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  Kisses of Fire




  





  Chapter 1




  





  Aruni sat down in front of the fireplace and listened to the flames whispering. Slowly she wiggled her fingers, stiff from the autumn air and held them into the flames. The fire hugged her skin and it only took a few moments, until the warmth came back. Ash jumped onto Aruni's lap and cuddled up, purring. Aruni stroked her soft fur and sighed.




  „Oh, I'm so fed up with being different. I hate this masquerade.“




  She glanced over at the pile of gloves, hats, hair bands and hair clips on her dressing table by the window and pulled a face. Ash rubbed her head against Aruni's hand, as if to say she understood. Aruni stroked her cat's ears, before putting her down gently. She got up and slowly walked over to the window. Absent-mindedly she touched her short horns, while she looked out into the night. Then she closed the curtains. Nosy looks from passers-by were really not what she needed right now.




  Aruni shivered and turned up the heating as high as it would go, but the temperatures never reached those of her old home. Central heating for humans was simply not designed for temperatures above 45 degrees Celsius. Aruni sighed and started getting undressed. She dropped her blazer, blouse and black jeans in an untidy pile on the old velvet armchair in the corner of her bedroom. Then she began to unravel the black bandage, which hid the red shiny skin around her middle and her tail. She draped it tidily over the pile of clothes and slipped into a pair of black silk pyjamas. For a moment she stared into the candle flame on her bedside table, then she blew it out and crawled into bed.




  Ash finished licking her fur clean, before she leaped down from the fireplace and came over to the bed. With an elegant jump she landed on the soft duvet, where she curled up for the night.




  „My sweet little flame, I am so lucky to have you,“ Aruni whispered. “Sleep tight.”




  





  Aruni woke up with a start. Next to her, Ash was growling just as loud as her. Who on earth was ringing her doorbell at this time of night? Dragging her duvet with her, Aruni scrambled out of bed and stumbled to the door, letting out a series of hot curses. Whoever was out there was hammering on her door now. Every single other person in the house was probably awake by now and soon someone would be calling the police.




  Of course Aruni suspected who might be waiting outside her door making this racket and she wasn’t happy to see him at all. Every single one of Lierd’s visits had meant trouble so far or at least a bad mood on both sides. One look through the judas hole confirmed her suspicion. Aruni growled under her breath and pulled the duvet closer around her body. She was trembling of cold and anger. Aruni opened the door a tiny bit and peered out. Ash jumped up onto the bookshelf opposite the door and crouched down behind a tall vase.




  „Open the door, Aruni! What's the matter with you?“ Lierd barked. „Have you suddenly developed a sense of shyness amongst the humans?“ He barged past her into her flat and looked down on her from his impressive height of nearly two meters and twenty.




  „Am I interrupting anything?“




  „Not at all.“ Aruni grunted. „What do you want, Lierd? It's night, for hell's sake.“




  „Exactly. The night before Halloween, where you should be at the ceremony. You could bring some humans to sacrifice, there are enough around after all.“ He licked his lips.




  There was a choking sound from behind; Aruni and Lierd looked towards the bookshelf. The cat coughed up a furball, which then fell onto the carpet with a tiny plop.




  Lierd looked at Aruni. „See? She doesn't like it here, either. How long are you planning on staying?“




  Again, Aruni snorted angrily and crossed her arms before her chest. „She likes it here. And so do I. How often do I have to tell you that? If you just came to persuade me to come with you, you can leave right now.“




  Instead of an answer, Lierd laughed. He stepped a little closer and stretched to his full height like a male cat defending his territory. „Are you threatening me?“




  Ever so slightly, Aruni’s horns started to glow, but then she just shrugged and took a step backwards.




  Lierd grinned and walked past her. On his way he bumped into her shoulder so hard that Aruni nearly dropped her duvet. He walked over to the fireplace and sat down in one of the leather armchairs in front of it. Aruni stood in the doorway for a moment and then sat down at a safe distance and watched her unwanted guest.




  „Why are you wearing bedsheets? “ Lierd asked, after having stared into the flames for an eternity. „Is that a new fashion in the human world, that I haven't heard of yet?“




  The gentle tone unsettled Aruni even more. His eyes had a strange sparkle to them, was he planning something? But then again, it was probably just the reflection of the fire.




  “I was sleeping,“ she said quietly.




  „You sleep?“ Lierd truly sounded astonished. „You need to sleep? I didn't know that. Why didn't I know that? Since when do you need sleep?“




  „It's different up here. My human side comes out more on the surface. But I also slept down below. Secretly. If you could excuse me a moment,“ Aruni cringed at the human expression and backed towards the bathroom door. She was angry, that Lierd had found out this weakness. After all, she was defenceless in her sleep. If it was to become known down below, who knows who would take advantage of it. And she knew very well that Lierd could not be trusted. Aruni leaned against the closed door and grabbed her bathrobe. In the corner next to the bathtub she spotted a pair of purple running trousers, one blue and one red sock. Unfortunately no underwear, but the most important thing was that Lierd wouldn't be able to stare at her bare skin. She slipped into the soft material and pulled back her hair into a ponytail. Then she took a deep breath and opened the door again.




  Lierd wasn’t sitting in the armchair anymore. Nervously Aruni scanned the room. A sound came from the kitchen. As quietly as possible, she sneaked to the door and looked directly at the impressive muscles on Lierd's back. He was standing in front of the fridge and staring into it, probably looking for beer, which he wouldn't find. As usual, he had taken off his shirt. Human clothes were not his favourite thing to wear.




  „You don't have to tiptoe, I know exactly where you are.“




  Aruni didn’t even have time to say anything to his comment, because in the next second he stood so close, that his body nearly touched hers. Aruni breathed in his smoky scent, it reminded her of home and there was an ever so tiny pang of homesickness. But next to the usual scent there was something else, a trace of perfume. It smelt definitely feminine, flowery but deadly. Jenna. Aruni didn’t say anything.




  „Yes, I was with Jenna,“ he said and squared his shoulders. „There's no need to sniff me.“ He shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his perfectly fitting black jeans. Lierd bared his sharp white teeth a little. A deep growl caused Aruni to look into his eyes. His own fire was burning in them, wild and impossible to tame.




  „Aruni,“ hissed Lierd. „Don't look at me like that. I know what you’re thinking and you‘re wrong.“




  She looked away. Taking one step back at a time, she kept going until she bumped into the kitchen wall. Lierd stayed where he was and leaned on the small folding table in the middle of the room. There was a loud snap and the next minute Lierd fell backwards like a cut down tree and landed wide-eyed on the kitchen floor. He cursed loudly, but then got back on his feet in one smooth move. Looking down on the pile of plywood and plastic pieces, he said: „I'll buy you a new table tomorrow. Go back to bed.“ Then he left the kitchen. A few moments later the flat door crashed closed. Aruni let out a long breath.




  





  
Chapter 2






  





  Ilvio swam away from the others with angry strokes. Everything had become so meaningless. There was only dancing and singing. They never did anything else. But he didn't want to dance anymore, not to this music. And he didn't want to sing. He wanted to see the world; the world above the surface. Something that none of the others understood. Ilvio swam to the shore and stretched himself, as he left the water. Soon the others would thank him for his travels. He would bring new music. Then things would be better for a while. And when the boredom came back, he would just set off again.




  The sand felt unusually hard under his toes. Ilvio sighed. With huge strides he ran along the water's edge, while rubbing his chest. His lungs hurt, he hadn't used them for a few months now. At the end of the beach, he looked around. In front of him lay the cliffs and on them a green edge of grass and ducked trees. Behind him was the dark, unending sea. His home.




  Unflinching he walked up to the steep cliffs and then found the narrow path, which zigzagged its way through the rocks landwards.




  Ilvio followed the path without hesitating. Suddenly the rocks opened up and he stood on top of the cliffs high above his world. As the sun rose above the waves, sending glittering footsteps over the water, a flock of seagulls flew noisily over his head. Ilvio threw his head back, watched the birds and laughed. He simply let himself fall backwards into the grass, looked up and watched the clouds float by. He was amazed by all the colours that wandered over the sky. First there was the darkest of blues, like the deep sea, then a red followed, shimmering like a starfish and then the sky became a brilliant blue, like he had never seen before. At least it seemed new to him right then. The sight of the endless sky and the clear, crisp air stole his breath.




  His thoughts began to wander just like the clouds. Ilvio had never been to the shore by himself before, usually his aunt came along. But she didn't think that something had to change. She was happy with the music they had.




  A melodic voice pulled Ilvio back from his daydreams.




  „Oh? A visitor?“ Someone laughed quietly.




  Ilvio shaded his eyes against the sun with his hand and turned his head. Audrey! She was one of the few humans, who knew about the faeries of the ocean. Well, of course you couldn‘t strictly call Audrey a human anymore. She was a ghost. But she still lived here at the shore, close to the sea and close to her parents. The last time they had met, Ilvio had seen her on the other side of the seaside town of Lyme Regis.




  „Lovely to see you again, Ilvio,“ said Audrey and sat down opposite him in the grass. She nodded towards the sea. „It's a touching view, isn't it? Maybe it's this view that makes me stay in this world.“ She looked towards the horizon. Ilvio smiled, she and he knew exactly, that it wasn't just the sunset that made Audrey stay here, even though she had died many years ago. She had simply decided to stay, just like her parents, who lived in the ghost hill behind Lyme.




  Suddenly he realised, why Audrey wasn't looking at him directly and grinned. He was naked, apart from a few algae that he had wrapped around his hips.




  „How long are you staying?“ asked Audrey. „I could lend you some trousers and maybe a shirt?“




  „That would be brilliant,“ said Ilvio. „I want to go to London. You told me so many stories of the city, I really must see it myself. Would I find good music there?“




  Audrey laughed. „But yes! What kind of music are you looking for?“




  „I will probably only know, once I hear it,“ said Ilvio. „In my world everything has become so monotonous. We need something new.“




  „You will find it in London, I’m sure. There are millions of concerts, parties all the time and of course numerous music shops of every kind. Follow me, I have everything in the hills that you will need.“




  





  




  Chapter 3




  





  A shrill sound woke Aruni up. She rubbed her eyes, yawned and stretched her arm to turn the alarm clock off.




  „Damn, time to get up already,” she said to Ash, pushing back the covers and slowly getting out of bed.




  After a nearly hot shower the world looked much friendlier. The water could never be as hot as fire, but that was probably a good thing for her human skin. Aruni gave Ash her breakfast and ate a few spoonfuls of the curry that she had cooked the day before.




  In front of the long mirror she got dressed and piled her hair to two little knots, that she pulled around her horns. She secured everything with black satin ribbons. When she was finished she pulled a face. Not exactly pretty, but at least more or less inconspicuous and sort of practical. She searched for Ash and found her licking her lips, sitting near the fireplace again. The flames had died down in the night, but somehow Ash loved sitting there at all times.




  „See you later, Ash. I hope Lierd won't be bothering you, but I know he likes you really.”




  Ash mewed something that sounded like „No“ and Aruni smiled. „Yes he does, I'm sure. I have to go now. Don't get into trouble!“ She stroked Ash's back and left her flat.




  The air was crisp and the sun still asleep. „Autumn. How disgusting“, she thought. “Too cold and definitely too wet.” Wistfully she remembered the warm summer days. Aruni pulled her coat tighter and strolled down the road. The shops were still closed. Hardly anyone was around. A man with luminous red hair, which stood in all directions, staggered into a lamppost and held onto it. It almost looked as if he was dancing. But after a few gentle rocking steps, he was just clinging to it for dear life and swaying dangerously.
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