flashed to the end of the room, to give myself more time to recover. I threw one of my swords down and passed a hand across my eyes. The burning increased.
I forced my eyes open and looked down the room. Through a haze of dark green, I saw the shape of the Vigilante, standing still, waiting to see what I did next. I pretended to stumble and looked around, unfocussed, as though I couldn’t see.
He decided to act, and ran towards me, his sword raised.
I sidestepped, slashed hard with my sword, and felt it hit home. The Vigilante grunted in pain. At least I had wounded him.
Once more, I flashed to the opposite end of the room, squeezing my eyes shut again. Passing my hand across my eyes, I forced them open. A cold sensation of dread lodged in my guts. Darkness was all I could see. I was blind.




Chapter 23. 

Be my Eyes

Something was wrong. When Joe flashed away from the Vigilante, I was puzzled. What strange tactic was this?
Joe never ran from an opponent, he was all about relentless attack and he would encourage his opponent to attack him, so he could spot weaknesses or mistakes. I had absorbed a lot by watching Joe and Esau practice.
The Vigilante had made a throwing motion at Joe’s face, but I saw nothing leave his hand. Had he thrown something to harm Joe? Surely not, Joe was invincible.
Joe turned as the Vigilante ran towards him, sidestepped, and slashed his opponent. The Vigilante had sustained a deep gash on his shoulder and there was a lot of blood. Thanks to Joe’s training, I expected nothing less and remained calm.
When Joe flashed away again, I was certain something was wrong. Panic threatened to rise in my chest, but I pushed it down. I had to stay calm, no matter what, I had promised.
Instinctively, I breathed in and opened my mind in case he wanted to use mindspeak… in case something had gone wrong.
Kat, Kat. Yes, he was trying to contact me. Again, I pushed the rising panic down.
Yes Joe. I’m here. I sent back.
The Vigilante has damaged my eyes. I can't see. Remember what we did in gym practice, when you guided me? You were my eyes then. Be my eyes today. Can you do that Kat?
This was no game. I must do it. Joe depended on me. I sent back a firm, confident reply. Yes. Give me instructions.
Joe turned, with his sword at the ready.
Where is he Kat? Show me please. Transmit the picture of him with your mind, just as you did with the fruit and vegetables in the gym.
I focused. The Vigilante hadn’t moved from the spot where Joe cut him – a deep gash on the shoulder of his sword arm. I sent the image to Joe. The Vigilante moved his sword from one hand to the other, as if testing which one functioned best.
Can you see him Joe? I needed to make sure.
Yes, I can, he’s wounded. That’s why he’s taking his time to attack. Thank you, Kat. You’re doing great.
Grateful our mindspeak was working well, I focused with a single-minded intent – to transmit images in a stream to Joe, as clear as possible.
More mindspeak came from Joe. Keeping my focus on transmitting images, I listened. The words were faint, but I understood the message.
I want to position myself, so my back is to you. Transmit images as though looking over my shoulder, when he comes for me. And he will attack me, because he thinks I’m blind. But we know better, eh Kat?
My heart almost burst with love on hearing those words. Joe’s life was in danger, he was facing my sworn enemy as my Protector, yet he was trying to reassure me.
Yes... I sent the brief message, so he would know I’d received his. He sent more instructions.
Show me what's ahead of me so I can walk towards you.
I sent the pictures to Joe. Stop… I sent to him, when he was almost in front of me. He did as I asked. Turn now and you’ll be in position to face him when he comes for you.
Wonderful, Kat. Now I'll have to attack him, with your guidance. Concentrate, focus and we can do it.
Was it even possible? My heart hammered in my chest. Joe's life depended on me. I needed to stay calm and I must maintain focus. I willed my heart to stop hammering and breathed, deep and slow. Watching and scanning the room for Joe, I sent streams of images to him.
The Vigilante was recovering, his shoulder already healing as he walked towards Joe's end of the room. I focused on him and sent the images to Joe.
Do you see him? I had to be certain.
Joe replied. Yes, he’s walking towards me. If I look away and you transmit the images, he won't know I can see him. Let's take advantage of that.
Joe put his sword up in a defensive position, looking around unfocussed, as though he couldn’t see his surroundings. I admired his calmness in the face of danger. It inspired me to keep going.
The Vigilante moved closer and I kept watching and transmitting his movements to Joe. Then the Vigilante held his sword in front of him and charged.
Joe kept looking around as if he couldn’t see. At the last moment he sidestepped, turned around and brought his sword back so it slashed the Vigilante deep across the abdomen. He dropped to his knees, wounded, blood gushing over the hand he clutched to his abdomen, with a surprised look on his face.
Sickened, I focused on the image for Joe.
Joe moved towards him, and, with a powerful, swinging kick to the chest, knocked his opponent to the floor. Taking his sword and slamming it down with all his strength, he pinned the Vigilante to the floor. I focused on the image, for Joe, as the Vigilante screamed in agony.
“Yield!” Joe yelled.
“Never!” The Vigilante yelled through gritted teeth. “I will not yield.”
“I don't want to kill you,” said Joe.
“Do it. Do it! I have nothing to live for,” he screamed.
I wanted to look away, but Joe needed me. Focusing on what was in front of Joe I kept transmitting the images to him.
I need another sword, Joe communicated to me.
The Vigilante’s sword lay by his shoulder, so I transmitted the image.
Joe reached down and picked it up. With one huge blow, he severed the Vigilante's head, and stood there, head bowed. The sword clattered to the floor.
“Peace brother.” Joe’s whispered words floated across the space between us.
The Vigilante was dead, and Joe was alive. A mixture of relief and horror at what I had witnessed overwhelmed me.
My sight closed in to a narrow focus. Everything seemed unreal. Marron was shaking my arm and grinning.
“Joe’s won. Come Kat, let’s congratulate him.” I let him lead me to Joe.
Then we were at Joe’s side and he put his arm around me. I sank into his comforting warmth.
Esau burst into the room. “What happened?” he demanded.
“Joe won, but I think he’s blind,” said Marron.
There was too much talking. It became an incoherent babble. There was no danger now, Joe was alive, and I was with him, that was all I needed.




Chapter 24. 

A Typically Human Reaction

Frustration ate at me. Blindness meant I couldn’t read Kat’s face.
Something was wrong. Kat’s mind had shut down again, and I had no idea what she was thinking. She had been brave, incredibly brave, and her level headedness had saved us both, when I couldn’t see. It was our victory, not just mine.
At least she had come to me when the fight was over, so she wasn’t upset with me. That was a relief. Watching me kill would not have been easy, but it was inescapable, and I hoped she fully understood that.
When I put my arm around her, her body melted into mine in the most delectable way, but she wasn’t talking, as though her mind was far away, somewhere else. I had to get her away from Council headquarters – it was having a terrible effect on her, that was a certainty.
Marron was pumping my hand, congratulating me, but I had no patience. “Thank you, Marron, but we must get home now,” I said, trying not to be rude. “Thanks for everything. I couldn’t have managed without you. Sorry to leave you with this mess.” I indicated roughly the direction of the Vigilante’s body.
“Let me heal your eyes.” Esau spoke up, sounding concerned.
“No. I’ve got Dr. Frank on standby. Get us home. Our shared living-room, please. Now.” My anxiety for Kat soared.
“Give me your arm,” he said. I tightened my hold on Kat. Esau grabbed my other arm, then flashed us home.
“What room is this? Is Frank here?” Still holding on to Kat, I stumbled and stubbed my toe. Blindness was a nuisance!
“I’m here Joe,” came Dr. Frank’s voice, as Esau put my hand on a familiar couch.
I sat, and Kat sat beside me, her head on my shoulder. She snaked an arm around my waist and I pulled her in closer. Still Kat’s mind remained closed, even though I was trying to reach her.
I stroked her hair, and she relaxed, giving a barely audible sigh.
A hand grabbed my shoulder. “Frank? Is that you?”
“He’s blind doc.” Esau interrupted. “Can you fix him?”
Frank’s breath warmed my face, as he bent over me, and I turned my head aside.
“No, not me, it’s Kat. Something’s wrong with Kat.” My voice came out in a strangled sob.
“Esau, give Joe some healing while I examine Kat,” said Dr. Frank.
The couch gave as he sat beside us. Minutes passed. I sensed movements as he examined Kat. Meanwhile Esau put his hands on my head and over my eyes from behind, healing me.
“What is it Frank?” Frustration tore at me, and I had to know. “What’s wrong? Is it serious?”
Something went snap. It sounded like the lid of a box shutting. The couch creaked and rocked as Dr. Frank stood. Depending on my ears alone, made me want to punch something.
“She’s in deep shock – a typically human reaction to stress. A sedative injection will induce sleep, and, if you give her some healing while she sleeps, she should wake up fine. Now, let’s look at your eyes.”
“No, treat Kat first,” I hissed – I would have shouted, except Kat had her head on my shoulder, and I didn’t want to startle her.
“Very well…” Dr. Frank sighed. Sounds of his bag opening reached my ears, followed by sounds of rummaging.
“The doctor is going to give you an injection, to help you sleep,” I whispered to Kat, unsure if she knew what was happening, or if she could even hear me. Her continued silence un-nerved me. To my surprise, she shifted her weight, as though she was holding out an arm.
“Thanks, Kat,” said Dr. Frank, confirming my suspicions.
The astringent smell of methylated spirits assaulted my nostrils, and I imagined the doctor wiping Kat’s arm in preparation for the injection.
After a few moments Kat placed her arm on my chest, sighed and gave a wiggle as she settled down to get comfortable. I continued stroking her hair. It comforted me, as much as it seemed to comfort her. Soon deep breathing indicated she was in a deep, drug-induced sleep.
More sounds as Frank rummaged around in his bag again. Then he moved in front of me.
“Look up,” he said, pulling down my bottom eyelids. The warmth from his body radiated over my face, as he continued peering into my eyes and pulling my eyelids up and down for a few moments. At one stage, he shone a light into my eyes and I could see it.
“As I thought, no permanent damage done,” he said at last, breathing out heavily. “That’s a relief. It could have been much worse.”
I relaxed too, on hearing his diagnosis. Until he examined me, I hadn’t considered the possibility my blindness might be permanent. “That’s good to hear,” I said. “I’ve had enough of being blind to know it’s not much fun.”
“Esau, keep the healing up for another hour. By then Joe should see shapes, light, shadow and movement. Once he’s reached that stage, he’ll heal naturally.”
“Sure thing, doc.,” said Esau from behind me.
“Joe, I’ll call in tomorrow morning to check on you both. Hmm…” He paused for a moment as if thinking. “I’ll also need to talk to Kat. Her blood test has come back.”
“Nothing to worry about is there?” A pleasant drowsiness was creeping over me as Esau applied more healing to my head area. At the same time, I applied a light healing to Kat as I continued to stroke her hair.
“Let’s talk about it in the morning,” he said. “Focus on healing tonight.”
“You’re the boss, Frank,” I said, giving a sleepy grin. “Thanks for everything.”
A blast of wind as he flashed away, was my answer.
◆◆◆
 
Gradually my sight came back, first I could distinguish light and dark shapes, and then movement, as Esau wiggled his fingers in front of my eyes. The shapes became more distinct and soon my sight returned, as though a switch had been turned on.
“Thanks Esau, I appreciate the healing. My sight is as good as ever.” I grinned at him.
“No sweat Joe.” He moved in front of me and stood looking down at Kat, sleeping, tucked under my arm. “You’ve got one hell of a mate there.”
A lump formed in my throat and my heart swelled as I thought back over her actions during the day. Looking down at her, I nodded. “Yeah,” was all I could say. While he was healing me, I had told Esau the story of how Kat had been my eyes while I fought the Vigilante.
He laughed. “And Marron and the Councilors didn’t know what you were doing?”
“No, and they can never find out. I’d hate to discover we’d broken some obscure rule and had incurred some penalty. Although I was prepared to say Kat was my hidden weapon, just as the Vigilante used whatever he threw in my face as his. That’s why I flung the second sword away, as soon as I realized my eyes were affected. Kat was of more use than any number of swords, and I knew I’d need her to win the Challenge.”
“I heard the Councilors talking, and they all believe you fought blind, using hearing to locate your opponent. You’re a legend Joe.” He laughed again.
I tore my eyes away from Kat. Esau had grown silent, and, when I considered his face, he was frowning.
“Tell me you’re not still fighting the bond.”
I shook my head. “The bond is too strong, I can’t fight it. So, I decided to accept it, and see what happens.”
“Oh, wait till I tell Claire. She’ll be over the moon.” Esau beamed, his eyes flashing with mischief.
“No! Don’t say anything, not yet.” I hissed, afraid I’d wake Kat, even though she was medicated. “I haven’t even hinted at this to Kat. I’ve no idea how she’ll take it.”
Esau doubled over with laughter. “Joe the mighty demon slayer. You remind me of a nervous schoolboy going on his first date.”
“I’m not good enough for her, but… I want this, Esau.” My worst fear surfaced once more, but I had a new determination to be the best mate I could be for Kat.
Esau’s laughter increased. “Of course you’re not good enough, but women have a strange way of overlooking our faults. Look at me and Claire for example.”
I had to smile as I remembered Esau’s struggle to accept the mating bond.
Esau attempted to compose himself. “Okay, I won’t tell Claire. Only…I might drop a hint. Just so you understand, we’re all waiting, no expecting, an official announcement from you, at any moment. So, get your act together.”
If only it was that easy, I thought, as Esau said goodnight and flashed to Claire, who was, no doubt, waiting for him.
I sat for a few moments after Esau left, enjoying the gift of sight again. Then I stood, picked Kat up, and carried her to her room, where I placed her carefully on the bed.
I left her sleeping in her white martial arts uniform, but removed her boots and covered her with a soft blanket while she continued to sleep peacefully.
Taking her hand, I sat down on a chair beside the bed and poured a gentle healing energy into her. The things she had witnessed at the Challenge had caused the deep shock she had experienced, and I was determined to heal her by morning. I didn’t want her suffering any more.
Besides, it would give me great pleasure to sit there, knowing she was my mate. Gazing in wonder at her, I felt blessed, amazed at my good fortune.
A frown passed over my brow as I realized Esau was right. A schoolboy planning his first date would know more about romance than I did. How could I court a young woman like Kat? She deserved to be romanced properly, and I didn’t have a romantic bone in my body.
Fighting demons and training warriors was what I knew. When it came to romance, I was clueless.
No, I refused to worry about that. I would deal with romance, however inadequately, tomorrow. No doubt it would be painful and require as much courage as any demon battle.
However, tonight I would concentrate on healing Kat, while gazing at her and drinking in her incredible beauty.




Chapter 25.

 After the Challenge

In that blissful state between waking and sleep, I drifted, limbs and body as fluid as water, not ready yet to face reality. Something warm and familiar covered my hand. No thoughts, no dreams invaded my mind.
Daylight registered at the edges of my senses as my eyelids fluttered, but I was not ready to face full consciousness. Someone, who, held my hand?
My eyes snapped open of their own accord. Joe? Here? In my room?
“Good morning Kat.” He briefly raised my hand to his lips. “Please forgive my intrusion, but Dr. Frank said you needed healing and I’ve been following orders.”
Although his expression was earnest, his eyes were warm.
“How are you this morning?” He smiled.
Joe, my warm Guardian was here. So happy stern Joe was gone, I smiled up at him. Then I remembered he’d been blind. “F… fine… But… You can see?” Confused, I reached out with my free hand.
“Yes, totally healed.” He leaned in closer. “Kat, you were incredible yesterday. Together we defeated the Vigilante, a team effort.”
The memory caused a brief frown, but, like an old familiar dream, it had no power over me.
“You saved us by keeping your head under the most difficult of circumstances. I’m beyond proud of you. You’re a true warrior.” He kissed my hand again, then placed it on the bed and stood up.
I squirmed with embarrassment, ducked my head, and my cheeks grew hot at the unaccustomed praise. Then I looked up, giving a lopsided grin. “What can I say? I had a good teacher.”
Joe chuckled, still lingering by the bed. I searched his mind, but it was closed, as was mine. My grandmother’s instructions to always have my mind warded was second nature.
“I’ll leave you to get ready for breakfast. The others are keen to catch up with you after yesterday’s events.” He hesitated. What else was he about to say? Obviously thinking better of it, he smiled and turned to go.
Don’t go, I wanted to say. I never had time alone with Joe and I longed to get to know him better. No, it was stronger -- a desperate need to know him better.
Oh, why was he always pushing me away? Anger flared in my breast, and an odd red mist clouded my vision. Before I could think what to say to prevent him leaving, words burst from my lips, unbidden.
“Why don’t you have a mate!” It sounded like an accusation. Too late, my hands flew to cover my mouth.
He stopped, and turned back to face me, a shocked look on his face. A heavy silence hung between us as he searched my face. Eventually, he spoke.
“I do have a mate.” His voice was low, almost a whisper.
My heart turned to stone and missed a beat. Unreasonable jealousy flooded my whole body, and I wanted to scream.
“It’s you Kat, you’re my mate. There’s no one else, only you.” His expression was unfathomable, but his eyes burned with a deep, unspoken passion.
My jaw dropped. I was speechless. Conflicting emotions flooded me as the realization hit home. Was it true? Could I really be Joe’s mate? There must be some mistake. Perhaps he was joking. Yes, that must be it.
“Later, we can talk later. Dr. Frank’s coming by after breakfast to check on us. There’s not much time. I’ll meet you in the kitchen,” Joe mumbled, and hurried out the door.
My head spinning, I raced to the shower and got ready. When I opened the closet, I saw leather pants and jackets in a kaleidoscope of colors.
Someone had been busy buying clothes for me, so I made a mental note to follow-up on my trust fund. Owing money was not something I did, but the new black pants and jacket beckoned, so I threw them on.
I had to talk to Joe. How could he be my mate when I was part demon? It made no sense. Then again, if I was his mate… No, I wouldn’t let my mind go there. Confusion tore through my mind. Best not to think. When I caught up with Joe, I’d corner him and make him tell me the truth.
If only I could talk to Gran about all this. She’d have known what I should do. The loss of Gran hit me anew, like a gaping wound in my chest.
I marched into the elevator. When it opened at the kitchen, the most delicious smells wafted in, and my stomach growled. How long had it been since I’d eaten? I was starving.
“There she is, our hero,” Claire called, clapping her hands. Everyone else clapped when they saw me. High-pitched whistles split the air.
Claire rushed at me and threw her arms around me in a hug. Emily and Liz followed and soon I was at the center of a group hug.
“You’re so brave,” said Liz.
West walked over to us. “Ah, the guest of honor has arrived. I’ve cooked everything, eggs, sausages, hash browns, waffles and pancakes for starters. Would you like to begin with fresh orange juice?”
Bewildered, overwhelmed by all the attention, I nodded. West led me to the table, and I sat down. Joe joined us and sat next to me.
“I hope you don’t mind all this fuss,” he whispered. “Apparently, Esau told Claire what you did yesterday, and Claire told everyone else. She’s quite right though, you are a hero.”
I couldn’t remember ever being the center of so much attention. Much to my surprise, I liked it.
The wonderful food took center stage for a while. West was an excellent cook, and the food was delicious. After a while eating slowed, and West poured coffee for everyone.
“Tell us what happened Joe -- straight from the horse’s mouth,” said Nathan.
Joe stood and related the story from start to finish. When he’d finished everyone clapped and there were cries of, ‘amazing’ and ‘incredible.’ The way he told the story made it sound like some sort of cartoon adventure, and I couldn’t help laughing.
“I want to hear the story from your point of view, Kat,” said Liz.
I stood, prepared to tell my story, although unsure if I could match Joe’s easy way with words. Gathering my thoughts, I focused on the events of yesterday.
A gust of wind diverted our attention, and Dr. Frank stood in the room.
“Won’t you join us for breakfast, Frank?” asked Joe.
“Sorry, I’d love to, but I’m pressed for time this morning,” he replied. “I need to see you and Kat. Sorry to break up this little gathering, but can we go somewhere private?”
“Sure Frank, we can go to my bedroom,” said Joe. Addressing everyone at the table, he said, “Kat will tell her story some other time.”
We flashed to Joe’s room. “You’ll find we’ve both healed well, I think,” said Joe.
“Yes, I can see that.” Dr. Frank stood, frowning and stroking his chin. “However, what I’ve really come to discuss is Kat’s blood work. You’d better sit down.”
My legs felt like rubber, and I flopped down on a nearby couch. This didn’t sound good. Joe sat beside me.
“Kat, I’d like to speak in front of Joe, not only because he’s your Guardian, but because you’ll need support to get through the next few weeks. Is that okay with you?”
“Yes,” I whispered, grabbing Joe’s hand. He gave my hand a reassuring squeeze, while I held my breath waiting for the doctor to continue.
The doctor knelt in front of me, so his face was level with mine. “I’ll get straight to the point Kat. The blood test I ran shows the proportion of angel, demon and human in your system. Around fifty per cent is angel or Guardian. The rest is composed of demon and human.”
“What proportions?” said Joe. His voice had an unusual edge to it.
“Almost no human, the rest is demon,” said Dr. Frank.
“How is that possible?” Joe sounded worried and my heart started racing. “Her demon ancestor is generations back.”
“That’s the thing, I don’t know,” said Dr. Frank. “I ran the test again. This time there was even less human present. When I ran it a third time, the demon element was even stronger.”
I took in a huge breath, my heart hammering in my chest. What did all this mean? Dr. Frank turned his attention to me. “Kat, the part of you that is demon is destroying the part that is human.”
“Can’t you stop it?” I sobbed, mortified to think I was slowly turning into a demon.
“I’m sorry Kat, I don’t know how. Have you heard of a Cambion?
“No, what is it? Is that what I am?”
Joe spoke up. “A Cambion is half human, half demon. They appear human until their early twenties, when the demon side tries to take over. However, the demon side can only emerge if the Cambion drains energy from humans, like an energy vampire. Mature Cambions can kill humans.
“The internal struggle between the human and demon side is very hard on the Cambion’s body. If it resists, it can eventually revert to human, and the demon side withers away. Sometimes, the struggle is so severe, however, that the Cambion dies.”
I felt cold as the blood drained from my face. I was a monster and might die. If I was a monster, I should die.
“You, however, are not a Cambion,” said Dr. Frank, shaking his head. “But I don’t know what to call you.”
I looked from Dr. Frank to Joe and back again. What was he keeping from me? Something, I could sense it.
The doctor drew a deep breath. “Kat, I hate to tell you this. In some ways, you are like a Cambion. However, instead of a battle between your human and demon sides, you face a battle between your demon and angel sides – a much tougher battle. We can only hope the angel within you is strong enough to win.
If it’s not, I suspect you will become some sort of super Cambion. You will be a danger to humans, perhaps even a danger to Guardians.” He shook his head. “I’m afraid I have no answers, no guidance for you. I’ll continue to make enquiries, but this is all uncharted territory. I’ve never heard of it happening before.”
Between horror and despair, I was speechless. Bile rose in my throat, making me nauseous. I couldn’t imagine what was ahead of me. Joe should have let the Vigilante kill me.
“I’ll be on hand, whenever you need me,” said the doctor. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of such bad news.”
“Thank you, Frank,” Joe whispered, but his eyes were downcast. “I know we can count on you.”
He flashed away, leaving me and Joe sitting in stunned silence, hand in hand, on the couch. I turned my face to him. “Tell me you were joking when you said I was your mate. It can’t be, I’m a monster.”
“No, Kat. I wasn’t joking, and you’re not a monster.” He gazed earnestly into my eyes. “We’re a team and we will get through this together. And I promise you, I will not let you die. It’s not an option.” He had his stern face on again, but I didn’t mind, because he wanted to protect me, fight for me. I loved him for that.
He put his arms around me and I sank into his embrace, wanting desperately to believe him. How could he keep such a promise? Would he even want to if I became a super Cambion?




Chapter 26. 

A Wicked Sense of Adventure

It’s not so bad,” said Joe, leaning back on the couch.
I looked up at him, my mouth hanging open in amazement. I swallowed hard. “What? Turning into a… a life-sucking beast, isn’t bad?”
“That’s only one possible outcome. You may become a Guardian instead. Wouldn’t you like that? I’d teach you to flash and fight like I do.” Joe’s eyes sparkled with mischief.
A wan smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. Perhaps he was right. To become a Guardian, like Joe, had immense appeal. The possibilities excited me the more I thought about them.
That strange red mist floated across my field of vision as my smile broadened. Trust Joe to see the positive side of this mess.
“That’s the Kat I know and love.” A mischievous smile spread across his face as he searched mine. “— the one with the wicked sense of adventure.”
I giggled helplessly for a moment, then a sob burst through the giggles, followed by another. Soon sobs and crazy giggles alternated rapidly. What was wrong with me?
Joe crushed me to his chest. “Don’t worry pet.” He smoothed my hair and pressed warm kisses on my forehead until my hysterical outburst calmed. “It’s a lot to get used to and you’re doing fine.”
Once my hysterics had finished, I pulled back and searched his face -- my Guardian, and now my mate. My mate? How would that work out? The warm intensity of his gaze made my heart flutter. “You’re darn right it’s a lot to get used to,” I whispered.
He moved closer, and his warm lips grazed my cheek. I turned my face to meet him and our lips met in a soft, gentle kiss.
I closed my eyes, drinking in the warmth and slightly spicy taste of his lips. Automatically I searched his mind, and was enveloped by a soft blanket of pure love, but still, I hesitated to open my mind to him, as much as I wanted to.
A sharp intake of breath surprised me, as I surrendered to the warm velvet of his lips on mine. Then his tongue lightly explored the contours of my lips and I melted into his embrace.
His lips left mine, and I felt his warm breath on my ear. A playful nip on my earlobe made me squirm deliciously.
“Let’s take it slow, sweetheart,” he whispered, hands on my shoulders, gently pushing me back. I opened my eyes in surprise and yes, disappointment. The kiss had been magic. Surprised, I realized I could kiss Joe all day long.
“Not too unpleasant for a first kiss, I hope.” Joe was smiling. Was he teasing me?
“I’m not sure. Let’s try again.” If he was teasing, I’d give as good as I took. I pursed my lips, waiting.
Joe laughed, and placed his forefinger on my pouted lips. “We’ll play later darlin’, I want to spoil you first.” His voice was thick with promise.
My ears pricked up at that. What did he have in mind? However, a sweet longing for more intimacy took hold of me and I opened my mouth, letting his finger slip inside. Taking it deep into my mouth, I sucked on it.
Looking up at him through half-closed eyes, in what I hoped was a sexy look, I was rewarded by a deep-throated, low growl from Joe.
In a lightning quick movement, Joe stood, his arms wrapped tightly around me, sweeping me off my feet. His lips crushed mine in hot passionate kisses.
Taken by surprise, I opened my mouth and responded just as passionately, my lips seeking his. Throwing my arms around his neck, I wound my fingers in his long, thick, silky hair.
He responded by holding me even closer. One hand snaked down my back and over my butt, pulling me into him. My heartbeat and breathing quickened, as my body registered every firm curve and bulge of his.
My mind dissolved into pure sensation. Every bodily nerve craved this closeness and wanted more.
I moved one arm from Joe’s hair and trailed it over his leather jacket. Bare skin, that’s what I wanted -- warm, hard, bare flesh under my hand.
Somewhere at the back of my mind, awareness of a strong wind tried to surface. It grew steadily colder, but, locked in Joe’s embrace, floating on his hot kisses, I paid little heed.
The wind stopped, but my cheeks, nose and ears stung with cold. Still locked in Joe’s passionate embrace, I tried to ignore it.
When cold seeped into my flesh, I could ignore it no longer. I opened my eyes. White, the clean white of virgin snow, was everywhere. A crisp white stillness surrounded us.
I unlocked my lips from Joe’s and squealed in total disbelief. “Joe, where are we?”
“Antarctica,” he murmured, his lips seeking mine again.
“You flashed us to Antarctica? Are you mad?” I squeaked. The cold air was taking away my voice.
“Probably.” He grinned. “But I thought we needed to cool down. As much as I want to bed you darlin’, I want to do it properly, make it special.”
I pulled away from him, then thought better of it. The aching cold was seeping into my bones and I started to shiver. I needed his warmth.
“You utter butt head,” I croaked. “It’s freezing here!”
Joe chuckled. “Looks like being here is having the desired effect. Ready to go back yet?”
My teeth were chattering so much, I couldn’t answer, so I nodded vigorously and buried my freezing nose under his jacket. Within seconds, we were back where we started. He chuckled and I giggled. Soon we were both laughing. That was pure craziness! Joe was fun, I had to admit it.
My cheeks warmed and my heart skipped a beat, as I remembered our passionate clinch before we went to Antarctica. Who would have guessed it? As well as good looking, brave, capable and fun, my Joe was hot, and I had glimpsed the raging passion that lurked under his usually calm exterior.
I knew I’d experience it again, and I was looking forward to it. My lips curved in a secretive smile, and I blinked back the red mist as it drifted across my vision. The vague thought that something might be wrong with my eyes tried to intrude on my happiness, but I pushed it aside.




Chapter 27. 

Kat’s Trust Fund

Reluctantly, I turned the hot water off in the shower. It had taken ages to warm up after our trip to Antarctica. Smiling at the crazy memory, I toweled myself dry.
Wear something pretty, Joe had said. We were going out to lunch -- anywhere in the world I wanted. Torn between Paris where I had always wanted to go, and somewhere warm and sunny to erase the memory of all that ice and snow, I opened my closet.
Was red leather pretty? To my surprise, several dresses with short, flouncy skirts, all in a similar style, but in different colors, hung there. Emily! She was the one who kept putting clothes in my closet, I had discovered. She liked spending money – something about helping the economy, she said. Still, I wanted to pay her back.
That reminded me, I still had to make arrangements about my trust fund. It was more important than lunch. We could do that later. Having my own money and paying my way was important to me.
Grabbing a black dress from the closet, I placed it on the bed, and walked to the bedside table, to get Mr. Ryder’s business card and scrawled note. With everything that had taken place, I had almost forgotten he had written about having information from my mother, on the note.
Mom was the one with the demon ancestor, and information about her could be critical, given my present circumstances. Suddenly the need to find out about her burned within me.
I threw on the black dress, zipped it up, and found it fitted perfectly. After running a brush through my hair, I put on some red lipstick and mascara. Shoes. I needed shoes. Emily had put several pairs of high-heeled shoes in the closet, but I had never worn such heels. How would I balance on those thin heels? They looked far too small for my feet, anyway.
Picturing myself reeling around like a drunken sailor on stilts, I sighed and reached for my combat boots. Not fashionable, but comfortable, and what I was familiar with. They would have to do for today.
I picked up the business card. The sooner we met Mr. Ryder, the sooner we would be free to enjoy ourselves. A meeting with him this morning before having lunch somewhere exciting with Joe would work.
How my life had changed. Sadness threatened to overwhelm me as my mind wandered. Gran and I had been close -- all we had was each other.
Now she was gone and there was no danger, thanks to Joe. Gran would have loved him, but would she have approved of him being my mate, as well as my Guardian?
If only she could have met him, and known how happy and safe he made me feel, she would have been thrilled, I decided. Gran was such a romantic at heart. I sighed, and smiled at the memory of the two of us curled up in front of the television, watching old romance movies, sharing a box of tissues.
Lost in bitter-sweet thoughts of Gran, I walked to the door, hoping Joe was ready, and pulled it open, only to walk straight into him, standing with his hand raised, ready to knock. Caught off balance, I stumbled into his arms.
His hand wrapped around my waist to steady me. He felt good, and I loved being in his arms. He smelled good too.
“Sorry.” I gave a little chuckle.
Embarrassed, I stepped back, far enough to see what he was wearing. Surprised, I blinked. The black leather gear had been replaced by pale blue pants and a white silk shirt. Joe, dressed more like West, except for his long hair, looked good, good enough to eat.
As I stood there drinking in his brand of manly perfection, I noticed he was staring just as intently at me. His eyes lingered over my body, slid down my legs then slowly travelled up again to my face.
A faint, amused smile crossed his face. Was he laughing at me?
“What’s funny,” I demanded. The red mist, which came more often now, floated across my field of vision for an instant.
“Ah Kat,” he said shaking his head. “How do you do it? You’re the only woman I know who can make combat boots look sexy. You’re gorgeous, darlin’.” He put his hand on my cheek, and kissed my forehead. “Let’s have some fun. Are you ready to go to lunch?”
I gave the business card I’d been clutching to Joe. “Can we see this man first? He has information about my trust fund, and my mother.” Anxiously, I searched his face.
Joe took the business card and turned it over in his hand, noting the address.
“Yes, of course, I’ll flash you there if you like.” He handed the card back to me. “Call him and see if he’s free.”
A growing sense of excitement took hold of me. At last I’d find out more about mom. I had almost no memories of her from my early childhood, as I spent much more time with my father, when they weren’t travelling. Mom was often ill and couldn’t see me, he explained. What information had she seen fit to leave with a stranger?




Chapter 28. 

The Devil You Know

A sense of urgency seized me, as I folded Kat in my arms and flashed us to see her attorney, Mr. Ryan. The heavy scent of demon about her was growing stronger and her eyes flashed red more often.
I knew the change was almost upon her and I wanted to seal our relationship before it started. Events had conspired against us and we hadn't had the opportunity to get close until now. With all my heart, I wanted to make her mine, make her happy and give her a sense of security.
My heart was almost bursting with love for her. Kat had been through so much in her young life, faced it all bravely and deserved all the happiness I could give her. Happiness and security would also give her strength to fight the demon energy within her as it fought for supremacy.
At least meeting Mr. Ryan should put some of her worries to rest, and I looked forward to helping her do that. Arriving outside a building in a quiet part of town we walked inside.
Mr. Ryan's office was on the third floor, and I tucked Kat's arm in mine as we travelled up in the elevator to a spacious reception area. We walked to the desk, made ourselves known and were shown into a cozy office.
An elderly, pleasant-looking, portly man walked in. “Ah, Miss Spur, I believe. So very pleased to meet you at last,” he said, walking over to Kat. She took the hand he offered and shook it.
“This is my friend Joe,” she said. “I want him to hear everything. What can you tell me about my mother?” Kat’s words came out in a rush as she peered anxiously into his face.
“Well, I can give you all the details of your trust fund,” he said. “But I can't tell you much about your mother. There’s someone coming a little later though, who can, someone your mother wanted you to meet, and I’m sure he can answer everything. Please, take a seat.”
As Kat sat down, he walked behind his desk and opened a drawer, pulling out a folder stuffed full of papers.
“All your bank statements and the trust documents are here. Your grandmother should have given you this a few years ago,” he said, running his fingers through his white hair. “You were entitled to your trust fund once you turned twenty, but she didn't seem to understand, and just kept ringing up for a transfer of funds every so often. It wasn’t very much, so I kept supplying the money.” Pausing, he frowned. “I hope I did the right thing. I was unable to get an address to write to you.”
“Don’t worry, my grandmother could be stubborn,” said Kat. “If she didn’t want to give you our address, there was no way you would have received it. But I’m glad you sent the money. We needed it.”
Mr. Ryan wiped his brow with a handkerchief and smiled at Kat.
“Good, good.” He nodded. “Here is your bank statement, with the latest balance.” When he pushed a slip of paper across the desk, Kat turned pale, and wiped a hand across her forehead.
“Are you sure this is right?” A worried frown creased her brow, as she pulled her chair closer to the desk.
“All correct. Everything is accounted for -- the interest coming in, and payments going out to your grandmother. She was a trustee.” Mr. Ryan stood there nodding and smiling.
‘Kat looked up, waving the statement under Mr. Ryan’s nose. “But, but… it’s too much. This can’t be the correct figure.”
“I had the balance checked this morning. It's just over 10 million,” said Mr. Ryan, looking anxious and taking out his handkerchief again. “Is there a problem?”
Kat shook her head. “No, but I don’t understand. Where does all this money come from?”
“Your father had an import-export business and acquired antiques from all over the world for wealthy clients. He was an astute businessman, one of the best,” Mr. Ryan explained. “Would you like a drink? You look a little pale.”
Kat nodded. “Thank you, I would. Can I have coffee?” she whispered.
“And you?” Mr. Ryan asked, turning to me.
“Thanks, I'm fine,” I replied, more concerned about Kat’s growing pallor than anything else.
He walked out to get coffee and Kat looked up, her eyes wide open in astonishment. “Joe, I can't believe it. I'm rich.” She gave a little chuckle. “I never thought I’d ever be rich. Gran only withdrew enough for us to survive. She was always economizing, and I thought we were poor.”
Then she sighed, and tears welled in her eyes. “Dear Gran, I bet she was saving this for me. If only I'd known. Gran could have had a better life. I could have made sure she had all her favorite movies to watch, and chocolates every day, for starters.”
“Your grandmother wanted you to have this, and so did your parents, Kat. It's yours, given to you with love. Enjoy it, as they would have wanted.” I stood behind her and put my hand on her shoulder.
Mr. Ryan came back in with coffee for Kat.
“I’ll leave you to enjoy your coffee,” he said. “Mr. Kaleb, will be here soon. Ask him about your mother. He knows far more than I do.”
I heard Kat’s nervous intake of breath at the news, but she managed to thank Mr. Ryan.
At the door, he leaned in with a final word. “Before you go, I'll need your signature, to transfer the funds to you. Don't forget.” He smiled at Kat like a benevolent uncle.
“I wonder who this Mr. Kaleb is.” Kat frowned. “Whoever he is, I hope he can tell me something about my mother at last. I have so few memories of her, you know.”
As Kat finished her coffee, Mr. Ryan popped his head in the doorway again.
“Come into the other office,” he said. “Mr. Kaleb has arrived and is keen to meet you. Follow me.” He led us to an adjoining room.
The smell of demon was strong, and I held on to Kat's hand in case I had to flash her away from danger. If there was any danger, Mr. Ryan was unaware of it, I gathered by tapping into his thoughts.
As we walked into the room, my eyes locked on a tall, dark-haired man standing with his back to us. A large black cat inspected us over his shoulder, eyes glowing red. Its eyes slid over me and fastened on Kat, and, in the instant before the man turned around, I saw it smile.
The man turned to face us and smiled in a pleasant, disarming way, but no matter how innocuous he seemed, I knew he was part demon. My nostrils picked up his human scent as well.
The cat repositioned itself on the man’s shoulder, so it faced us, its eyes narrowed to slits. No doubting it, we were in the company of a mature Cambion and his devilish familiar. Puzzled, I wondered why a Cambion had wanted to see Kat. Did he, as we were informed, have information about her mother, or was this some kind of trick? I stood facing him, on full alert, ready for anything.




Chapter 29. 

Kat Meets a Cambion

The door clicked shut, and I shivered, because the room suddenly turned chilly. A man with a large black cat on his shoulder turned to face us, smiling as he put his hand up to steady the cat.
“Good morning, folks.” His silken voice floated seductively on the air. “I’m Kaleb.”
Although his movements were slow and sensuous, he gave the impression of a coiled snake ready to strike at any moment. The air surrounding him throbbed, alive with a dangerous energy, and his eyes shone with a cunning intelligence.
The man was fascinating to gaze upon, and I was both repelled and enticed.
Joe clutched my hand tighter and moved slightly in front of me as though aware of danger from this person. He found his voice before I did.
Joe grunted. “Call me Joe, Cambion. This is Kat. I’m her Guardian.”
My eyes opened wide. This attractive man was a Cambion? In appearance he was normal, not at all how I imagined a demon.
“A Guardian, eh?” Kaleb eased himself into an armchair. The cat hissed, and Kaleb laughed. “Please excuse Haben, he doesn’t like you, I’m afraid.” He trailed elegant fingers down the cat’s spine. “On the other hand,” he turned to me, “Haben wholeheartedly approves of you, Kat.”
I felt Joe stiffen, and he gripped my hand tighter. “Haben, that’s a demon’s name.”
“Yes, I believe so, but it suits him, don’t you think?” Kaleb chuckled, while the cat regarded us intently through half-closed eyes.
Joe grunted once more.
“Oh, come now. Relax! Loosen up! I may be a Cambion, but I mean no harm – well for today at least.” He chuckled softly, and the sound of it seemed to float around the room. “In fact, old man Ryan led me to believe I could help Kat with information about her mother.”
I took a step forward, and Joe came with me as though glued to my side. The questions burst from my lips.
“What can you tell me about my mother? Did you know her?”
Kaleb smoothed his hair and leaned back in his armchair. The cat curled into a ball on his lap, as though knowing he'd be there for a while.
“Let me see now.” He stroked his chin. “Spur was the name? Miriam Spur?”
Eager to hear more, I nodded.
“Miriam Spur yes, I didn’t know her personally – a bit before my time. A beautiful woman, I’ve been told, and a beautiful nature. She’s on the Community Center database where Cambions leave messages for loved ones from their former lives, who come looking for them. I researched her before coming here. As I’m head of our community, it’s my job to inform you about her, according to her wishes.”
Confused thoughts rushed around my head, colliding with each other. But above everything else was the word Cambion.
“Was mom a Cambion?” Nausea threatened to overwhelm me. My legs weakened, and I held on to a nearby armchair.
“Yes, she was, and she wanted you to know everything, in case you faced the Change.” His eyes wandered over me in an appraising manner. “Looks like you might be close to it.”
I shook my head. “No! It can’t be true, my mom a Cambion? How did it happen?” Horrified, I sat down hard in the chair I had used to steady myself, and Joe moved to stand behind me.
Kaleb chuckled. “The usual way, no doubt. She had a close demon ancestor. When the Change came, she decided to use human energy to survive, otherwise she could have died. Her partner was completely supportive, the records show.”
So, my father supported her decision. It didn’t surprise me -- he would have supported whatever was best for her. What went through their minds at the time of her Change, I wondered. Soon I would face it, and I had no idea what decision I would make. I didn’t even want to think about it. Helplessly I looked up at Joe.
It will be okay, pet. We’ll get through this. Don’t worry. He used mindspeak to communicate. As I tapped into his mind, his strong love surrounded me like a soft, supportive cloud. I wasn’t alone. Soothed, I reached up to hold his hand.
The Cambion watched our interaction with what looked like intense interest before continuing.
“As you may be aware, when Cambions face the Change, they either resist taking human energy or give in and take it to survive. Many die resisting the Change. Those that resist and survive revert to being human, but only about fifty per cent make it. The change is unpleasant, even brutal. I know, I've been through it.”
Hearing a real Cambion talk, brought the deadly reality of what I faced home. Small shivers raced through my body as I listened to Kaleb.
He laughed. “I resisted with a fierce determination, and prepared for death, but when I was near death, unconscious, my brother decided to bring in a human donor. So, I became a Cambion after all.”
He paused and seemed lost in his own memories for a moment. A sad smile crossed his face as he stroked the cat and shifted in his seat.
My eyes were glued to him, horror and attraction fighting in my breast as I listened. He looked up and our eyes met for an instant. Strong emotions of guilt emanated from him as my mind searched his.
“Oh, it's not so bad once you get used to it, Kat,” he said softly, as if aware of my warring emotions. “Most Cambions take energy from those who resisted and survived. Such people often willingly donate energy. Then there are the rogues, who love to kill humans, savoring the last drop of their energy. Luckily, such Cambions are rare, and shunned by our community.”
“What happens if you don’t take energy after becoming a Cambion?” I whispered.
“If we don't take human energy, we gradually turn into a demon, and demons, as you probably know, can't exist on Earth. We either die, or go to the Underworld, not a pleasant place to live, from all I hear.” He laughed again, his sensuous fingers massaging the cat's head. A loud purr erupted from the beast.
“How did my mother survive?” I asked, holding my breath, hardly daring to hear the answer.
“Well her case was rather unique. Your father was only half human, I believe, and he donated his human energy to her whenever she needed it. It wasn’t always sufficient, but it kept her alive, while he always survived the energy transfer and recovered well. They weren't at the Center for long, because they worked out their own way of survival. Your mother tried to take as little from your father as possible, I believe, and she was often sick, the records show.”
The words in my father's letter came back. Mom was often sick, he had written. At last I understood. How it must have hurt her to keep away from me, her own child. To keep me safe, she would have had to stay away, or risk taking my energy.
The truth stabbed at my heart. It ached, over their tragic plight, followed by their needless deaths, but I was proud of them too. They faced enormous difficulties with courage, and with what must have been a deep, unshakable love.
Suddenly I shivered violently, as my blood turned icy cold.
“You're welcome to come to the Center any time, preferably after you've gone through the Change,” Kaleb said, his voice sounding far away.
“Here, take my card. Get in touch whenever you like.” He took a card out of his jacket pocket and waved it in my direction. Joe left my side before I could get up, took the card and handed it to me.
Kaleb leaned forward. “I can see your change is close. There is no need to die. Whatever you decide to do, be aware that a Cambion’s life can work.”
But would it work with a super Cambion, like I faced becoming? At last my shivering stopped, but now sweat ran down my back and trickled down my forehead. I wiped my hand across my brow and focused on what Kaleb was saying. His voice sounded distant again.
“I struggled to accept the life of a Cambion,” he said, and his feelings of guilt threatened to swamp me. “Now, I seldom take human energy donated at the Center, but instead, I take from those I help outside of our community, in payment for services. I think of myself as a fixer. I solve humans’ problems and make their troubles go away, for a small donation.”
His eyes flashed red for an instant and he laughed softly. “I don’t take human life if I can avoid it, but sometimes I come close. Some humans are worse than any demon. They don't deserve life for what they do to others, and they tempt me to drain every drop of life in them.”
He grinned, an evil look spreading across his face and his cat’s eyes flashed red. The cat grinned at Kaleb, turned his head and grinned at me, as if he understood every word. How was that possible?
For a moment, breathing became difficult. Sweat bathed my body, and I wiped clammy hands on my dress. The sensation passed, and I drew deep breaths of pure, cool air.
Joe’s face was level with mine. Momentarily puzzled, I realized he was kneeling in front of me.
“Let me take you home, Kat, you don’t look well,” he said, concern etched on his features.
I couldn’t speak. The red mist clouded my vision, and all I wanted, was to put my hands on Joe’s chest. His healing energy was all I needed. I craved it.
“Yes, take her home, it’s time.” Kaleb was speaking to Joe. “Call me if you need me… for anything.
“Thank you, Kaleb.” The two men, Cambion and Guardian, clasped hands, I noticed. That pleased me for some reason.
Cradled in Joe’s embrace, his soothing, healing energy flowing through my body, we flashed home. Enveloped in bliss, safe and protected, I relaxed into oblivion.




Chapter 30. 

Lock the Door and Leave

As I flashed Kat home, her hand roamed inside my shirt onto my chest. It was hot and buzzed pleasantly against my skin. My healing energy flowed into her as though a tap had been turned on. Both stimulating and soporific, I could enjoy it forever. So that's how Cambions stole energy so easily, I thought, by mesmerizing their victims.
We landed in my bedroom, and I sat cradling Kat for a few moments, to give her a good boost of healing, and because I was enjoying it. After I placed her on the bed, I could take time to heal.
She was in a deep sleep as I lay her down, taking her boots off, and covering her with a soft blanket.
Using mindspeak, I put in an urgent call to Dr. Frank. Now that the Change was fully upon Kat, I was afraid. We hadn’t discussed how she wanted to handle the Change, so I needed to make the decision.
Frank arrived in an instant. “What's wrong Joe.”
Taking in Kat sleeping on the bed and me pacing the floor, understanding dawned. “Oh, the Change has started. Right?”
“It started a short while ago. One moment she was fine and then she was running a fever – so quick. What can I do?” Kat’s life was in danger and a helpless panic welled in my chest.
“First thing to remember is don’t touch her.” Frank’s words almost took my breath away.
“Are you serious? Frank… I must heal her.” I pushed the hair off my face and glared at him.
Frank put a finger to his lips and walked over to Kat, making sure she was asleep. “Let’s discuss this on the rooftop patio.”
We flashed to the rooftop and continued talking.
“You mentioned healing – I’ve been researching, and I don't think it’s possible. She’ll want to take all your energy.”
“But… that’s how I can heal her. The more she takes, the faster she’ll heal, surely. Without healing isn’t she more likely to die?”
“The thing is Joe, she may drain you of energy too fast. And if you can't heal fast enough to replace your energy, you’ll die. Kat must fight this alone.” Frank’s expression looked grim.
How could I leave Kat to go through everything alone? “Impossible, I must stay with her, I'm her mate, and Guardian, I can't just leave.” My voice rang in my ears, unusually shrill.
“Are you mad? Haven’t you heard anything I’ve said?” The normally calm doctor grabbed my shoulder and shook it. “There’s one other thing I failed to mention. I think you may aid her transition to a Cambion by giving her healing.”
I gulped and looked at Frank in stunned silence. Had I been aiding Kat’s downfall by attempting to heal her? “Don’t Cambions need human energy for that?”
Frank was silent, and realization hit me hard -- he didn’t possess the knowledge to answer my question.
“You have no idea, do you?” In desperation, I flung the question at him.
Standing in front of me, his hand still resting on my shoulder, Frank hung his head and gave my shoulder a squeeze.
“Joe,” Frank said, and light glinted off tears forming in his eyes. “I don't know how to advise you because I've never seen this happen, and there is nothing in my reference sources to guide me. All Kat’s human energy has probably been consumed by demon energy now. The demon in her will seek energy to survive and grow while it battles to overcome her Guardian energy.
“Until this internal battle is over, she is a danger to humans and Guardians alike, therefore I think you should lock the door and leave her to fight this battle alone. On her own, she has a good chance of beating this, and emerging as a full Guardian.
“Or dying!” I shouted. The thought of losing Kat was unbearable – unthinkable. “I will not permit her to die. It is not an option.” I clenched my jaw and my fists as my resolve deepened.
Frank raised his head and looked me in the eye. “Leave her alone Joe, for your sake and for hers. That's my best advice.”
“I hear you Frank.” I met his gaze. “But you know I can’t do as you suggest. Kat’s beyond deciding already and If she can't make a decision, I'll have to do it for her.”
Frank left, and I stood on the rooftop head bowed, fists clenched, my determination to save Kat building in strength.
Suddenly Esau appeared. “Joe? I sensed you were upset. What's wrong?”
“Kat’s begun the Change.” My statement dropped like a stone in the still air of the rooftop.
“Have you consulted Dr. Frank?” Concern masked his features.
“Frank's just left, after advising me to shut the door, lock Kat in by herself and see if she survives the Change. If she survives she’ll be pure Guardian, if not she'll die.”
“Whoah! Heavy! I know you won’t do that. What are your other options?” asked Esau.
“I can try to heal her faster than she drains my energy.”
“And if you can't?” Esau looked deadly serious for once, realization of my life and death choices dawning on him.
“If that happens, I'll die, and Kat becomes a Cambion.” The calm acceptance of what I had to do added to my resolve.
Esau’s hands flew to his head. “Saints preserve us Joe. What a choice! But you can’t die… Can’t we all unite and try to heal Kat?”
“I’ve thought of that, but we’re Guardians before anything else, created to serve humans. Besides, you all have mates. By attempting to heal Kat, you could put your mates in danger and become a danger to humans. Frank wasn’t sure of all the possible outcomes, but I won’t risk any of you being harmed by trying to help Kat.”
Esau’s face paled as he listened. “Now I understand why Dr, Frank told you to lock her away.”
“If this happened to Claire, how would you handle it?” I needed to know he fully understood what I was planning.
“No question, I'd have to be with her, I’d never let her go through it on her own.” He shook his head in emphasis.
“Even if you died?”
“I’d try to heal her with everything in my power, or die trying.”
“Exactly, and that’s why I can't leave Kat. Frank has no idea because he doesn't have a mate and doesn’t realize the strength of the bond.” Understanding of my choice shone from his eyes. “Can I ask a favor, Esau, please?”
“Anything, Joe.” The earnest expression on his face warmed my heart.
“If I don't survive, please inform Kaleb. He’s a Cambion we met today, a decent, responsible chap, surprisingly.” I fished in the pocket of my pants and handed Esau his card. “Call him and let him know what happened, if I… can't. Bring him here and make sure he takes Kat to his Center. Kaleb can help her start a life without me. Above all, don’t touch Kat and keep her away from the others. She could be a danger to you all.”
Esau was silent for a while, pacing back and forth near the balcony edge. Finally, he turned to me, a look of deep compassion on his face.
“How will I know if you die?”
“You’ll know instantly. I’m your Guardian and we share a bond. Even if you’re asleep, you’d feel it. Can I count on you to do as I ask?”
“Don't worry. I'll do whatever is necessary.” Esau’s face showed me he understood the full implications of everything I said.
“Kat deserves a chance. She’s young and at the beginning of her life. I've lived a long time. It won't matter if I die. The important thing is to keep Kat alive.”
“You can rely on me.” Esau’s voice choked up. He grasped my right hand and pulled me to him in a man hug, patting my back. “Now go! Do your best to heal her.”
I grinned at him, my heart lighter now I’d made arrangements for Kat, if the worst happened. “Don't worry, Esau. According to Marron, the bond is never wrong, and I've got theories of my own to test.”




Chapter 31. 

Death by Ecstasy Wouldn’t be Bad

Kat slept fitfully, sweating, breathing fast, struggling to overcome the demon energy within her. As I stood looking down at her, thoughts tumbled through my head. If I died this day, it wouldn’t be a bad way to go -- death by ecstasy -- better than any of the potential deaths I'd faced in years of battling demons.
Now I faced a demon battle of a completely different kind. A wry smile tugged at my lips. This time I wanted desperately to live!
Ironic really, for so many years I had hoped for death, and it had eluded me. Now, the passion for life throbbed in my breast with an almost unbearable intensity, but it would only be possible with Kat, the light my soul had been missing, all these years.
Kat, Kat, it’s Joe. Can you hear me? Using mindspeak, I attempted to communicate, but there was no response. Moving closer, I tried again, still no response.
Worried, I bent down and touched her cheek. My healing energy flowed into her like a river of life, leaving me with a warm tingle of bliss through my body in its wake as it depleted me. Kat, it's Joe here.
She stirred, and I moved my hand from her face. She leaned into my touch, wanting more. Kat, it's Joe; I want to heal you.
Joe? I'm scared. What’s happening to me? Am I turning into a demon?
Good, she was using mindspeak, although faint. Mindspeak was part of my plan.
Not if I can help it darlin’. I communicated, adding a reassuring chuckle.
Joe, make love to me while I’m still me. I’m so scared. Her mindspeak was stronger and louder – good signs.
I'm scared too darlin’, but we’re a team now, and together we'll beat this. Do you trust me?
Yes, I trust you, and I want you. Hold me, please.
Although her eyes were closed, she reached towards me. Was this the demon in her, enticing me? I decided to trust my theories.
Oh Kat, I want you too, sweetheart, but please do as I say. We must communicate by mindspeak only. It will activate your Guardian side and my healing energy will strengthen it. That will mean the demon energy trying to emerge will have a harder battle. Understand?
Got it. Kat’s response found its way into my brain.
Happiness swept through me. Kat was smart. That's the Kat I know and love, and I do love you, sweetheart.
Her eyes opened, briefly connecting with mine. I saw her fear melt as she attempted a smile. She understood, but then her eyes rolled back and a convulsion shook her.
You’re doing well darlin’. Demons don't understand love. It repels them. Think love, feel love, be love. Your demon side will retreat from it. I'm going to undress us now, and get into bed beside you.
I’ll show you my love.
A burst of love and longing from Kat rewarded me, communicated through mindspeak. My heart overflowed with joy, feeling the depth of her love. Knowing Kat returned my love, was a different kind of bliss to the energy siphon.
Tears sprang to my eyes as another convulsion tore through her. I'm so proud of you. We’ll beat this thing pet, and have such fun together afterwards.
Our life together will be wonderful. We can visit cities, jungles, deserts and palaces, wherever you want, do whatever you want. I'll teach you sword fighting and how to flash. You’ll soon be a Guardian, a magnificent Guardian.
I kept talking to her with mindspeak while I undressed. I had to keep her mind occupied with loving, positive messages. Then, leaning over her, I unzipped her dress, took it off, and removed her bra and panties. Every time I touched her skin I melted with ecstasy as the rush of energy flowed out of me. I craved more breathtaking bliss.
Naked, I moved alongside her on the bed, holding her close. She gasped and wrapped her arms around me.
The bliss of my healing energy flowing into her was almost more than I could bear. I inhaled deeply and floated with it. Maximum skin exposure darlin’. I sent the message to her with a chuckle. She wriggled her curves into me and sighed.
Arms around each other, we melted together in a warm cocoon of love. Take all the healing energy you need. For you, it’s without limits… Love you pet…
My mind gave way to pure sensation, and my physical self took over, as I worshipped Kat with my body.




Chapter 32. 

Back from the Brink

Lost, alone and in darkness, a mindless, savage hunger possessed me, terrifying me with its unrelenting scratching need. I would kill to get living energy to sustain myself if I wasn't so weak, and I knew anything alive would suffice.
It was all I wanted. I craved this energy, and it eclipsed everything else. When Joe's voice entered my head, I latched on to his presence as if I was drowning.
He gave me something to focus on, instead of the relentless, nightmarish hunger. I turned from the thing that was changing me into a demon towards Joe.
Communicating through mindspeak, he reminded me I could become a Guardian. At last, I opened my mind to him in complete trust. His calm, loving presence drew me away from the nightmare that tried to pull me under and destroy me, and he gave me instructions on how to fight it.
He even made me giggle and showed me all the things we would do together after we had beaten the demon energy. Joe was my rock, my stability, and I clung desperately to him.
My love for him was boundless – all I needed, and, as I focused on it, the darkness and hunger within faded.
When he climbed naked into bed beside me, my heart swelled with love. He took me in his arms joking about maximum skin exposure and I giggled again. Then, the sweet rush of his healing energy flowed into me, making me stronger. I wiggled against his body, enjoying the fit of my body against his and sighed.
Only happy, loving thoughts filled my mind. He calmed all my fears and communicated his love for me through mindspeak. I showed him how much I loved him in the same way.
He kissed me -- a soft, sweet kiss. Then, our lips locked together and our kisses deepened. Soon we shared wild, passionate kisses, and my lips throbbed and buzzed. Joe's hands were everywhere roaming over my body, in my hair, stroking and kneading my breasts, over my butt and between my thighs.
Everywhere he touched throbbed and tingled. Locked in his embrace, I had never felt so alive, so wanted or so desired. A sweet ache for him blossomed deep in my core and my love for him flooded my being.
“I love you Joe,” I whispered. He growled, a deep masculine, animal sound that inflamed my desire. His hard manhood, already pressed against me, bucked and he groaned.
His hot shaft entered my wet folds effortlessly as though it belonged there. It was deep in my core with a few powerful thrusts, satisfying my deep ache.
The tingling and throbbing had stopped but as Joe's thrusts increased in intensity, tension built in my body. Heat and passion overwhelmed me, increasing in intensity.
A warm sensation in the center of my body spread in waves until it reached my outer limits, intensifying until I was hot. Like an earthquake, wave upon wave of pleasure engulfed me. I moaned and clutched Joe tightly, until slowly the waves dissipated, leaving me drained, happy and at peace.
Joe nuzzled my neck and murmured something incomprehensible, while I draped myself over him and drifted into a peaceful sleep.
When I woke, a soft darkness blanketed the room, and I reached over and switched on the bedside lamp. Joe slept. I leaned over and kissed him, but he didn't respond.
Something felt wrong. Fear stabbed through my heart as I reached over. He was pale and still. Was he breathing? As if in answer to my question I saw his chest rise. “Joe,” I said. “wake-up,” but he just lay there.
What was wrong with him? I had to keep my head. I felt his neck for a pulse. Yes, a faint pulse beat beneath my fingers. Relief washed over me, but the strangest thing happened.
Energy flowed through my fingers into Joe. He took a deep breath and color returned to his face. Was I healing him?
I put my hands on his chest and, once again, energy flowed into him. His eyelids fluttered and opened. As he looked into my face, he smiled. It was the most wonderful sight I could have imagined. A huge sigh of relief escaped me. Joe was okay. I put my hands on his cheeks and he nuzzled into them.
Joe chuckled. “So, you’re healing me now? Kat darlin’ you’re a Guardian, doing what Guardians do. He closed his eyes again, stretched, and smiled. “I’m enjoying your healing; it’s so good.”
I must have taken a lot of energy from Joe for him to remain so still, and knew he wouldn't ask for more healing unless he needed it desperately. So, I continued pouring energy into him. It was a strange sensation, but wonderful to be able to heal Joe, especially as he had healed me so often.
After a short while his eyelids drooped, and he slept. As my energy had stopped flowing into him, I figured he had absorbed all he needed.
Although I wanted to talk to him and to be with him, I knew he needed the rest, so I planned to have a shower. When he woke, I wanted to be showered and dressed in something pretty, so we could eat out, like we had planned before all this happened.
Clean clothes! They were all in my room, and I needed them. With a whoosh of air, I stood shakily on one leg in front of my closet. I squealed in delight, lost my balance and sat down hard on the floor with my legs in the air.
I had flashed, a little awkwardly
maybe, but I had done it. Joe was right, I had become a Guardian.
Pleased, I opened the closet door. Now I was a Guardian, leather seemed more appropriate to wear, so I pulled out matching red leather pants and jacket, and a black tee-shirt.
After quickly showering, I stepped out of the shower and toweled myself dry, wrapping a smaller towel around my head. Dressed in bra and panties, I reached for a hair dryer, pulled the towel off my head, and wiped the towel across the steamed-up mirror over the hand basin.
My mouth dropped open as I saw my image in the mirror. My hair was completely white. After the shock wore off. I turned the hair dryer on, styled my hair, and stood back to view the results.
Kinda cool, I thought, as I appraised my image in the mirror, and wondered what Joe would make of it. Surviving demon energy would do that to a girl, I guessed.
Dressed in red leather, I decided to flash to Joe’s room, to see if he was awake. I thought of my need to be with Joe. With a whoosh, I was in Joe’s room, but on top of him, in his bed.
Joe’s reactions were like lightning. His arms clasped me firmly, and his lips stifled my surprised shriek. One eye opened, followed by the other, and his amusement rang in my head. Flashing now, and without being taught? Clever. Mindspeak was useful when your lips were occupied.
A tiny worry gnawed at the back of my mind. Before I surrendered, I had to know. Do you like my hair like this? I used mindspeak to communicate the thought as well as my image glimpsed earlier in the mirror.
Joe’s answer was to flip me on my back, pin my shoulders to the bed with his hands and half raise himself up, to get a good look at me. His action also pressed his manly bulge into my groin, and I tried to ignore my growing desire, as he studied me.
“White eh? On you, it’s gorgeous.” He drawled. “But then, you’d be gorgeous bald.” He lowered his head to kiss me, but when his eyes flashed red, I panicked and turned my head aside.
Joe’s brow knitted in concern. “What’s wrong?”
My chest was heaving, my heart racing. I turned, looking into Joe’s face through my own red mist. My panic increased, and I was having trouble breathing. Red eyes meant demon influence.
“Joe… I think we’re… demons.” I gulped.
He shook his head. “We’re not demons Kat. You’re worried about the red eyes?”
I nodded, too distraught to speak, hoping he was right.
“Probably a result of what we went through earlier. That was some struggle. Perhaps a little stray demon may be left behind. We’re probably like Esau.”
I sighed, my heart rate slowed and I could breathe again. “Are you sure about that?” I was desperate to believe him.
“I’ll prove it to you,” he said. “As I’ve told you, demons can’t flash, they don’t heal each other,
and they can’t use mindspeak. But the most important difference between us, humans and demons, is demons can’t love. A demon could never do this. Using mindspeak he shared his love for me.
It was all-encompassing, soft, warm, hungry, passionate and fiercely protective all at once.
Reassured, cocooned in Joe’s love, I melted. “That’s the Joe I know and love.” I breathed into his ear. Opening my mind to him, I shared my love for him with mindspeak.
Joe’s hungry lips sought mine, and I returned his torrid kisses with equal passion. Needless to say, we didn’t venture out to eat that night.




Chapter 33. 

One Week Later

Hand in hand, Kat and I flashed to the
shared living room of our apartment complex to meet Dr. Frank. It was late Sunday afternoon and I had been training her to use the sword. As with everything else she attempted, she was a quick learner.
Dr. Frank had the results of our blood tests, which I hoped would put Kat’s mind at rest. However, I believed some of her demon had transferred to me and what demon energy we had was no longer active. I wondered if Frank had reached the same conclusion.
After exchanging polite greetings, Frank sat in an armchair while Kat and I shared a couch, still holding hands. Frank opened his briefcase, cleared his throat and produced a folder stuffed full of papers.
Scratching his head, he gave an embarrassed laugh. “The results of your blood tests are here. However, I’m not sure what to make of them.”
I sensed Kat’s apprehension, squeezed her hand and sent her an image of a monkey scratching his head, much like Frank was doing. She pretended to cough, covering up a giggle.
“First, I’d like to discuss your result, Joe.”
“No, please show us Kat’s results first.” Kat’s anxiety level was rising fast, and I wanted to put her out of her misery.
“Oh? Very well.” Frank shuffled his papers. “Kat’s blood test shows a marked reduction in demon to ten per cent. What’s more interesting, is it’s completely dormant.”
Good. Exactly what I thought. I even guessed the percentage.
“Dormant? Will it stay that way?” She asked, clutching my hand.
“Ten per cent dormant demon in your makeup is nothing to worry about. It shouldn’t affect you at all, and there is no reason for it to reactivate.” He scratched his head again. “As for what’s left, there’s no human energy, only Guardian. How it happened is a mystery, but now you’re a Guardian.” Frank looked and sounded puzzled. Kat looked overjoyed, and I was happy to get confirmation.
Frank turned his attention to me. “Your results are even more surprising. Kat was born a human, demon, Guardian hybrid, but you… you have always been pure Guardian. Now you also have ten per cent dormant demon in your makeup and I have no idea how it happened. It shouldn’t be possible.”
Frank shook his head in bewilderment, then looked up and smiled, at us. “The scientists at the Research Center are excited by these developments, and they would love to run more experiments…”
“What! Kat and I as laboratory rats?” I interrupted. “It won’t happen, Frank. Kat and I are too busy living to bother with that. If you like though, I can tell you what happened.”
I smiled as his eyes lit up with interest.
“It’s not scientific, I warn you.” I chuckled as the light in his eyes dimmed a little. “Having spent many years among demons, I’ve observed they can’t love. They don’t understand it and love actively repels them.
“When I attempted to heal Kat, the demon part of her was growing fast and hungry for any living energy. Faced with my energy, it seized it, but was repelled, because my energy was laced with love for Kat. It tried to escape the healing energy by entering me, but Kat was also sending her love into me by mindspeak. There was nowhere for the demon energy to go that was free of love.
“I believe it got confused and shut down.” I chuckled as I saw Frank’s skeptical expression. “Or if you like it simplified, we killed and dispersed the demon in her with love. It was a tough struggle, and we both bear permanent marks of it – our eyes that flash red, and Kat’s white hair. Tell your scientist buddies if you like.” I laughed as Frank’s expression turned from skeptical to outright disbelief. “See, I told you it wasn’t scientific.”
Kat laughed at Frank’s reaction too. “We love-bombed the demon energy and killed it.”
Frank relaxed and his eyes flashed amusement. “No, not scientific, but it’s as good an explanation as any, I suppose.”
“May we keep the test results? I’d like to have something to show my brothers and their mates as proof of what I’ve been saying. Understandably, they’ve been a little wary of us over the past few days, although, to be fair, they’ve given us the benefit of the doubt.”
Frank handed the papers over and we said our goodbyes. Having the official confirmation in our hands was reassuring, especially for Kat.
“Feeling better?” I asked.
“Yes.” She sighed, clutching her results, and I sensed relief as her last fears dissipated. “Can we flash to Africa today? I love the wild animals there and I want to see them up close.”
Her enthusiasm was infectious, and I loved indulging her. “Anything you want darlin’. Let’s Google it, so we know where to go. But first, I’d like to share our official blood test results with the others. Do you mind?”
“I’d like that. They need to know the truth. Best to get everything out in the open,” Kat replied a little nervously.
Satisfied with her answer, my mind wandered for a moment. The one thing I hadn’t discussed with Frank or with Kat was how the demon energy would affect us.
Yes, it was dormant, but it was still part of us and it would be interesting to see how it expressed itself, if at all. Something I admired about demons, having lived with them for so many years, was their passion, sadly lacking in most humans and some older Guardians, including me.
I was lost, cynical and jaded for many years before meeting Kat. A little extra dose of passion, already evident in the bedroom, much to my delight, wouldn’t go astray. Was it purely my love for Kat or was the demon passion exerting influence too? Did it even matter? Our love transcended those concerns.
However, Kaleb’s words rang in my head, too, at odd moments. Being a fixer of human problems, as he described, would sit well with Guardians. It would be interesting to see if new passions drew us in that direction.
Meanwhile, in the week since Kat had become a Guardian, I loved training her and watching her new gifts grow. She amazed me with how quickly she learned.
Our new passions would develop in their own time, and I looked forward to being surprised by them. Meanwhile, life was deliciously unpredictable and every moment a joy with Kat.




Chapter 34. 

Kat’s New Life

We sat together on the couch in companionable silence, sharing our feelings and thoughts through mindspeak. Already I couldn’t imagine closing my mind to Joe. Mindspeak with him was like a warm hug.
“Are you ready to face the others?” Joe squeezed my hand, acknowledging my nervousness.
All my life I’d been rejected, through being dragged from school to school, always the awkward new girl. I knew nothing about making friends, I’d never had one for more than a few weeks. After a while I stopped trying to fit in.
Anxiety squeezed my insides. What if they don’t accept me? The thought bounced around my head.
Joe kissed my forehead and answered my thoughts. Don’t worry pet. Just accept what comes, then deal with it. I’ve always found that works a treat. He chuckled. I’m calling a meeting now. Okay?
I nodded my agreement. Nervousness made my hands clammy, and I wiped them on my T-shirt.
West was first to arrive, flashing in with his arms around Liz.
“Hi you two.” Liz smiled at us.
“We’ll all be here for the meeting, so why don’t we have dinner together later? I’m trying out a new menu at my Italian restaurant and I’d appreciate feedback, said West.”
“Sounds good.” Joe stretched and put a reassuring arm around my shoulder.
“Thank you.” I stretched my lips, in what I hoped was a pleasant smile, at West and Liz, while nodding my agreement at eating together.
The elevator door opened, and Nathan and Emily spilled out, deep in an animated discussion. Something to do about computer programming, I gathered. The two of them stopped talking long enough to exchange greetings and then resumed their earnest discussion.
Joe, West and Liz chatted about West’s new menu, while I wondered where Esau and Claire were. Esau was usually first on the scene whenever Joe called a meeting.
I wasn’t the only one puzzled.
“Where’s Esau? And Claire?” Emily interrupted her discussion with Nathan. “Are they coming?”
“They’re on their way,” said Joe after a moment to contact Esau by mindspeak. His face broke into a mischievous grin, and his eyes sparked red for a second.
It still took me by surprise to see Joe’s eyes turn red, and I returned his grin. Something unexpected was about to happen, my own eyes misted red, anticipating the fun. Considering Joe’s reaction, it was bound to be something no one could know.
Esau flashed into the room, carrying Claire, whose face was flushed a pretty pink. The strangest expression sat on Esau’s face as he settled Claire onto the couch, making sure she was comfortable. It was a combination of terror and joy, like nothing I had ever seen, and his eyes glowed a constant red, indicating high emotion.
What’s going on, Joe? You know, don’t you? What’s the big secret? Curiosity ate at me, while my nervousness took a back seat.
All in good time, pet. Esau and Claire will share something with us after we’ve given the group our news. He patted my hand, but I felt like kicking him in frustration.
“Glad you could join us Esau, Claire.” Joe stretched and put the arm that wasn’t around my shoulders over the back of the couch. He leaned back and crossed his legs, taking a deep breath.
“Now we’re all here, we can start the meeting. Anyone who wants to share, do so in the order you arrived at the meeting. Okay?”
A murmur of agreement ran through the group. Joe waited for quiet before he began.
“As you are all aware, Kat is a hybrid, and bravely faced her coming-of-age transition about a week ago, a time when the demon in her struggled to come to the fore.”
All eyes were upon me and my cheeks grow hot as I squirmed under the scrutiny.
“It was a life-and-death struggle, and it took both of us to beat the demon part of her. If the demon in her had won the struggle, Kat would now be a Cambion, needing human or possibly Guardian energy to stay alive on Earth.”
Claire gasped and everyone else was silent, still staring at us.
“But you beat it? Is that for good?” Emily asked.
“Yes,” I said. “Everything’s stable now, including the white hair and red eyes.” I smiled uncertainly at the group. Would they accept me?
“Yes! Yes! I knew you could do it, and I love your new look,” screamed Claire. Untangling herself from Esau, she rushed over and threw her arms about me. Laughing, we ended up in a heap of arms and legs on the couch.
That prompted everyone to go into action. Claire pulled me to my feet and gave me a bear hug. Liz and Emily rushed over to join in.
While I was having my first ever group hug, Nathan, West and Esau joined in too, each one offering their congratulations. My heart was overflowing with happiness and love for my new family.
I looked over at Joe, still seated on the couch, grinning. “Hold on to your hats,” he said. “There’s more to come.”
The attention turned once more to Joe, although we were all still locked into a happy group hug.
“Kat’s demon energy was tough and hungry. It was eating up the human in her. By the time we stopped and neutralized it, all her human energy had gone. She fought on with her Guardian energy, and that’s what eventually took over. Dr. Frank’s blood test proves it. Kat’s now a Guardian with a mere ten per cent dormant demon energy. Again, let me stress – the demon in her is dormant.”
“Whoooo, an instant Guardian.” shouted West.
“I didn’t think it was possible,” laughed Nathan.
“Neither did Frank. He’s still shaking his head,” said Joe from the couch.
Liz kissed my cheek, and once again, everyone congratulated me, until I was overwhelmed by all the attention.
Joe must have sensed it, because he walked over to us, grabbed one of my hands and kissed it.
“I’m proud of you darlin’,” he said, his eyes glowing red. Then he chuckled as he looked around at the group. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m claiming my mate back, and I think Claire and Esau have something to share.”
We all went back to our seats, and an expectant air hung in the room.
“Before Esau speaks, can you tell us how come you’ve got red eyes, Joe?” asked West. “I don’t get that at all.”
“Well, as I said, Kat’s demon energy was strong and hungry. It sensed it was losing the battle for Kat, and attacked me. When the battle was over, some of Kat’s demon energy lodged in me, but dormant. It was a long, hard battle.”
Joe raised my hand to his lips and winked at me. Once again, my cheeks grew hot.
Understanding dawned on West’s face. “Long and hard, eh?” His lips quivered as he tried to suppress a grin. “I must say the addition of demon energy has only improved you Joe. You seem more relaxed these days. Or is that Kat’s doing?”
“A little of both, I’d say.” Joe chuckled and his eyes flashed red as he kissed my forehead.
Esau cleared his throat and there was silence as all eyes turned to him. Once again, a strange look, part panic, part happiness crossed his face. He stood and looked around the room.
“Claire and I have something to announce,” he said. Claire stood next to him, her eyes shining. He put his arm around her waist and drew her to him. A wonderful look I can only describe as reverence, shone from his face as he turned his head and gazed into her eyes.
Tears came to my eyes and a strong, protective pull gathered around my heart as I gazed at Claire. Puzzled, I sent the sensation, together with a query to Joe.
It’s Guardian energy. Relax. I’ll explain later.
Esau refocused on the group. “We’re pregnant! I mean, Claire’s pregnant. We’re having a baby!” Esau looked as though he would burst with pride.
I squealed and launched myself at Claire, giving her a huge hug. “I’m so happy for you,” I said, laughing as tears ran down my cheeks.
In no time, another group hug formed around Claire and Esau. Everyone was talking at once. Joe stood next to me, one arm around me, one arm on Esau’s shoulder.
I looked up at him, sharing my happy feelings, rewarded instantly by his happy feelings washing over me.
I’ll be the baby’s Guardian, won’t I? The thought both terrified and excited me.
Looks like it, but don’t worry, I’ll be here to help.
Joe would always be there, ready to help, I realized; and so would the others. We were a family.
This was my new home, and I belonged with these people, my new family. I would even have responsibilities when the baby arrived. The strong tug around my heart surely meant I would be the baby’s Guardian in time.
Things could change dramatically in a few short weeks.
Gran. Suddenly I ached for her. How she would have loved to share this life with me and she would have loved Joe. Had she ever been able to use mindspeak? She would have loved to try.
Now I was a Guardian, living with other Guardians, she would have been so proud of me. To honor her unselfish devotion to me while I was growing up, I would devote myself to becoming the best Guardian I could.
Gathering all my love and happiness in one glorious burst of emotion, I sent it to her, wherever she might be. I didn’t expect an answer, but neither did I expect what came back.
A deep, tranquil peace filled my being, comforting me and giving me hope that somehow my message had reached Gran. Had she communicated that peace?
I would never know for certain, but surrounded by my new family, with Joe by my side, I resolved to embrace my new life, not only for myself, but for Gran. I would be happy and accept my new responsibilities for us both.
Looking up, I caught Joe’s eye. Smiling, I communicated my joy and commitment to my new life to him.
The End.
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Bonus Short Story

What's an Angel to do?
With years of rigorous training to complete before he even receives a name, No-name, serial number Hawk 2651, is a created Urban Guardian with a huge dilemma.
A beautiful, pure young woman's need calls to him with a

force so strong he is powerless to ignore it. Will he risk all for the desperate but enticing pull of a young woman unhappy with life or remain committed to his duty?
He must choose between his heart and his duty. What his heart calls him to do is forbidden – the punishment severe. Does he have the heart to turn his back on his calling and risk everything for a forbidden love?
How far is he willing to go to find out?
BAD ANGEL – Hawk 2651
The doorbell chimed, the sound piercing my heart like a dagger. My breath froze as I looked at Westley, my mouth suddenly dry, my voice cracking, “Oh no. Is it them? It can’t be, it’s too soon.” Tears welled in my eyes and a pulse hammered in my ears.
He cupped my cheek with his hand and I leaned into it, taking comfort from its solid warmth. “Who else would be out here?” he said, shrugging his shoulders and attempting a smile. “Don’t worry Lizbet, if I’m not terminated, I’ll find you when my training is finished. Even if they take my memories away, I’ll find you. We’re connected now, destined to find each other again.”
‘Terminated’, he said it so casually, but it was unthinkable. His tutors couldn’t…
He leaned in to give me a gentle, lingering kiss and I clung to him, one last time, not wanting to let go. With a deep sigh, torn from his inner depths, he pulled back from me, put his hands on my shoulders and traced the outline of my face with his fingers, as if imprinting it into his memory. “I’ll let them in. You come down and meet them when you’re dressed. Do what I told you as soon as we’ve gone. Promise me Lizbet.”
“I promise.” Looking into his eyes, fully aware of my responsibility, I felt the blood drain from my face.
He hugged me briefly, savagely to his chest in a final embrace. Then, taking a deep breath, he released me, turned and walked out of the bedroom.
The ache of his absence already gnawed at me as I pulled on jeans and a clean top. The sound of unfamiliar voices drifted up the stairs, and my pulse quickened.
“What’s going on?” asked my friend Claire, popping her head round the door. She had been keeping my kid brother Elias occupied in the room along the hall. The voices from downstairs were louder, more heated.
“Westley’s tutors have come for him. They’ll want to see you too, so you may as well meet them.” Trying not to sound scared. I grabbed her arm and pulled her along behind me. Together we clattered down the stairs to the living room. The voices stopped, and all eyes below followed our progress.
Westley spoke first. “Girls, meet my tutors, Ruth,” he moved his hand toward the tall, stunning woman with long, glossy blue-black hair, “and Jacob,” he indicated an even taller athletic, blonde Adonis standing next to her. “These are the girls I told you about, Lizbet and Claire,” he said, addressing them, as we reached the foot of the stairs.
They looked us over in silence. Claire’s hoarse whisper pierced the air, “Sheesh, I hope we have teachers like them at college,” turning into cough as I elbowed her in the ribs to shut her up. This was serious.
The tutors walked around us for what seemed like an eternity, examining us from every angle. I squirmed like a captured bug under their scrutiny. Finally, Jacob spoke in a deep voice of authority. “Which one of you summoned our student?”
“Summoned? I suppose it was me, but I didn’t mean to…” I said looking up at him. His stern perfection was intimidating. Claire was hanging on to my arm as though her life depended upon it, quiet, an unusual trait for her.
“Hmm. You were unhappy? You made a wish?” Jacob asked. At least he had stopped his slow circling. Ruth stopped circling too, waiting for my answer.
“Y-yes,” I stammered. “But I didn’t know… It’s not his fault, don’t hurt him.”
Ruth smiled at Jacob. “It’s clear what happened, the girl inadvertently summoned him when she made a desperate wish. This student must be exceptionally talented to pick up the signal without any teaching.”
“I’m not convinced,” said Jacob. He frowned. “He’s gone against important rules and may be unsuitable for life on Earth, in which case he should be returned for termination."
I stifled a gasp at the word ‘termination’. What was this, a good cop bad cop routine? I stole a glance at Westley, who winked back at me. What? He was taking this too lightly.
“Come on Jacob, the student deserves another chance, after all he wasn’t taught how to deal with such a situation. He had to manage the strong compulsion on his own when all the tutors had gone for the night,” said Ruth
“Hmmm.” Jacob’s hand stroked his chin. “You’re alone in this house? No parents?” he asked.
I shook my head.
He walked toward the window, where he stood, looking out into the distance, running his hand through his thick blonde hair.
Ruth moved toward me and Claire, still smiling. She put her hand on my head and said, “It’s not important, forget it ever happened.” She stroked Claire’s hair and murmured “Things will go back to normal and you’ll forget we were ever here.”
Abruptly Jacob turned from the window. “No harm was done here, it’s time for us to go,” he said.
So soon?
No, no, no, not yet. I wanted to scream at them. “Won’t you stay for coffee?” I said. It sounded lame, I knew it, but I wanted just a few more seconds with Westley. The tutors politely declined my offer, this wasn’t a social call.
Westley moved toward me. He put his arm around my waist and whispered. “Remember what you must do as soon as I’m gone.” His tutors were already at the door. Everything was happening at top speed, like a movie on fast forward.
Ruth and Jacob were already walking down the driveway. Westley gave me one last kiss and ran after them. He caught up where the driveway curved around a tree. He paused, turned and smiled at me, waved and followed his tutors out of sight.
I sagged against the door, empty, beyond tears. Then I remembered my solemn promise and raced upstairs.
“Where are you going?” yelled Claire.
“I’ve got things I must do,” I yelled back. “Keep an eye on Elias for me.” I reached my room and scrabbled for the ballpoint pen and notebook I’d left on the desk, sat down and started to write.
“What’s so urgent? You’re acting all strange.” said Claire from the doorway.
“I must write up a record of what happened with Westley.”
“Who?” said Claire yawning and scratching her head. I looked at her in disbelief.
“You know… Westley. He was here with his tutors. They’ve just left.”
Claire screwed her face up, looking puzzled. “Oh yes. Wasn’t that a while ago?” she said eventually, rubbing her eyes. She yawned again. “The boredom of this place is getting to me. I’m sleepy. I’ll be with Elias when you’re through.”
Fear clawed at my chest. She was already starting to forget… unbelievable. “Keep an eye on Elias. I’ll join you when I’ve finished writing. I won’t be long.” It was urgent. I had to write down everything I’d experienced with Westley before I forgot too. Our future together depended on it.
◆◆◆
 


This is all totally true. It actually happened to me, even though I’ll forget everything… I had written at the beginning, as he had instructed me, underneath where he had carefully printed the date and signed his name, Westley. I paused, collecting my thoughts, as they meandered dreamily over the past twenty-four hours. Absent-mindedly I put the end of the pen in my mouth, fighting sleep. I yawned, I’d hardly slept since he came.
I pulled myself back to the present. No time for daydreaming, I had to keep writing. I’d already written down what had happened with his tutors while it was fresh in my mind. Now I had to write down the rest, a true record of all that had happened since he came, as I’d promised him I would.
I couldn’t bear to think I’d forget. Was it only last night it had all started? I was writing fast to get it all down, my handwriting degenerating into a barely legible scribble in my haste.
It started Friday night, -- I continued…
◆◆◆
 
“Bye, Lizbet,” said Mom, giving me a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek. Why wouldn’t she call me Elizabeth as I had asked her so many times? She gave my nine-year-old brother Elias a kiss on the cheek and ruffled his hair. He hardly noticed, he was so immersed in his latest game of zombies versus plants or whatever he was playing. He didn’t even take the time to wipe his cheek although he screwed his face up in disgust for an instant.
“Don’t forget to lock the door after we’ve gone,” she said, giving Claire a quick nod and a wave. Mom was in a hurry to get away with her new boyfriend Kirk while we were stuck babysitting Elias in Kirk’s weekend cabin in the middle of nowhere.
It was my mother’s way of keeping us out of trouble while she was away – no parties would happen way out here. “Be good darlings,” she said with an airy wave of her hand, as she walked out. The whole miserable, boring weekend loomed ahead of us.
“Why would we bother locking the door out here?” Clare grumbled under her breath. “It’s not as if anyone’s going to drop by and visit.”
“Zombies or werewolves, perhaps,” I joked. “This place has the right atmosphere. Why don’t I make some hot chocolate now we’re here alone?”
I made my delicious, special recipe hot chocolate for all of us, made more delicious by being served in the bright red mugs I found in the kitchen and the chocolate biscuits I found in the pantry. When we had finished, it was time for Elias to go to bed. He went without a fuss once he had taken photos of us drinking our hot chocolate.
He was a good kid really, a little odd perhaps, but if he had his computer games to play, and something to take photos with, he didn’t seem to mind where he was or what was going on around him.
Once Elias was in bed and I had settled down on the living room couch, Claire reached out and took my hand. “I’m so sorry things didn’t work out the way we expected this weekend Liz.” 
“Well, I’m not,” I said, taking my hand back. “Yes, I do want to lose my virginity, but, really… Rodney as a candidate?” I pulled a face as I pictured his round pasty face, goofy, good-natured grin, red hair and geek glasses.
“What’s wrong with Rodney?” Claire, sounded hurt. “He’s a nice guy, he’s far from ugly, and he’d have treated you well.”
“Well… he’s one of your cast offs for a start. And… and I’d like some romance, you know.”
“Romance is overrated,” she scoffed. “It wears off after a while. At least sex is honest, and good sex is fantastic.” Clare grinned at me, a wicked glint in her eye. Claire had been sexually active since she was 16 after all. Her mother was three times divorced, so she didn’t exactly have a good role model for relationships.
“Oh Claire,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “You sound so… so cynical. Surely love and romance have a place.” I sighed. “I want to believe I’ll fall in love with a great guy who loves me as much as I love him.”
“What a hopeless romantic you are,” she laughed, leaning back, rolling her eyes. “Love and romance? Pah! Who needs it?”
I looked at her, taking in her long dark hair, her beautiful, flashing brown eyes and vibrant smile. She had a figure to die for, slim and willowy. Not like me. I was fat, colorless and blonde. We were total opposites. She stood out. I faded into the background.
“If you can’t find love, what chance do I have? Who’d love me, a fat, pale blob?” I said in despair. There, it was, out in the open, my worst fear. I’d been putting on a brave face for years, wishing for romance to happen. It seemed as though this place was willing me to speak the brutal truth I’d been hiding. Or perhaps sitting in the semi-dark prompted my confession.
Claire’s face was horrified. “Is that how you see yourself? I realized you were short on confidence, but sheesh…” Claire paused and shook her head. “Look, no-one’s perfect,” she continued, looking into my eyes. “We all have to make the most of what we’ve got. But you, you’re a natural blonde for goodness sake. You’ve got big blue eyes, a pretty face and curves in all the right places. You’re not fat, you’re buxom. Some guys like that.”
“Yeah right,” I said. Claire was only trying to make me feel better. “I haven’t met anyone who like ‘buxom’ girls.” I made the sign for quotation marks in the air.
“Rodney likes buxom,” she added, wiggling her eyebrows and grinning suggestively at me.
Despite myself, I giggled. Claire could lighten any situation. “Enough about Rodney,” I said, giving her a playful shove. “It wasn’t meant to happen. Anyway, I don’t want to be just liked. I want more. I want to be… cherished.”
Claire screwed her face up. “What does that mean? Ah, I understand what the word means, but how does it work? You want a sighing, adoring doormat Liz?” She gave a dramatic sigh and clasped her hands to her heart.
We both burst into laughter at the image she created. Then I sighed. “I don’t know. Do I want too much? Perhaps I want the impossible. But I wish there was a guy who really wanted to get to know me, who was hot for me, and who believed I was special.”
Claire looked at me with one eyebrow raised. “You want good looking too?” she asked.
“Yes,” I said, getting into the mood. “Someone who looks like Westley, the hero in The Princess Bride would do, yeah, I’d like that.” The Princess Bride had been a favorite movie of mine since I was about six years old.
“And rich as well?” Claire continued.
“Preferably, but not essential.”
“And sexy with it? Can’t leave that out,” Claire added.
“The sex would sizzle. We wouldn’t be able to keep our hands off each other.”
“More than just hands, I hope,” giggled Claire. “Tell you what Liz, when you find him, introduce me to his twin brother. I’d like one of those too.”
“I’m wishing for too much, aren’t I?” I said, suddenly serious. Despite my intentions to have fun and make the best of everything, like Claire, a big fat tear rolled down my cheek. I guess it was because of all the emotional ups and downs I’d been through with the whole planned sex-with-Rodney business, which I’d narrowly escaped.
“Hey, it’s your wish Liz. But you won’t find him round here. And don’t keep waiting for him to show up until you’re 90. You need to lighten up and have fun in the meantime.” Claire might have sounded tough, but she leaned over and gave me a big hug.
“Sorry,” I sniffed. “What’s wrong with me?” Taking a deep breath, I attempted to pull myself together. “Let’s forget it. There’s still a few months before we start college and I might find someone I like in that time. And it’s not the end of the world if I start college and I’m still a virgin, is it?”
“Hey, it was you that wanted to lose your virginity before you started college. There’s no pressure from anyone else.”
“But I hate being the odd one out among all our friends. I’m such a loser.” I said, close to tears again.
Without warning, there was a loud crash, a piercing cry of pain and an almighty splash. Claire and I grabbed each other and screamed in unison.
◆◆◆
 
“Wha-what was that,” her eyes wide as she clutched at me in panic.
“I was hoping you knew,” I replied, holding on to Claire like I was drowning. My heart was thumping wildly, my panic-frozen mind trying to make sense of what we had heard.
My practical side kicked in. I jumped to my feet, dragging Claire with me. “Someone might be hurt. We have to see.”
“What, go outside?” Claire looked petrified. “We could be in danger.”
“We have to Claire, someone might be hurt,” I repeated forcefully as I switched on the lights. “The sounds came from out the back. There are lights out there by the swimming pool. If we switch all the lights on and stay together we’ll be safer.”
Clinging to each other, we made our way to the back of the house, switching on every light we could find. We lit the house up like a crazy carnival. At the back door we found the light switches for the yard. As we switched them on, the backyard flooded with light, as clear as a bright sunny day. I so was thankful Kirk had seen fit to install so many lights.
Claire screamed and pointed, her outstretched arm shaking. “A body! In the pool!” She was on the edge of hysteria.
I saw the body as soon as Claire did. Without thinking I ran and jumped in the pool. The body was face down in the water and I hoped fervently it was still alive. I turned it over, wondering whether to give mouth to mouth resuscitation, when he took a huge gasping breath. A young male, I noticed, wearing, oddly, only a pair of boxer shorts.
By this time Claire was at the side of the pool, waving a broom around, alternately peering into the pool and looking nervously around the yard. “It’s a guy!” She exclaimed. “What’s he doing in the pool? Is he alive? Is he injured? Is he unconscious? Is he breathing?” She was babbling, near hysteria, as she kept looking around.
“He’s alive, breathing, but he’s unconscious. Help me get him inside. He’s hardly got any clothes on, he must be freezing. What are you doing with that broom?” I was babbling too.
Claire put the broom down, peering into every far corner of the yard. “It’s for protection,” she said as I maneuvered the guy to the poolside edge and she reached toward him.
“Protection against what? A sudden flurry of leaves?” My voice came out in a squeak and I had the hysterical desire to laugh. But once I started laughing I knew I wouldn’t stop.
Claire stared at me, her eyes wide. “Someone might’ve pushed him into the pool, tried to murder him! Anyone could be out there! We might be their next target!”
She was right. We had to get him inside as soon as possible, so we’d all be safe. I checked he was still breathing, then pushed with all my strength while Claire bent down, grabbed him round the chest in a bear hug, and pulled hard.
I don’t know how, but we got him out of the pool. Our raised adrenalin must have helped. We put him on the ground for a moment, to catch our breath. Then I grabbed him under the arms. Claire grabbed his feet, and we moved as fast as we could, back inside, and locked the door.
We stood with our backs to the door, breathing hard, while he lay unconscious at our feet. What do you do in a situation like that? We looked desperately at each other. I was shivering and suddenly realized how cold I was. He must be cold too.
“Stay here, and watch him,” I ordered Claire. “I’ll go upstairs and get some blankets and a change of clothes for him.”
“Get a change of clothes for yourself as well,” called Claire as I sprinted up the stairs. “Don’t leave me alone for too long. What will I do if he wakes up?” I had no idea, but I hoped he would wake up soon or we’d have a bigger emergency on our hands.
I found my overnight bag, which I still hadn’t unpacked, and threw on a warm pair of pajamas, the ones with pink rabbits. Then I ran into Kirk’s room and rummaged round for something warm for the stranger to wear. Nothing looked like it would fit him. Kirk was short and carried a bit of weight around the middle.
Eventually I found a pair of pajamas that looked warm and had a firm elastic waist. I hoped they would fit. Gathering up the pajamas, and two thick blankets, I raced downstairs again.
“He hasn’t moved,” Claire sounded distraught. She wasn’t good with emergencies. I checked again, still breathing. I couldn’t see any injuries either, what a relief.
“Let’s get these pajamas on him and then carry him over to the couch,” I suggested. Now that things had settled down a little, I took the time to look at him. My breath caught in my throat as the sight of him registered for the first time. “He’s gorgeous,” I sighed, going weak at the knees.
He was long, lean and sculptured, his body broad shouldered and perfect. His face was even more perfect if that was possible. Lightly tanned, flawless skin, long, dark eyelashes, and high cheekbones that looked lovingly molded. His lips were full, soft, sensuous and very kissable. I blushed when I caught myself thinking that. I never permitted my thoughts to wander that way. He looked like he was in his early twenties.
I glanced at Claire. She seemed to have trouble breathing too and had one hand to her throat. “Gorgeous doesn’t begin to describe him,” she panted. “It’s strange though, don’t you think he looks like Westley, you know, the Princess Bride dude?”
I allowed my eyes to wander over him, and yes, he did resemble Westley, but with darker hair and a cute spray of freckles across his nose. This was getting weirder by the minute.
“Well maybe he does, but we still have to get him out of those wet boxers and into something warmer.” When things get too weird, it’s safer to take care of simple, practical things. It keeps things in perspective.
I handed the pajamas to Claire. She was at the right end of him to take off his boxers. I sat down on the floor and grabbed him under his arm pits to help her get leverage. As I did that, he took a huge shuddering breath. Good, he was coming round, if he didn’t wake up soon, he would need expert medical attention. He didn’t have any obvious injuries, but he could have banged his head and have a concussion. We just didn’t know. A sharp intake of breath from Claire interrupted my thoughts. “Oh my. OH MY!” She literally purred.
I saw where her eyes were focused. “Claire!” I scolded her. “Stop perving!” I couldn’t help myself, I looked too, and noticed my own involuntary intake of breath. He was all male, magnificent. “Get those pajamas on him now – and the blankets.”
“I saw you looking too,” Claire grinned wickedly as she slipped his boxers off and the pajamas on in an expert manner.
Now it was my turn. I had to get the pajama top on him. “Let’s take him to the couch first,” I said. “It’ll be easier to put a top on him there, and I’m less likely to bang his head on the floor.”
So we carried him over to the couch. I walked backwards, holding him under the arms and Claire carried his feet. I lurched backwards onto the couch, sitting down heavily. His head ended up in my lap, causing Claire to stumble. She managed to place his legs on the sofa, but ended up sitting heavily on the floor.
All that lurching and bumping had an effect. The stranger groaned. I held my breath, hoping we hadn’t hurt him. He turned his head toward Claire, as she sat on the floor, and opened his eyes, his face inches from hers.
“Hi,” she whispered. She must have felt overwhelmed because normally she would have much more to say when meeting a gorgeous guy for the first time.
“Hu-h-hi.” Strange, his voice sounded kind of rusty. Perhaps the shock of the cold water made him sound that way.
“I’m Claire,” she whispered, her nose almost touching his.
“Claire,” he sighed. I could see where this was going. Claire was working her magic on him. It was always the same. She was the pretty one and always got the guy.
He closed his eyes, slowly turning his head away from her, toward me. He snuggled into my soft tummy and inhaled deeply.
Claire giggled, “Is he sniffing you?”
It did seem like he was sniffing me. “He doesn’t know what he’s doing. He’s probably concussed.” I tried not to sound embarrassed.
“Bull!” she laughed. “He’s definitely sniffing you.” Claire could be blunt.
He moved his head and gazed up at me, then closed his eyes and smiled a secretive little smile, for all the world as though he was offering thanks to whatever deity he believed in.
When he opened his eyes again a few seconds later, he gazed deeply into my eyes. I floated in their brilliant, clear blue, swirling depths. “Hi,” I struggled to breathe.
“Hi.” He smiled. His voice sounded more normal now.
After what seemed like an eternity, but was probably a few seconds, I muttered, “I’m Lizbet.” I could have kicked myself. I’d used the name I hated to introduce myself to him.
“Lizzz Bet,” it sounded like he was tasting my name. He made it sound like the sexiest name ever. I vowed in that moment I would never, ever use any other name.
“What’s your name?” asked Claire.
He didn’t take his eyes off my face, “Name?” Obviously, the question puzzled him.
“He must be foreign,” she muttered. Then, much louder and slower, she said, “My name is Claire, her name is Lizbet,” and she prodded him with her finger, “Your name is…?”
“Ah, name,” he answered, still looking at me. “No name.” And he pointed to himself.
“You can’t have no name,” Claire sounded perplexed. I didn’t know if she looked perplexed or not. I was too busy getting lost in No Name’s eyes again.
“He might be foreign, but he’s not deaf,” I gulped, trying to gain control over my voice, and tearing my gaze away from the magnificent stranger. I couldn’t allow myself to get too attached to him, he would be all over Claire in a few moments.
He spoke again, “No name, Hawk clan 2651.” He was still looking into my face. I felt it, even though I was still looking at Claire. His gaze caressed my face.
“What on earth does that mean?” Claire stood up and paced back and forth. “Perhaps he is concussed, after all,” she looked over at me with a worried frown. “He’s not making sense.”
She walked back to the couch and sat down on the floor, so her face was close to him. He was still gazing up at me, so she gently turned his face toward hers. “Are you hurt?” she asked, slowly and deliberately although not as loud as before.
“Are you hurt?” he parroted. He obviously didn’t understand.
Claire sighed in exasperation. She stood up then collapsed on the floor with a scream, mimicking his accident. Then she sat up, held her head and went cross-eyed, swaying from side to side, acting a cartoon version of hurt. “Hurt,” she said, looking intently into his face. “Are you hurt?”
He laughed. It was a wonderful sound, as though he laughed often. He touched his head. “No hurt.” As if trying to prove it, he sat up, and I realized he was taller than I had estimated, at least a head taller than me.
I looked down and saw the pajama pants he was wearing were halfway up his legs. The pajama top I had planned to put on him was much too small. It would never fit across his shoulders and the arms would be way too short. He was built like a Greek god. My heart did a little fluttering dance, and I forgot to breathe again as my eyes wandered over his body and up to his face.
He was still looking at me. “Lizzzz Bet,” he said in that wonderful way he had of pronouncing my name. I blushed, couldn’t help it. Then he put his hand on my cheek. “Mmmm, Lizzz Bet,” he smiled at me. I didn’t know where to look and blushed even more.
He was still half naked, and he’d been in the freezing pool. He must be cold; my mind was trying to take refuge in practicalities again. “Are you cold?” I asked him breathlessly as I offered him a blanket.
“No cold, Lizzbet,” he gently pushed the blanket aside and smiled. I was in danger of getting lost in his eyes once more.
“Well the two of you still look like drowned rats,” Claire laughed. “I’ll get a brush and some towels for your hair.” She started toward the stairs.
I panicked at the thought of being left alone with him. “No. You stay here. I’ll get them.” I jumped to my feet, imagining how ridiculous I looked with my hair all wet and plastered to my head.
“If you insist,” said Claire, hurrying to sit next to No Name.
Well, that was that, I may as well take my time in the bathroom because he would be focused on Claire by the time I got back. I sighed heavily. It had been nice while it lasted. I had enjoyed his attention while I had it, but after all, why wouldn’t he prefer Claire?
In the bathroom, I looked in the mirror. God, what a mess, besides my straggly wet hair my face was all blotchy, big pink patches on a pasty white background. My face looks like that if I get too emotional or excited. I dried my hair with a hairdryer. After about 10 minutes all I could say was, well, I looked somewhat better than before.
I had to take a brush and towel downstairs for No Name otherwise I would have stayed upstairs and left them to it. Closing the bathroom door, I stepped out onto the landing and made my way downstairs.
“Lizz Bet!” As I walked down the stairs. No Name stood up, walked toward me, and enveloped me in the biggest bear hug, as though I’d been gone for months --the last thing I expected.
“He likes you,” Claire laughed. “He kept saying your name while you were gone. What happened? You took your time!”
“Just drying my hair that’s all,” I said as I relaxed into the warmth of No Name’s glorious hug. I couldn’t help it, I snuggled into his arms and hugged him back. The feel of his ripped chest against mine, and his long, strong arms around me was magic. He bent down and nuzzled my neck. I gasped, suddenly breathless again. He released me and peered into my face, looking puzzled. I smiled shakily at him, grabbed his hand and led him to the couch.
He sat down as I gently pushed his shoulders. Standing behind him, I took the towel and rubbed his hair to get any excess moisture out. Then I took the brush to his thick, dark hair.
“Let’s give him a name,” said Claire. “We have to call him something. What do you suggest?”
He leaned back, smiled and closed his eyes as I brushed his hair. He was obviously enjoying it. His hair was long on top and short at the sides and back, modern style. It was soon dry, even though it was thick, and it had a lustrous shine to it.
“What about Westley?” I suggested.
I stood back to admire my handiwork, and he grinned up at me. He looked beautiful – like someone out of the pages of GQ magazine. I loved the way his dark-blonde hair flopped over his eyes on one side. Yeah, he was like Westley, but a darker, more modern, trendy version. I smiled back at him.
“Good choice,” laughed Claire. She poked him in the chest and said, “Your name is Westley.”
“Yes,” he grinned and pointed to himself. “Name Westley.” He understood.
Claire caught my eye and pretended to yawn. “Well, it’s been a long day and I’m tired. Time for me to go to bed,” she smirked. Oh no, she intended to leave me alone with No Name, er Westley. I panicked.
“Can I have a word with you in the kitchen before you go to bed?” I grabbed her hand, dragging her along. “Don’t leave me alone with him Claire,” I pleaded desperately, as we reached the kitchen, my voice a dry rasp.
“What’s wrong with you? The most gorgeous guy I’ve ever seen in my life falls out of the sky at your feet. He’s really into you, and you don’t want to be left alone with him? Aaaah!” She put her hands to her head in frustration.
“I’m scared,” I croaked. “Anyway, we know nothing about him. He may look gorgeous, but he could be an axe murderer!”
Claire scratched her head. After a while she said, “Well, he’s left his axe behind if he’s an axe murderer. But I get your point. Seriously though, you need to get out of your own way and live a little. I’d take a chance if he was into me in such a big way.”
I looked at the clock on the kitchen wall. It read 2 AM. “We should all go to bed,” I faked a yawn. “It’s late. The two of us can share a bedroom and Westley can have his own room. I noticed earlier that the bedrooms all have their own locks and keys. We can lock him in for the night, just to be safe.”
“Okay, it’s your call,” Claire shrugged. “I think you’re crazy though.” Then she smiled an evil little smile. “Good luck explaining all that to him,” she chuckled.
We walked back into the living room and Westley visibly relaxed. I sat down next to him on the couch and took his hand. “We all have to sleep now,” I told him. He looked totally bewildered. “Sleep,” I said putting my head on my closed hands, and shutting my eyes, miming the act of sleeping.
“Sleep?” He didn’t understand.
I sighed and closed my eyes in frustration. Then I had an idea. I took him by the hand and stood up. He stood up too. “Come with me,” I said and gave a little tug as I walked toward the stairs. He followed willingly, smiling down at me.
I led him up the stairs to a bedroom. He was looking around as we went, interested in everything he saw, but he kept hold of my hand and followed me closely. I took him into the bedroom and pointed to the bed. “Sleep,” I said to him.
He had that same confused expression on his face he had earlier. So, to make him understand, I sat on the bed, yawned and fell back against the plump pillows with my eyes shut. That should give him the right idea.
Next thing, he was on the bed beside me, his arms around me, holding me close. “Ah, no!” I struggled into a sitting position. He let go of me and looked into my face in a concerned manner.
“Lizz Bet?” he looked worried, as if he had done something wrong and didn’t know what it was. I felt like kissing him better, but he’d take it the wrong way. Who knew where that would lead.
I stood up and so did he. I pointed to the bed and said, “Westley sleep.” He looked sad as I backed toward the door. “Sorry, Westley,” I said as I reached the door and turned off the light. “Sleep,” I backed out and shut the door.
“Lizz Bet?” I heard him say as I turned the key in the lock. He sounded hurt and puzzled. I shook my head. Claire was right. There was something wrong with me! Feeling miserable, I made my way to the bedroom Claire and I would share. I wanted to go back to him, but I just couldn’t give myself permission. No doubt about it, I was chicken, scared to live life to the full.
Claire was still awake, of course. She was waiting to see if I’d turn up or not. I knew how she thought. When I came in the door, she said, “Blast, I hoped you’d stay with him.”
“I thought about it,” I sighed. “But it didn’t feel right. Yes, he’s totally gorgeous, but I don’t know him well enough to stay with him in his bedroom.”
“You think too much,” Claire yawned. “He’s just next door. You could always sneak back in there later tonight.”
I thought about it as I climbed into bed beside her. I was still thinking about it an hour later as I tossed and turned in the bed, thumping the pillow every now and then.
I must have dozed off, because I woke with a start and looked at the digital clock on the bedside table, 6:45AM. I could go to Westley’s room, right now. It was pitch black, but I got up without thinking it over. If I thought about it I wouldn’t go.
I slid quietly out of the bed, so as not to wake Claire. Carefully opening the door, I crept down the hallway to Westley’s room. I turned the key and went inside. I had never done anything like this in my whole life. My heart was thumping, fit to burst out of my chest, I was so scared. My legs were wobbly, and I gulped in air only when I remembered, but I still refused to think.
A sliver of light from somewhere downstairs allowed me to see the outline of the bed in Westley’s room. I crept toward it and sat down on the edge, reaching out to where he should be. He wasn’t there. I ran my hands all over the bed. He wasn’t in it.
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My eyes had grown accustomed to the gloom, but I raced over to the light switch and turned it on. He was gone. How had he escaped from a locked room? Through the window? No, when I checked, the window was locked from the inside.
My heart sank. Stupid coward, I berated myself, he’s gone, and you’ll never see him again.
Hot, fat tears rolled down my cheeks. I sat on the edge of the bed and put my head in my hands. I could have kicked myself. I’d missed out on something that could have been, no, would have been, wonderful, all because of my own stupidity and fears. I had no-one to blame but myself.
After a few minutes self-pity, I dragged myself downstairs to the kitchen. Coffee, I needed coffee. I turned on the coffee machine. A good strong coffee might help me feel less miserable. What a loser I was.
As I was debating whether or not to make myself breakfast, a familiar male voice behind me said, “Hi Lizbet.” I jumped, and turned around, unable to take in what was happening. It was Westley, and he was speaking normally.
I couldn’t help it, I launched myself at him and gave him a huge hug. “Westley, you’re here.” I buried my face in his chest.
He was hugging me too. “Yes Lizbet,” he laughed, then he leaned back, still holding me, and he looked into my face. “Sorry I was a dork last night. But I used the computer when you left me. Now I speak your language better. I have some manners also.”
What was he trying to explain to me? It didn’t make sense. Surely he couldn’t pick up our language in just a few hours on the computer. And how did he get out of a locked bedroom? My mind couldn’t take it in, so I resorted to practicalities again. “Let’s have coffee and get to know each other,” I said, giddy with happiness.
I tore my eyes off his face and reached for his hand to lead him to the kitchen. He was wearing a black tank top, tight black jeans and sneakers. I gasped. “You’ve got different clothes on. Where did you find those clothes?”
Noticing my reaction, he frowned, “You not like these? Is this better?” Before my eyes his clothes changed to stone colored cotton pants, matching T-shirt and a stylish black jacket.
I gasped again, hardly believing what my eyes had seen. “How, how… Did you just change your clothes?” I stuttered.
“A trick I learned this morning. I saw these clothes on the internet,” he laughed. “I am… I’m really wearing what you gave me.” Suddenly he was standing there in the too short pajamas I’d given him. Then he changed back again, wearing the fashionable pants, T-shirt and jacket.
It made no sense. Perhaps I was still dreaming. I pinched myself, hard, to make sure I was awake. Yes, it hurt. I was awake all right. What was going on? I didn’t want to think too much, so, I led Westley to the kitchen and focused on making coffee.
Westley watched me intently as I poured the coffee into two mugs and added milk and two sugars. I was so rattled I didn’t even ask him how he liked his coffee. Westley sniffed the coffees, then followed me as I went, coffees in hand, to sit on the couch.
I sipped my coffee, totally bewildered. Westley sipped his and pulled a face. “You like this drink?” he sounded puzzled.
“Yes,” I said. I had so many questions to ask him, but I didn’t know where to start. Just looking at him made me tongue-tied, and my blushes were coming back again. He was so perfect, so beautiful, I found it hard to string two thoughts together coherently. And yet here he was sitting next to me – and me in my pink rabbit pajamas, drinking coffee as though it was the most natural thing in the world.
“It smells better than it tastes,” he took another sip. “Hmm,” he closed his eyes, “I’m getting used to it.”
Putting my coffee down, I took a deep breath. I had to talk to him like a normal person. Taking his hand in mine, I peered into his face. “Who are you Westley, and where do you come from?”
He frowned and looked down. “Sorry Lizbet,” he said softly. “It is forbidden to tell you. If I say, I risk bad punishment.” His face looked sad as he took my hand. “Lizbet, I can not… can’t stay with you. My tutors will come for me. Sorry, we only have today, perhaps only this morning, to be together.”
I realized my mouth was hanging open. He hadn’t said much, but what he had said only deepened the mystery surrounding him. I closed my mouth, ok, so he couldn’t tell me much about himself. There was danger if he did. I got that. But I could ask him questions. That might be safer.
“I have an idea, Westley. I’ll ask questions and if I get them wrong, you say, no. If I guess correctly or ask the right questions, you can just stay quiet, instead of answering. Is that safe?”
He laughed. There was that glorious sound again, and I laughed too. “I love your mind Lizbet,” he said, squeezing my hand and giving me a hug. His expression brightened, in fact, he looked downright mischievous. “Maybe no punishment for me if you guess.” I couldn’t help it. I hugged him back. Relaxing with him was becoming easy and it felt good.
Where do I start? I wondered. “You’re not just foreign, you’re not from Earth, are you?” I had my first question.
He didn’t answer, just grinned at me. I clapped my hands and laughed in delight. I had the answer to my first question. Then the implications struck me. My eyes opened wide, and I stopped laughing.
“Are you an alien from another planet?” I whispered, scared to hear the answer.
“No, not an alien.” He laughed again. “I like this game.”
I sipped my coffee again and thought for a while. Hmmm. Not from Earth and not an alien from another planet. I was stumped, so I decided to change my line of questioning. “Did you really have no name before we gave you one?”
“No name given yet, naming day soon. My identity is Hawk clan 2651. Perhaps I can keep the name of Westley,” he smiled.
That was just too confusing. How could he have no name at his age? “Why didn’t your parents name you?” I blurted out in utter confusion.
In reply he looked up at the ceiling.
Oh, I was getting close to something important here. Perhaps he didn’t have parents, perhaps he was an orphan. I put my hand over my eyes and groaned. It was just too frustrating. I was making no real progress. “This is hard Westley, the more I learn about you, the more confused I get,” I said, frowning. “Can you tell me why you came here last night?”
“I can tell you that, Lizbet,” he said, suddenly intense. “I came because I heard your wish. Ah, no, I felt your wish, here,” … and he put his hand over his heart. “I know your… wants.” He searched my face, looking for what? A response?
I just looked at him, my eyes wide, trying to take in what he said. He looked so passionate as he remembered. Still with his hand over his heart, he spoke softly, gazing into my eyes. “It hurt Lizbet, and I let the feeling carry me to you. Then, when I saw you, I knew the wish had come from you. I was so happy, and the pain went.”
I was trying to put all he said together, even though he couldn’t tell me everything. There was something otherworldly and magical about him. He was just too perfect to be human. And he had an impressive array of supernatural tricks.
Then it hit me. It was almost physical, like being hit over the head with a club or something. I could hardly bring myself to say the words it was just so preposterous. “You’re my Guardian Angel, aren’t you?” I whispered, in awe.
Westley was grinning at me. “Very new Guardian, a student,” he laughed, and hugged me close. “I knew you would guess right. Clever Lizbet.” He paused, still holding me close. He seemed to be thinking. “One thing is strange,” he added pulling me even closer and nuzzling my neck.
I held my breath, drifting in the warmth of his closeness, melting into his strong arms and floating on the slight smell of cinnamon on his skin. “I do not think I’m supposed to be… attracted… to you.”
Well, what do you do when you meet your Guardian Angel and he tells you he’s got the hots for you? I had no idea. So, as usual I took refuge in the mundane, the practicalities. “Are you hungry? Can I make breakfast for you?” I asked, leaning back and gazing into his eyes. Really, how lame can you get?
He stroked my cheek with his thumb. “Thank you, I’m not hungry, but I’ll watch you make breakfast, and taste some. I could watch you all day. Is there more coffee? I think I like it.”
We moved to the kitchen, our arms around each other. I made toast and spread some with peanut butter and some with honey. He took a small bite of peanut butter toast, chewed and swallowed it and pulled a face. So I offered him a taste of the toast with honey on it. His eyes went wide, then he closed them and sighed, as he chewed. He gave a small groan, “I like this one.” He opened his eyes and grinned at me.
Somehow, we were soon back on the couch. I was sitting on his lap and telling him my plans for study and what I wanted to do with my life. It was so easy to talk to him and he seemed fascinated with everything I said.
I paused, took a breath and realized I had been doing all the talking. There was so little I knew about Westley. I gazed into his eyes again. We were so close… but before I lost the ability to speak sensibly to him, I had to know… “What bad punishment do you risk by being with me Westley?”
He frowned and looked away. He seemed to be deciding whether or not he should tell me. “No, you will worry if I say.”
My heart clenched. It must be bad. “I’ll worry more if you don’t tell me,” I grabbed him by both shoulders and pulled him round to face me.
Still he didn’t speak. He just looked at me with a forlorn expression. Eventually he sighed. “Sorry, Lizbet, I see you speak truth, I’ll tell you.” He sighed again, hesitated for a moment then said, “If I break important rules, they will judge me, maybe say I’m not fit for life on Earth. Send me away for termination.”
“What! You mean execution? No!” I shuddered, cold to the core. It was too awful. Would his tutors really do that?
Westley just nodded.
“You risked your life to come to me?”
“Yes Lizbet, but don’t worry. It’s worth the risk.” He seemed fascinated with my lips and moved closer.
His lips touched mine. My lips parted as I took an involuntary breath. His lips were soft, sweet and intoxicating as they gently explored mine. My lips were tingling as I moved my arms around his neck and pressed my body into his. He clasped me tightly and his kisses became more urgent.
“Ah ha! I’m glad you two got together at last.” It was Claire’s voice. Reluctantly I peeled my lips from Westley’s and looked up. She was standing a few feet away with her hands on her hips wearing a huge grin.
“Hi Claire,” Westley and I said in unison, grinning happily back at her. Then, as an afterthought, I remembered my kid brother and frowned. “Is Elias up yet?”
“Yes, he’s already up, playing some computer game on his tablet. He’ll be down for breakfast soon. Don’t worry,” she added with a laugh, when I shot her a plaintive look. “I’ll take care of him while you’re… occupied.” Claire could almost read my thoughts.
Right on cue, Elias bounded downstairs, tablet in hand. He stopped and stared when he saw me sitting on Westley’s lap.
“Elias, say hello to Westley,” I said.
“Hello,” he said, then seeing Claire he went over to her. “Are you getting breakfast? Can we have pancakes?” Yes, he really was an odd child. I made a mental note to say something to Mom when she got back.
Westley stood, lifting me in his arms as though I weighed nothing. “Shall we go to the sleep room?” he whispered in my ear.
“Ok,” I said, nodding my assent at the same time. Things were fast spiraling out of my control, yet I loved the solid strength of his arms around me, and I leaned into his broad chest, one arm flung around his neck, as he carried me effortlessly up the stairs.
I looked helplessly over his shoulders at Claire, standing there beaming as though she was the one responsible for this turn of events. She gave me the thumbs up sign. Elias was standing next to her. He raised his tablet and took a photo.
We reached the bedroom and Westley gently placed me on the bed. Leaning over me, he stroked my face, outlining my lips with his forefinger. “You are so beautiful, Lizbet. I’m very, very lucky to be your Guardian. This lucky,” he said spreading his arms as wide as he could and laughing.
There was his infectious laugh again. I laughed too.
Suddenly I remembered what he faced by coming to me. I grabbed his hand, “Can’t you hide from your tutors, run away, something, anything to escape from them.”
“No Lizbet!” He shook his head. “I know so little. I must learn and become the best Guardian I can for you. If I run, it would bring termination for sure when they found me. If I return willingly with my tutors I have a good chance of forgiveness.”
“But…” I began, still worried about his safety.
“Shh,” he placed his forefinger on my lips. “Don’t worry. This is our happy time.”
He was right. There was nothing we could do now except relax and enjoy each other’s company until his tutors came to take him away. I gave him a tentative smile. He pulled me to him and wrapped his arms around me, slowly lowering me to the bed while he showered my face and neck with hot kisses.
I gasped, giddy with delight but apprehensive too. It was all happening so fast.
“Hhhmmmm, you feel good,” he whispered, his breathing hot in my ear, making me tingle all over. “You want to do the mating ritual now?”
I panicked. This was way too fast. I struggled to sit up. “No! Well yes, but not yet.” I felt such a fool, imagining what Claire would have to say about my reaction.
Westley sat up, looking as though I’d slapped his face. “Sorry, sorry, am I being a dork again?” He peered into my face.
I couldn’t help it. I giggled at his reaction.
He looked relieved but puzzled at my response. “It’s ok, we go slow. Don’t worry, no mating ritual unless you want to.” He paused. “Tell me what you want Lizbet,” he pleaded.
He sounded so uncertain and I realized he was just as unsure as I was. I kissed his cheek. “Slow is good Westley, and you’re wonderful, not a dork,” I said, putting my arms around him.
He pulled me close, “You’re more wonderful,” he whispered in my ear.
It tickled and made me giggle.
“We have hours before they come for me,” he added with a wicked glint in his eye, “We could t…
◆◆◆
 
My hand hurt. I moved my head to look at it. Arrgh! I had a massive crick in my neck. My hand was in front of my face clutching a ballpoint pen. What had happened? I carefully lifted my head. It looked as though I had fallen asleep at a desk. There was a notebook under my face.
I sat up. Funny, it looked as though I had been writing in the notebook – quite a lot, pages and pages. I glanced through what I had written. It seemed I had been inspired to write a story of some kind.
Perhaps it would be good enough for the creative writing class I’d be starting at college. I put it in my bag to examine later. Odd, I couldn’t remember writing any of it.
There were noises coming from downstairs. It sounded like Claire was banging around in the kitchen and Elias was playing games on the downstairs computer. What time was it? I checked my cell phone – 4pm. What was I doing sleeping in the middle of the day?
I went to the bathroom to wash my face and brush my hair. The light was good there, I looked more than halfway decent in the mirror. Like Claire said, I was more buxom than fat. I liked how the color of my hair made the blue of my eyes stand out. I put on some coral lipstick. Even better.
I walked downstairs yawning, still sleepy. “Sorry Claire, I fell asleep.”
She laughed, “So did I. Just goes to show how boring it is here. Want to help me make sandwiches? Although I can’t decide if we’re having lunch or dinner.”
We made a whole lot of sandwiches, ham and tomato, cheese and pickle and peanut butter and jelly for Elias. He wouldn’t eat any other type of sandwich. I took his sandwich to him where he was sitting, in front of the main computer.
“Where’s the guy?” he asked, still focused on his game.
“What guy?” Claire and I said at the same time.
“You know, Westley,” he said, manipulating his joystick.
“There’s no-one here by that name Elias.” I said gently. Maybe he was playing too many computer games and his imagination was getting over active. He was weird, I really had to talk to Mom about him.
“Whatever,” he shrugged, focusing more intently on his game.
I moved over to where Claire was sitting at the kitchen bench and pulled a stool out to sit next to her. As I reached for a sandwich I said, “You know, it may be boring out here, but I’m glad we came. It’s helped me put things into perspective.”
“What do you mean?” asked Claire, munching on a ham and tomato sandwich.
“I’m no longer in a hurry to lose my… you know what,” I said jerking my head toward Elias, although I needn’t have bothered. He was completely zoned out.
“I’m going to trust in destiny to bring my perfect guy to me. Destiny will bring him to me at the perfect time.” Saying it felt so right, I smiled to myself. It was as though I had developed an inner knowing of the truth of those words.
“Well, good luck with that,” said Claire, always the cynic. She would never change.
“Yes, I know I’m a hopeless romantic, but I’m convinced there’s someone I’m destined to meet. Meanwhile, I’ll enjoy college, study hard and get good grades so I’ll get a good job.”
“Nothing wrong with that.” Claire took another sandwich. “I noticed Kirk has a great movie collection. Let’s watch movies tonight.”
“Mmm, good idea,” I said through a mouthful of cheese and pickle sandwich. “I wonder if he’s got ‘The Princess Bride’, I haven’t seen that in a long time.”   
The End
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