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      On a road trip across the USA, while nearly being knocked off the highway, Amanda has a chance encounter with a shadowy man wearing shades. Amanda soon learns that devils from a biker gang won’t stop pursuing her. Not before they steer her into more danger. There’s trouble in store, all set as a trap to bring the man she’s falling in love with closer to damnation.
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            ALMOST LIKE AN ANGEL

          

        

      

    

    
      He shuffled his dusty boots along the mud and gravel. Yesterday it had rained, and there were still a few wisps of white and gray dispersed over an otherwise clear violet sky, but it was mostly clear now. This was his treasured spot. His sanctuary. On the infinite horizon, orange and red spread over vast distances of scattered weeds and shrubs, while behind him was darkness. He tore his eyes from the view and looked down at a drop of at least three hundred feet below. His fingers fidgeted in the pockets of his worn black leather jacket as he gazed down from the precipice. Then, as the sun rose, he removed his shades and stared out again.

      “Angel down,” said the voice on his cell phone. “Amanda. Twenty-two. A blond college graduate. English major. She’s looking for a job in journalism. Born a Pisces. She’s rooming in an apartment with an Asian student in Santa Monica. Now she’s at the border by Arizona. Where are you at, John?”

      “Not far from there.”

      He turned, facing the dark clouds of Los Angeles.

      “The girl’s off on some road trip, John. We have no idea where the hell she’s going. Or why. Just intercept her. Get over there before Lilith does.”

      “Send me the location.”

      He turned back to the desert horizon. The yellow sun rose. It blinded his naked eyes, but he liked that. He withstood the pain from the burning light. He let the light wash over his face and body. Then a silhouette of a bird soared on the horizon, perhaps a few miles from where he stood. It was deep in the desert in the middle of nowhere. Like him, it seemed to wander without direction. Its wingtips touched wisps of the bright light of the sun, almost like an angel.
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      “Guys, you know, I mean, what can I say? How can I describe this? Breathtaking? Check. Amazing? Check. Incredible? How ‘bout resplendent? That’s what the desert is. Resplendent.” She laughed, remembering the word from an essay for her English Lit final. “I tell you guys, it’s positively resplendent.”

      A perfect orange and red painted horizon opened up before her after she ascended an incline, while weeds and saguaros rushed by her, on both sides of her green VW, seemingly stretching forever in a stunning, endless desert vista. She pressed the record button on her old handheld recorder again.

      “I wish you could be here with me. The sun’s rising, the trees are gone, replaced by cacti the size of people, and behind me are LA’s ugly rain clouds and smog, which I’m happy to be leaving behind. It’s like nature’s opening up and it’s as excited as I am to be here. Hello, nature. Hello.

      “The furthest I’ve ever driven in my life is Vegas and Portland, so everything is new. That’s what I’m gonna bring to you. New. Fresh. And resplendent.” She chuckled again. ”I’m bringing resplendent to you all right now...” She leaned forward, gazing at the horizon. “God, it’s beautiful. Spiny cactus. Yeah, spiny everywhere for miles. And the soil’s changed too. It’s getting red. Red! Can you believe that!

      “So, Amanda?

      “Hey, what’s up?

      “What’s the first thing you’re going to do after you graduate from college?

      “Hmm… I don’t know? How ’bout travel across the country?”

      Like really travel.

      Sunlight blinked between saguaros outside her window. Then, after another short incline, was the infinite desert horizon again.

      “What do you hope to find a thousand miles away from home?”

      “A tall, dark, and handsome man… Rest stops. Slushies.”

      She nodded, clicked the stop button, and stuffed the recorder back in her pants pocket. That was enough.

      Then she tapped her fingers on the steering wheel, gazing over her green hood as the voice of Steve Perry sang “You Better Wait.” The song seemed perfect for the start of her trip. She touched the glass. Chilly. Well, not for long. It was going to get hot later. Then she glanced at her sole companion, vibrating in the passenger seat—a small, prickly cactus in a clay planter she’d just bought at a gas station, her first souvenir. Then she accompanied Steve Perry like a total dork in a loud sing-along of “You Better Wait”—until her speakers were interrupted by the ringing of her cell phone.

      “Mands,” said a voice in her car speaker. “Hey Mands, you still alive out there?”

      Amanda leaned forward again, watching a bird with wide-stretched wings soar over her car on the two-lane freeway. Behind its wings sprawled the vista of that orange-red streak. It was so much like a painting. So beautiful. The bird passed from view above the car.

      “I just left, dummy,” Amanda said. She looked down at the console. “Hey, guess what, Lu?”

      “What’s up?”

      “I started my podcast.”

      “O-k-a-y.”

      “I thought you liked my podcasts?”

      “Course I do. I’m your number one fan.”

      “Yeah. You know what I called the desert? Resplendent. Absolutely resplendent. Isn’t  resplendent a great word?”

      “You’re so freaky, Mands,” she said with a laugh. “I love you.”

      “Love you too. So what’s up?”

      “Ben called.” Luane laughed.

      “That’s early.”

      “Yeah, he said it’s because he couldn’t stop thinking ’bout me since last night. Can you believe that? I played it down. But I kept thinking of him standing over me, reaching down and gently touching my lips. God, Mands, Benji’s so hot. He told me he was going to be working near Big Bear over the summer. I thought the mountains was all about skiing and snow. You know, it’s the snow I love. He said he’ll be running some sort of bike shop up there and he wanted me to come up. I thought we can visit together. If you don’t get kidnapped in Texas or something.”

      Amanda headed down another incline but still, far off, she could see an infinite horizon with the rising yellow-red sun. She looked up, but her bird was gone.

      “It gets really hot in the summer in the mountains,” Amanda said.

      “It gets hot everywhere in the summer. I sure hope so…’round Ben.”

      There it was. The large bird was hovering in the sky, easily visible now. It just floated. But it must have been gliding fast. Amanda was barreling down the highway at eighty-five miles per hour. She wondered if she was like this bird—like a bird flying without direction. That’s what she was like this morning.

      “Pretty.”

      “More like handsome,” Luane said.

      “Not Benji. It’s just so pretty out here. I wish you could see it with me, Lu.”

      “I hate road trips. So here’s the thing. If I go with Ben to the mountains, I won’t be in LA. So⁠—”

      “How long will you be gone?”

      “You don’t get it. I want you to come with me, Mandi. Want to? It’d be so much fun! Benji said he has a few cabins up there that’ll be free for us to use. We can spend some time up there free of charge and bike, you know.”

      “I don’t know. I thought we’d hang by the beach.”

      “Well, the beach is expensive. I can get us a cabin for free for a few months until we’re done interviewing. But I need to know, like, now. He said he’s stalling and someone else wants it.”

      Amanda lost sight of her bird again. It had faded off the desert horizon.

      “So? What do you say?”

      “Big Bear?”

      “Or Arrowhead. I’m not really sure. Something in that direction. Yeah.”

      “It wouldn’t take me long to visit you even if I stayed in LA.”

      “Except you won’t ’cause you’re coming with me.”

      Amanda laughed. “Okay, let me think about it.” She looked at the small cactus vibrating in her passenger seat.  “Hey, whatever happens, I’m bringing you a new friend. He’s smaller than Benji, but he’s just as prickly.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s a cactus. Your boyfriends are always prickly like that.”

      “That’s my cue to tell you to go fuck off. Mandi, love ya and all, but I have to know. Can we stay up there or not?”

      Amanda said nothing. She wickedly loved the silence, knowing it was driving her friend crazy. Then, instead of answering, she hung up the phone.

      Steve Perry started blaring again, and she enjoyed his voice while gazing out at the desert horizon. The stunning morning view over the Arizona desert remained. And so did her soaring bird. Was it the same one?

      Mountains? Biking? Is she joking? Lu never rides bikes. She gets into these flings. Benji? I mean, she practically just met him.

      Her phone buzzed in her pants pocket. Amanda checked it. It read: “I need to know NOW. I know that wasn’t the reception, bitch.”

      You’ll have to leave Santa Monica eventually, Mandi…

      A gust of wind was strong enough to push away any more thoughts. And it was so strong that it forced her to veer toward the opposite side of the highway. She felt terror rise in her chest as she struggled with the steering wheel, swerving the car back and forth, trying to merge back into her lane. Her VW Bug shook like crazy. Then her tires screeched as she slammed on her brakes. Her body was thrown back as her car stopped right before an incoming freeway barrier. Her hood missed a metal bar by inches. Or had she hit it? She wasn’t sure. She looked down the road ahead, expecting to see a semi or something else huge that had pushed her. All she could make out was a black streak in the distance. A reflection? A mirage? It didn’t look like a car, and it vanished after a few more seconds.

      Then a larger streak of black flashed by her, shaking the car. She could make out this object more clearly. It looked like a dark orb racing at incredible speed into the distant horizon.

      She unlatched her seat belt, threw her door open, and leaped out of her car. Then she placed her hand over her forehead, gazing down the freeway. There was nothing around for miles. She was completely alone out here. It was quiet, too quiet, as if nothing had happened.

      She checked her car. There wasn’t a scratch.

      She took a deep breath and gazed at the view again. In the distance was that same gorgeous desert sunrise; vast saguaros, for as far as the eye could see, shone under golden light. She tried to calm herself by staring at the gorgeous view, but her hands still shook. Then she spotted that bird again. An eagle? A hawk? It was a huge bird soaring by the dunes and cacti as if watching her.

      She turned at the sound of an approaching car. That was weird. There hadn’t been anyone for miles a second ago. And when she had a better look at the car, that was a surprise too. It was a slick sports car, black as hell, with the windows completely tinted. The luxurious car pulled right behind her green VW.

      The door opened and the first thing to come out were dusty black boots. This was followed by a tall man in black jeans and a black T-shirt. His dark hair was short, almost like a crew cut. He wasn’t clean shaven, but his stubble was attractive. He was tanned, but his skin looked whiter with all the black clothes he wore. And he wore super dark opaque shades. In those sunglasses he reminded her of a cop.

      “Are you all right, miss?” he asked. And he said that just like an officer too.

      At first, he was expressionless behind his shades. But then, as Amanda turned to face him, he weirdly stepped back.

      “I’m fine,” Amanda said. “Fine.” She took a deep breath and threw back her long blond hair. “Just shaken up, I guess. Some truck almost threw me off the road, I think.”

      He looked down at her chest. She followed his eyes and saw what had shocked him. Her white T-shirt was splashed with red. She reached up and touched her dripping nose. “Shit.” She wiped blood from the back of her hand. Then she reached into her pants pocket for a tissue, but it was empty.

      “I saw you lose control of your car,” the stranger said, walking closer.

      “Where’d you come from?” She laughed. Then she smeared more blood from her face on the back of her hand. “Did you see the truck that pushed me?”

      “Your nose is bleeding. Here.” He reached into a pocket for some tissue, dipping down his head and peering over his shades. Holy shit! His eyes were the most gorgeous blue Amanda had ever seen. What a crime to cover them! He handed her the tissue, closing her hand over it. And she almost died. Right then and there, it was almost all over. With her fatigue and near accident, and those eyes peering over his shades, she felt unsteady.

      Get a hold of yourself, idiot!

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “Fine. Fine. I’m fine.” She pushed away from him and laughed nervously. “Not used to driving this early in the morning, I suppose. And … shook up, I guess.”

      “Well, I get it. You gave me quite a scare, miss. We’re not far from Yuma. If you want, I can escort you to the border.”

      “Huh? Oh … it’s just a nosebleed. I’m fine.” She nervously chuckled. Then she wiped her nose again with his tissue. She smiled at him. “Just looks terrible with all the blood. You some kind of cop, or something?”

      His face went deadpan, just like it had when she had first seen him. He didn’t respond. He just stared at her. Then he finally said, “That idiot on a bike almost hit you. I saw you swerve to avoid him. Guy was probably drunk.”

      “Oh.”

      Wait? Bike? How could a motorcycle have pushed my car!

      He stood for a moment in silence just looking at her. It was like he was scrutinizing her, from her feet up to her face. He shook his head. “Well, have a nice day, ma’am. I’m glad you’re safe.”

      And he headed back to his car.

      She quickly blurted out, “Wait. Hey, what sort of car is that?”

      He opened the door. Then he looked up and paused for a moment. “A client’s. I’m delivering it from LA.”

      “Oh. I’m from LA.”

      “I figured that from your direction. Be careful out there, okay, Amanda?”

      “Sure. Bye.”

      “Goodbye.”

      She held his handkerchief to her nose as she heard the roar of his engine. Then he drifted aggressively across the red desert sand, heading back onto the highway. She waved, watching him until she couldn’t see his car anymore. Then she was alone on the desert highway again.

      When she got back into her car, she put her hands on the steering wheel and tried to get a hold of herself. Her body was still shaking. She looked at her window and noticed blood on the beige cloth of her car door. “Shit.” Then she looked at the passenger side. The cactus pot was broken on the floor. “Double shit.”

      Then she gasped. He had said “Amanda.” “Amanda.”

      How did he know my name!
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      The sound of clicks and bells amid the smell of smoke filled the large hall as John walked down a wide, red-carpeted walkway. It was early afternoon on a Saturday, but that didn’t stop the casino from being loud. People were shouting by the craps tables beside the beeps, fake coin collections, and lever pulls. John wore his black leather jacket. Having been to Las Vegas enough times, he knew they loved overdoing the air conditioning in the casinos. It might be ninety outside, but it was usually sixty inside. And it was. He kept his shades on too. He didn’t care to talk to anyone. He brooded. He couldn’t stop thinking about the last mark. That last angel down looked so familiar. Too familiar. The whole meeting near Yuma was so weird.

      Sherry? Could it be?

      He thought of visiting Sherry’s place and telling her about it. He considered it…but then thought better. He hadn’t rested in days.

      He was nearly done traversing the walkway toward the elevators. His thoughts of Amanda and Sherry left him as he passed a roulette table.

      Sitting by the wheel was a captivating redhead, one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen. She sat perched on a stool wearing a sparkly white dress and a matching diamond purse. The sleeves elegantly flowed over her wrists, touching the backs of her hands. Her hair was long, soft, and strikingly dark red. She pushed it from her eyes as she looked around. But when she saw him walking toward the table, she quickly looked away. Yet he caught a glimpse of a smile as her dainty fingers glided over her bangs.

      He wasn’t the only one staring. Across from her was a group of sharply dressed kids, very young, talking way too loud and casting stray glances at her.

      John sat on an empty seat right beside the redhead. Then he waited for the wheel to stop spinning. He reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a hundred-dollar bill. He laid it on the table. The redhead faced him and smiled a beautiful smile with perfect white teeth. A dealer wearing a formal black pin-striped suit handed him four chips.

      “Red,” he said, placing all the chips on red. The redhead put a chip on black.

      “Come on, man!” exclaimed one of the young idiots across from him. “Let’s go! Let’s make some money.”

      When the dealer finally turned to face John, she had way too big a grimace. It was Lilith. Lilith. The same Lilith riding the motorcycle he had chased near Yuma, who had nearly taken Amanda’s life. But now Lilith was disguised. The devil wore a dark wig covering her white hair and contacts that made her eyes black. Lilith’s natural eyes were pink. But she couldn’t darken her pale white skin. And the wig was too curly to be attractive. Still, her facial features were pretty. Lilith had always been a pretty demon.

      “Azrael,” Lilith said, smirking at John. “Azrael, welcome to Sin City. How surprising to see you here.”

      She glared at him with those fake eyes and seemed to relish his recognition. From the corner of his eye, John caught the redhead biting her lip, and her hand holding her chips was shaking. The other guys, facing her, tapped their fingers impatiently on the green cloth table.

      “Place your bets,” Lilith said, finally breaking eye contact with him. “Place your bets.”

      Lilith moved her pale hand over the table. She threw a small white ball on the wheel. The ball rolled around and around. John looked over his shades as Lilith turned back, folding her arms and glaring at him, waiting for the ball to land. The ball hit black. Lilith frowned at John and smugly collected his chips.

      “You know you can win a lot more by choosing a number,” said a boy with greased-back hair across the table.

      “Fuck off,” John said, glowering at Lilith.

      “What!” the boy said, jumping up, raising a fist. “What the hell did you say!”

      “I’m talking to her,” John said, nodding at Lilith.

      Lilith smirked.

      “Hey,” said the redheaded stranger. John had almost forgotten about her. “That was a lot of money you lost, mister. I’m sorry.”

      “No problem,” John said, gladly turning away from Lilith to the redhead. “But I see you won.”

      She nodded and smiled. The dealer handed her another red chip.

      “What’s your name?” John asked her.

      “Her name is Bridgette,” Lilith said.

      “I was asking her.”

      “And I answered for her.”

      “Come on, let’s go,” said the kids across from John. One of the guys was still staring at John, but his buddy tugged at him. They left the gambling table. That left Bridgette and John alone with the devil.

      “I was told to meet you,” Bridgette said quietly. She waved her red hair back from her eyes. “Your name is John, right?”

      “I think so.”

      “John, Bridgette,” said Lilith, gesturing to them. “Bridgette, John. I hope she meets your expectations during this sanctuary, Azrael? She matches your taste. Does she not? She’s quite lovely, isn’t she?”

      “I wasn’t aware we were in sanctuary,” John said. “It seems sanctuary is whatever the hell you and Samael call it. But she is pretty. Yes. Very.”

      “Always the best for Raphael’s agents.” Lilith turned to the rest of the table, but there was no one there. “Place your bets. Place your bets.”

      John reached into his wallet and took out ten more hundred-dollar bills.

      “You think it’ll be red this time?” John turned and leaned toward Bridgette. “I tell you what, if I win, I’ll give you some of my winnings.”

      “I hope you win for your sake,” she said, widening her large eyes. “That’s a lot of money, mister. Good luck.”

      She had lovely eyes and perfect white teeth. An angelic smile.

      “We’ve decided to kill Amanda tomorrow,” Lilith said as the metal ball spun. “Unusual? Perhaps. But this mark is unusual, isn’t she? Did you recognize her? I’d think you would. We made sure that this mark particularly interested you. Well, you might have won yesterday, but we’ve decided on another go on the road. What do you think?”

      Bridgette put her hand on John’s. He turned, surprised. Bridgette smiled uncomfortably. Her hand flapped a bit over his. She was doing a job, obviously.

      “Go on,” John said, looking at Bridgette. “What’s the deal?”

      “I shall tell you after you lose,” Lilith said with a chuckle. “I shall tell you after you get used to losing. Life is like a bet, you know, and you have repeatedly picked the wrong side.”

      The white ball hit black.

      “See?”

      “It’s all right.” John pulled another hundred dollars out of his wallet and handed the cash to Bridgette.

      “You said if you won?” Bridgette said, furrowing her brow.

      “Who said I lost? When are we meeting?”

      “Huh?” Bridgette asked, flustered. “Oh.” Her face flushed almost as red as her hair.

      “That’s why Lilith introduced us, right?” John asked.

      “Oh… I don’t know. When?”

      “Midnight,” he said. “I’ll see you then.” He handed her his key card envelope with his room number and the spare key card. Bridgette nodded and tucked it in her purse. “Now, excuse us, but I need to have a word with your procurer.”

      John watched Bridgette leave. He couldn’t help but stare at her legs under her sparkly dress. Lilith had done her job, indeed. She was perfect.

      “Go on,” John said, turning back.

      “Life is a game of chance, is it not?” Lilith said, folding her arms over her suit. Then she showed her empty palms as if she were a magician. “Red or black? You never know. Is your allegiance to Michael? Gabriel? Raphael? Samael? Or… God?” She laughed. “Where does your soul lie?” She leaned forward. “Here’s why we’re meeting. From now on, I propose you and I converge in public in Las Vegas. I approach angels on the verge of ascension, you fuck them, and save their miserable lives by defiling them. They can then wait for perdition, like you. It will be as useful as your meddling with me on the road. Then we can stop the tiresome chase. It’ll all be discreet and private, far more relaxing and satisfying for both you and me. You know we can’t keep fighting in public like this. Eventually someone’s going to be found. So how does that sound? Instead of the road?” And the bitch finished with a big smirk.

      “Fuck you.”

      “You are Bridgette’s guardian angel tonight,” Lilith said with a laugh. “She’s my gift. But I’ve marked her too. So you work for me tonight. If you don’t guard her, I kill her. If you screw her, I might kill her… I might not. You never know. Place your bets. And then, after we’ve had our fun, tomorrow we meet for the real game. On the highway. For Amanda. Or…” She looked at him with disgustingly fake pity in her fake eyes. “Was she Sherry?”

      John placed a hundred on the table. “Red.”

      “I’d say you’re a masochist.”

      “I have a feeling the table’s rigged. I want to prove it. Odds are I’ll win on a third try.”

      “Odds are you will always lose without me.” Lilith stroked his hand with her pale fingers. He jerked away. “Instead of the redhead tonight, you know, you…and I could be together? What do you think? After all, carnal pleasure can lead to the heart. Perhaps a taste of me will lead you finally along the right path. What do you say?”

      “I’d rather be with the girl. She’s prettier.” He pushed the bill toward her again. “Red.”

      Lilith hissed at him. She grabbed his hundred-dollar bill and pushed a black chip on red. Then she hurled the white ball in the air. It landed perfectly on the spinning wheel.

      “Red or black,” she snapped. “Hmm, Azrael? What shall you be? Life is simply a game of chance. Nothing more, nothing less. You’ve been working for the wrong side. I offer pleasure, Raphael offers pain. When will you get this?” The ball landed on green. “Ah. See. Neither wins. But you still lose.” The bitch laughed. “Perhaps this is the real Azrael. Destined to be green. A John? A drifter roaming roads saving people from peace and happiness? Work for me and all pain ends. All Samael and I offer you is pleasure. I shall demonstrate tonight.”

      “I save lives.”

      “I retire souls to heaven,” Lilith said with a shrug. “Enjoy your prize. You deserve it for thwarting the death of the young Sherry yesterday. But tomorrow morning ends our sanctuary. We fight again on the road.”
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        * * *

      

      Bridgette stirred in bed. When she got up and stretched her arms, her breasts and perfect figure were silhouetted by the light emitted from the window. She yawned. Then he stared at her naked ass under her long red hair as she swayed to the floor-to-ceiling window. She pressed a button opening the drapes, and the lights of the city that never sleeps were unveiled before them. Now her knock-out nude body shone in the light.

      “So pretty,” she said with a yawn. “I love these rooms. Always working, I forget how breathtaking it is for the guests. You on vacation, hero?”

      “Don’t call me a hero.”

      She ran her fingers along the drapes and gazed down at the city lights. Then she yawned again. Her face, her stunning face, was silhouetted by the glow from the Las Vegas Strip.

      “You want something to drink?” John asked.

      “What do you have?”

      “Fuck if I know. There’s a fridge under the cabinet. Take whatever you want.”

      “Thanks,” she said with a laugh.

      She meandered over and then bent down, waving her ass before him as she searched the small refrigerator. He was sure she was doing that on purpose. Then she grabbed two palm-sized bottles of alcohol and closed the door.

      “You best not be a cop,” she said, cocking her head back. “Are you? I know you don’t work for my contact.”

      “How do you know that?”

      She sat beside him on the bed. She handed him one bottle and then unscrewed the other and drank it. He laid his on the nearby nightstand.

      “You were fighting with her.” She shrugged. “You seemed to hate each other.”

      “I’m not a cop.”

      “Hmm.” She turned her back to him. “You kinda act like one.”

      “I’m not a cop.”

      “Can you scratch my back?” She turned her back to him again.

      He ran his fingers along her neck and down her back, massaging deep into the skin.

      “Ohhh,” she said, closing her eyes, “you have such nice strong hands.”

      He pressed deeper and she bent forward. He ran his fingers over her nipples and his palms traced the curves of her breasts. She leaned back, shaking her hair out. Then she moaned. “That’s it. Perfect.”

      “What should we do now?” she whispered. “You asked in the note that I wear black. Why?”

      “Black is my color.”

      “Maybe you should have picked black when you put your money down.”

      “I didn’t say it was my favorite color. Your hair’s red.”

      “You’re weird, you know that?” she said, cocking her head back. Then she laughed and put a hand up. “No offense. I mean, you’re just weird. So were your friends. They were really weird too.” She closed her eyes and relaxed again as he dug further with his fingers. “That feels so good.”

      Bridgette had lived all her life in Las Vegas, she had told him. She had wanted to be a teacher. But she didn’t have money for school. So she whored. It didn’t start that way. It started in a strip club. Now she wanted out of Sin City, just like John wanted out of his job. She wasn’t happy. Neither was John.

      Of course Lilith had picked the girl simply as a tease, a mockery of his job. A trap. Did he accept pleasure in pain? Either way, the damage was already done, and the prostitute’s fate was inevitable. Like Amanda, this girl was marked. She would die. Just like Amanda.

      “That feels so good.” She drank more from the small bottle of alcohol. “You’re really weird.” She swallowed and put a hand up again. “Not in a bad way. Just weird. You don’t seem to fit in. Ohhh… That feels so good, hero, keep rubbing like that…”

      She turned and kissed his lips. Then she ran her long fingernails along his groin and touched the bulge in his underwear. She probed inside and touched his hard cock. Then she rubbed it up and down with one hand, while massaging his chest and stomach with the other hand, still holding the mini–liquor bottle.

      “Perhaps we’ve had enough,” John said, pulling away.

      But he smelled her again. Roses. He wondered if she had added the scent after leaving the roulette wheel. Lilith knew he loved that scent. She probably gave it to Bridgette. She must have. Bridgette rubbed along his leg as she sucked on his lip. Then she entered his mouth and ran her tongue along his.

      He’d let her in the room when she’d opened it with his key. Sure. To protect her, he had told himself. And then he’d let her kiss him. Sure, he’d let her do that. To keep the pretense. But that was it. At first…

      She giggled and turned to him, staring into his eyes. It was dark but lit enough by the window to see her lovely profile. And her stunning eyes, opened wider in the dim light. They both froze. He felt hypnotized gazing at her. Then she ran her hand along the stubble of his cheek and over his short hair. For a moment, just a moment, he thought of lying down beside her and drifting to sleep. Not lying with her, but just lying beside her. That was enough to protect her.

      “You want me now, hero?”

      “Don’t call me a hero,” he snapped, lifting a finger. “Don’t do that.”

      She snatched his raised finger with a laugh. Then, slowly, she sucked it. Up and down, as if she were sucking his cock. Gently, she pushed him on his back. “Relax,” she said. She sat on her knees, bare breasted with the light from the window shadowing her perfect figure. Then she bent down and whispered in his ear, “I want to suck your cock and taste it. Then I want you inside me, lover. I’ll be on top. Please. Let’s do that. I want you to fuck me again. Okay? How about we do that, John?”

      He could just see Lilith glowering at him now, those spooky, unnatural pink eyes, knowing full well that he suffered in her entanglement. Protect her and sleep on the couch? Yeah, right. He wasn’t a hero, and he wasn’t innocent either.

      She gently touched her lips to his again. Ever so slightly. She smelled so nice. Behind the alcohol was that flowery aroma. He couldn’t quite place it: Was it roses? Carnations? It didn’t smell slutty. He liked that.

      She pulled back for a moment and tipped her small bottle of alcohol into her mouth, downing the rest. Then she giggled and scooted on her knees to the foot of the bed.

      “You don’t like the word hero, huh?” she asked, looking up at him, pulling down his underwear to his ankles. “What should I call you then?”

      “John.”

      “Is that really your name?”

      “No.”

      “I didn’t think so,” she said with a laugh. “What’s your real name?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You want me to call you Nothing?”

      He shrugged. She shook her head and pushed him flat on his back.

      “You’re not nothing, mister. Not with that cock.”

      And he lay still. And she sucked. He didn’t move. She did. So everything was all right. Right? He leaned back, gazing up at the ceiling in darkness, trying to think of nothing. While she took his cock into her mouth and sucked him. Up and down. Up and down along his shaft.

      Then she jumped up, surprising him. She straddled him.

      “Sorry, Mr. Nothing, but I can’t wait anymore,” she said and laughed. “I want you inside me. Now.”

      She tore a condom packet open and rolled the condom on his dick—where she’d gotten it, he wasn’t sure. Then she glided his cock inside her, bobbing up and down, running her hands along her breasts and then sucking his index finger while riding him.

      She moaned as she gave him pleasure. Riding him. And this was it. This was his true sanctuary. He imagined Lilith’s pink eyes staring into his, her mouth curled in a sinister, sardonic grin mocking his damned soul.

      But he wouldn’t give himself in to the pleasure. He wouldn’t even move. Especially not now. He felt more miserable than ever. Of course Lilith had known he would. That’s why she had arranged it.

      Bridgette orgasmed, shaking over John’s body. Then she fell to his side. He hadn’t moved since she mounted him.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, sounding confused. She ran her hand through his hair. “You’re not done, baby.”

      “I’m fine,” he said, turning his head from her.

      “You’re a nice guy,” she said, nodding as if explaining it to herself. “Really nice. That’s what you are. You’re just a nice guy.”

      “I’m not a nice guy.”
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        * * *

      

      By morning her naked body lay sprawled on the white sheets of the bed. Her eyes were open, but glassy. She lay there on her back, in the spot where they’d had sex. He had stepped into the bathroom only for a moment. That had been enough time for them to break in quietly and suffocate her. But this would be easy for his enemies to cover up. Who’d care about a wandering prostitute?

      She was dead. He had failed at protecting this wandering soul. To John, it didn’t matter if they were pure or if they were prostitutes. A life was a life. Lilith knew that. The devil had won. She would either turn him or make him lose his mind.

      On the other pillow one word was scratched on a note: Colorado.
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            MESA VERDE

          

        

      

    

    
      Amanda leaned over a wood fence staring at the square stone structures way off in the distance. She let out a big sigh. Because she loved it. She had learned that around the thirteenth century, ancestral Pueblo Native Americans built their homes deep in the recesses of the hillside. No one knows why. Maybe for shelter? Then they were all strangely abandoned. Gazing at them from this lookout from so far away hardly did them justice. But really, Amanda wasn’t looking just at them. She loved the views beyond the horizon even more. Ever since Albuquerque, the endless horizons had taken her breath away. The infinite horizon was like the shore by the beach, only this wasn’t water. This was different, something she never saw in LA.

      A gentle breeze blew against her cheek. It blew along her short white skirt too. The weather was just perfect.

      She turned to the gentleman closest to her amid the crowd. He had parched, wrinkled dark skin and a cowboy hat and was enjoying the view too.

      “Excuse me,” Amanda said to him. “Can you take a picture of me?”

      She posed in front of the fence hoping she wouldn’t block the ruins.

      He smiled. Then he handed her back the phone.

      Happy enough. Check.

      She turned around and leaned on the rail, staring out and sighing again.

      Ancient pueblo village. Check.

      Better move out now, Amanda, if you’re gonna make it to Grand Junction before nightfall.

      Then she snapped her fingers. She had almost forgotten her podcast! She pulled out her handheld recorder from her pants pocket.

      “Guys, I’m here in front of Mesa Verde. Have you ever been? It’s so incredible. There’s this crack in the Earth and inside, pretty far away— it isn’t a bear in a bear cave. No. No. It’s an actual ancient city. I’m not kidding. A whole Pueblo town. They call it Step House. And they say it’s a thousand years old. From here, it’s kinda small. Like I can imagine a bear coming out and the houses just being rocks. But there’s all these open square windows over the rocks too. So… I’m talking softly because a bunch of tourists are standing real close looking at the village but throwing a couple stray glances at me like I’m a total psycho. But I had to tell you about it live right now ’cause I’m right here right now, guys. If you’re ever in West Colorado, you’ve got to check this out. You just got to.”

      She clicked the off button with a satisfied nod.

      That’s when she noticed a tall boy with a black T-shirt and jeans to her left. He was super pale and wearing shades. The boy was close enough to hear her recording. That must have been the source of his big grin.

      “I have these if you want to try,” he said, offering her binoculars.

      He had a friend who was also wearing shades and really pale, but heavier. Behind the sunglasses, they had pink eyes.

      “Thanks,” Amanda said.

      With the binoculars she could make out the individual holes in each square building. She saw stone steps and holes for firepits in the sand. And she saw people hiking around the ruins that she hadn’t spotted  with her naked eye.

      “Have you checked out the petroglyphs?” the tall, pale guy asked.

      “No,” she said, not tearing her eyes from the view.

      “We’re backpacking tomorrow. I’m Charlie. We’re hiking the whole area.”

      “My name’s Amanda.” But she was still looking through the binoculars. She spotted a couple climbing up steps into one of the rooms. And another, a bit ahead of them, walking through a crack in a stone wall.

      “We just came back. We can go there again with you, Amanda, if you want to check it out?”

      “It’s too far,” Amanda said, finally handing him back the binoculars. “I don’t have time.”

      “The walk to the Step House is less than an hour.”

      “What brings you here?” asked Charlie’s friend.

      “Graduation present.”

      “Oh, are you with your parents?”

      “No.”

      “Friends?”

      She smiled and shook her head.

      “So you’re alone?” asked Charlie.

      “Yeah. A gift to myself.”

      Charlie smiled again, but with a squint that meant he thought she seemed a little weird. He glanced at his friend.

      “Well, bye,” Amanda said, waving her hand. “And thanks. I gotta get going. It’s gonna get dark and I’ve got a long drive.” Honestly, they were creeping her out.

      “Where’re you heading?”

      “Cross country.”

      “Where?” asked Charlie.

      “Across the country.”

      That was enough. She wasn’t going to tell these creepy guys another thing. And, anyway, she had to leave. She had spent too much time already trying to find Mesa Verde. Her hotel reservations were on the outskirts of Grand Junction, and she had a long drive yet.

      She made her way back to the parking lot to her green VW Bug. But as she walked along the dirt walkway, she caught the two strangers trailing behind her. At first, she thought nothing of it because Charlie was nonchalantly drinking water from a straw in his backpack, gazing back at the cliffs, while the other guy just stared ahead with his hands in his pockets. But then, by a fork in the road heading to her car, they came right behind her.

      But they turned the opposite direction in the parking lot and got in a beat-up white pickup truck. Thankfully, they just sat in their truck as she left the park.

      She turned on the radio. It was the Eagles—the last song on her Hotel California album. A bit too mellow, so she switched the tune to her all-time favorite song on the album, “Try and Love Again.”

      Back on the road, it was just an empty desert—which she loved. She tapped her hand on the steering wheel to the music. But the song was interrupted by her phone ringing.

      “Hey, babe!”

      “What’s up, Lu?”

      “Finally got you. I texted you to call hours ago.”

      “God, you’re like my mom. She hasn’t even called yet.” Amanda leaned forward and gazed between the trees as the horizon opened up again. The view seemed to go on forever. “Lu, I wish you could see what I see. The view is to die for.”

      “Take some pics and send them to me.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “Where’s your next stop?”

      “Denver. I was thinking of changing course to Mount Rushmore. But it’s just so far, but my listeners would have loved it. Now I can check off Mesa Verde. Did you know Mesa Verde was the first national park in the US? It was so great.”

      “I really don’t give a shit. Sorry, Mands.”

      Amanda laughed. “It’s something you gotta see if you’re driving across country.”

      “Well, I never heard of it.”

      “’Cause you’ve never traveled across country.”

      “Okay. But, ya know, I have been to the mountains. Speaking of such, have you decided?”

      Amanda stopped listening to her. Not because she wanted to play mean again, but because she caught sight of a white pickup truck behind her. It was about a half mile back, but it seemed to be following her. And it was definitely the same truck those two strange boys got into when she was in the parking lot. Were they heading to Grand Junction too? Had they left the parking lot at exactly the same time she had? Maybe. But didn’t they tell her they were backpacking at the park tomorrow?

      “Well?” asked Lu through her car speakers. “What do you say? How about it?”

      “Huh?”

      “What’s the matter, Mandi?”

      “Oh…nothing. I’m just wondering why these guys are following me.”

      “What! Amanda, I told you that you shouldn’t be driving alone.”

      “Yeah. Well—” There were a few cars between them, but they were there. “They’re two guys I met at the Pueblo village ruins. They didn’t really seem dangerous, just nerdy.”

      “Sometimes the greatest serial killers are nerdy.”

      “Thanks a lot, Lu. You’re making me feel a whole lot better.”

      Now they were at least a half mile behind her. She watched as they disappeared for a moment behind a hillside.  Then they appeared again around a bend.

      “You just came from a national park?” asked Luane. “Why not just turn around and talk to a park ranger?”

      “I’m fine. There’s only one highway out here.”

      “Well, you’re scaring the shit out of me. Just pull over and see if they pass.”

      “I want to get to Grand Junction before it gets dark.” But Luane’s idea was, in fact, perfect.

      Amanda pulled over.

      “Gone?” Luane asked after a moment.

      They drove by her car.

      “Yeah.” Amanda took a deep breath.

      “Stop freaking me out!” Luane said with a sigh. “Shit. Call the minute you reach Grand Junction, okay?”

      “Sure.”

      “And don’t go to Mount Rushmore. Just do your cross-country thing, stay at Grand Junction, and then get your ass back home.”

      “But what about my fans?”

      “Stop it, Mands.”

      “Okay,” Amanda said with a laugh. “Bye, Lu.”

      “Wait, hey, what about⁠—”

      Amanda chuckled as she wickedly hung up the phone. She honestly didn’t know yet where she wanted to spend her summer. If she lost the cabin, she lost the cabin.

      She watched the white pickup travel past some trees up ahead and then disappear around another corner.

      Now she only hoped that she’d arrive at her hotel before nightfall. It was getting late.
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            SHATTERED GLASS

          

        

      

    

    
      There was no way Amanda was making it to Grand Junction before nightfall. It was already dark. Really dark. She had her brights on, but she saw so many shadows under the moon. That made her imagination race in fantasy.  Because there were no other cars on the road. She was on a deserted highway with nothing out here, not even any radio reception. She kept playing old classic rock music, now listening to the band Asia, but her favorite oldies didn’t stop her from feeling uneasy. Especially when a car’s headlights started trailing her along the deserted highway, winding up a hill.

      She estimated she had only another hour or so of driving, but she wasn’t sure. The last sign had said Grand Junction in eighty-eight miles. Even at seventy-five miles an hour, that had been over half an hour ago.

      She jumped as the car behind her turned. Under the moonlight, she saw a white pickup truck.

      What! How?

      She had lost them a hundred miles ago. It couldn’t be the same car. Could it?

      But then the vehicle came closer, swerving in and out of its lane. It didn’t pass, it came right up alongside her car, close enough for Amanda to recognize the beat-up pickup truck. She touched the console and typed in Luane’s number on speed dial. Nothing. There was no reception.

      What’s Luane gonna do for you anyway?

      The passenger window rolled down and she recognized the guys from Mesa Verde. Yes, it was their same pale features visible by the dim lights of the truck cabin. And most weirdly, they were wearing shades. One of them was drinking from a bottle, the one Amanda recognized as Charlie. He was driving. They gestured for her to roll down her window.

      She shook her head.

      “Amanda, your back tire’s flat.”

      “What?” Amanda asked, cupping her ear.

      They both signaled for her to roll down the window again. Amanda shook her head.

      “Your back tire,” Charlie hollered, pointing to the back of her car. “It’s flat. We can help.”

      “Forget it,” Amanda shouted. She gestured with her hand for them to shoo. “Go away.”

      Charlie cupped his ear. They moved their pickup so close to her car that she swerved to avoid hitting them. Then she caught them laughing inside their car.

      She sped up ahead, climbing a short incline. When she reached the top, she caught a flash of light behind trailing her from the valley below. At first, she figured it was a plane. It was traveling at a speed not possible for any car. But then she noticed it followed the turns of the road. Under moonlight, she recognized it in the far distance as a sleek black car; the same car she had seen near Yuma. Her stranger! Here? Hundreds of miles away? How? But somehow, he was here, and that made her less tense. But then the black car cut its headlights and disappeared.

      She heard more drunken laughter. The truck was paralleling her again, this time on her right side.

      “Hey, Amanda,” Charlie cried, laughing. “Here! Maybe this will help.”

      Crash!

      Glass fell all over her lap. She quickly brushed it off as if it was poison. Then she screamed. She grabbed the wheel as her car swerved out of the lane. She must have accidentally moved the steering wheel during the explosion. She gripped the wheel tight, bracing for another attack.

      There was a crash, this one much louder, but it didn’t come from her car. Wheels squealed. There was another bang. Looking behind through her rearview mirror the headlights of the pickup truck flickered and spun in darkness, blinking out beside the road. Had it rolled off the highway?

      Lying on the passenger seat among all the pieces of broken glass was the source of her terror: a large stone the size of a brick.

      Amanda pressed the gas pedal to the floor. The whoosh of wind and the sound of her car through her now open window were the only sounds she heard as she barreled down the empty highway. She brought her VW up to over one hundred and ten. Her foot was all the way down on the floor. It even hurt pressing down so hard. But all she cared about now was getting the hell out of here.

      Her hand shook. She glanced through all her mirrors. She was alone. Alone again on this dark, empty highway.

      She drove in solitude in complete darkness for another mile without looking back. Only forward. Her only goal was to get to Grand Junction. If her window had still been intact, she could have thought her terror had all been imagined. But there was still a rush of wind and road noise over her right shoulder.

      Amanda didn’t slow down. And in her excitement, she nearly crashed, losing control of the car on a sharp turn. The road straightened and she pressed as hard on the gas pedal as she could.

      She jumped at the roar of an engine beside her. Headlights switched on the right shoulder of the highway. The truck? Were they back?! Amanda turned sharply, almost being thrown off the highway. But she discerned her stranger again driving right beside her, paralleling her car.

      “Pull over,” someone shouted.

      In the darkness, Amanda made out a man, behind dim, multicolored lights, inside the car. He had opened his window. She recognized his voice. It was definitely her stranger from the desert near Yuma. The oddest thing was that the man was wearing, like those goons, shades at night.

      “Pull over,” the man said again. “You’re driving too fast, Amanda.”

      “I won’t,” she shouted back into the wind. “I can’t trust strangers.”

      “We’ve already met. Pull over.”

      “I already met them too!”

      “I took care of them.”

      Took care of them? What the hell does that mean?

      All she could see behind her was darkness. Then she turned back to her stranger. She quickly shook her head.

      “All right,” he said. “But slow down. You’re driving too fast.”

      “I can take care of myself. I have mace.” And that was an absolutely ridiculous thing to say.

      “I’ll go,” he shouted back. “Just slow down for your safety. Please.”

      He sped ahead of her, pulled in front, and zoomed past, becoming a blur. The light disappeared over the horizon. It was so weird. She felt like she had witnessed a UFO.

      Then all became quiet again as if nothing had happened. Only the sound of the wind blowing hard through her shattered window.

      He said they were taken care of. What did her dark stranger do? Kill them?

      She wouldn’t tell anyone. She wouldn’t tell Lu or her parents—God, she could never tell her parents. Her mom had insisted she not go alone on this trip. She’d cover the window in plastic and not tell a soul about the vandalism. Maybe she’d say a stone fell from a cliff or something. Nor would she tell a soul about her UFO.

      Perhaps she was going mad? Perhaps it was all a dream created by driving in desolation on the dark deserted highway?

      Your window was smashed by drunken idiots, Mands. Is that rush of air in the car a dream?

      No, more like a nightmare.

      The rest of her drive back to civilization was one of the most torturous drives she had ever had in her life.
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        * * *

      

      Amanda got up when it was still dark, early in the morning, and wheeled her luggage back to the parking lot. On the far-off horizon, there was a red shine. The sun was rising. She was still tired. She hadn’t slept all night. But she wanted to move on.

      When she approached her car, she gasped. Her car had been washed. The broken window was repaired. She was so surprised that she touched the glass, thinking perhaps she was going crazy. But there it was. The glass was cold, but spotless. The inside of her car was clean too. The stone that had broken the window was gone, and, along with it, all the remnants of fast food, sauce packs and empty soda cups, leftover clothing bags, socks and hats, everything was neatly arranged over a freshly vacuumed interior. Her car had never been this clean. There was a note under her windshield wiper. She unfolded and read it:

      Fly home. Avoid the roads. They’re hunting you on the highway.
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      “I’m sorry, John.”

      John was back at a bar in a secluded café in the middle of the night. And Sherry was doing her usual thing, standing across the bar, fighting  his wishes for more and more whiskey. It seemed they had been doing the same thing for years. And he cherished it. She smiled a rueful grin, gathering up the wrinkles on her face. Her long silvery hair flowed over her T-shirt and jeans. Old? Sure she was, but she was beautiful.

      Angel Dive was an old-fashioned desert café, a dump really, but Sherry’s dump. The most welcoming place in the world. The burgundy walls of the restaurant held the usual decorative bar things: a dart board, a pool table, and a stage for entertainment. In the corner, facing the lone parking lot, windows looked out on the desert. But the café was in the middle of nowhere, miles from any other establishment. Sherry seemed to like that. And she liked talking to drifters, like John. On Fridays, it’d be busy. Not tonight. Not now. Tonight there was only a couple at the opposite side of the place sitting at a wooden table.

      “I’m sorry, John,” Sherry said again with a rueful grin. She cleaned the counter around him with a towel. Then she peered deep into his eyes. She had lovely large eyes. The exact same eyes as Amanda. “Rick said you were almost done. Why are they torturing you like this? Why is it so hard for it all to be over?”

      “It’s always hard,” he said, downing another glass of whiskey and slamming it on the corner. “There’s always some test. It’s never over.”

      “There shouldn’t be. You’re a good man.”

      “I’m not a good man,” he said with a chuckle. “I’m not a good man at all. You know that.”

      “You’re a good man, John.”

      “Do you know the last girl I fucked?”

      “Not now,” Sherry said, losing her smile. Then she looked around at the other customers. “The drinking’s getting to your head.”

      He nodded and raised his finger. “Let me tell you about it.”

      Sherry leaned against a counter full of bottles and shook out her long gray hair in a huff. She folded her arms and rolled her eyes.

      “I’ll keep out the details of the sex,” he said.

      “Please.”

      “Lilith got me a hooker in Vegas.”

      “Jesus, John.” Sherry rolled her eyes again. “And you took her?”

      “It was a job,” he said with a laugh. “Yeah, sort of.” He tapped his glass. Sherry shook her head. John shook his head and tapped the glass harder. Sherry reached over for the bottle.

      “You know what she called me, Sher?”

      “Who?”

      “The girl I fucked?”

      “What? What did the whore call you? Like I care. I’m guessing, asshole?”

      “She called me a hero.”

      “You are a hero, John.”

      “I’m not a fucking hero,” he shouted, slamming the counter with his open palm.

      The couple at the table looked over. Sherry, who rarely got angry over anything, looked pissed. “I warn you. I’ll throw you out of my place if you go crazy here again. This is your last drink. Don’t be acting like that around here.”

      “Our place,” he said more quietly, staring at his glass. "It’s our place, Sher. I’m not a hero.”

      “You are to me. You save lives. You’re an angel, John. And you’re my angel. You’re a hero in my eyes. You always were, even before. You said you saved this Amanda. Why didn’t it end? Why did they go back and hunt Amanda again?”

      “They’ll get her eventually. She’s marked.”

      “I know. But the job’s done. They always move on. Why’d they go back and attack her again? What did Rick say? If you save this last soul, will you ascend? Is this the last test? Is that why it’s so hard? Please tell me.” She shook her head and took a deep breath. “God, I don’t want you to go, but I can’t stand you like this. You’re only getting worse.”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Yeah, it could take your mind. Live or die, soul or eternal, you could lose a grasp of who you are.”

      “They already did that to me.” Then he glared at her and pointed a finger. “You won’t tell me my name.”

      “Shit, you’re in such a mood tonight.”

      He stared at her. Her wrinkled face. He tried to place her. He tried to see if he could remember more than just his occasional memories. He searched her eyes. Her face. There was nothing right now. But he would see her young features again soon enough. It was just a matter of time before he was tortured once more. Was it torture? He liked being with her. He liked visions of her younger self. There was that in this hell of a world. Perhaps that was enough?

      “I know you’re hurting, John,” Sherry said. “They’re bringing it all back to you. But that doesn’t mean you have to hurt me.”

      He was surprised to see a tear roll down her cheek. He reached for it.

      “I’ve accepted our fate,” Sherry said, shaking her head and swatting his hand. “You haven’t. You’re miserable because you won’t accept the will of God.”

      “Oh come on, what is the will of God, Sher? Huh?” he asked, reaching over to touch her tear again on her wrinkled skin. She turned from him. “And what is this?”

      “I’m crying for you, you jerk.”

      “Don’t cry for me. I don’t deserve it.”

      “I’ll shed tears for you whenever I want. I still care about you.”

      “And I care about you,” he said with a sigh. “I love you.” He took her hand and ran his fingers along it. The wrinkles in her hands—he didn’t care. He loved her hands. He loved her smile. He loved everything about her.

      “I love you,” John muttered. “Why do you think I’m here tonight?”

      “This young girl, Amanda,” she said with a sigh. “Tell me, John. She really looks like me?”

      “Exactly like you.” He downed another glass. “She’s your double.”
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      John felt the rumble of his engine and the slow drift of his car, almost hypnotic, as he sped across the desert. Multicolored light rushed past the edges of his windshield, splashing like colored raindrops and sparks. A mountain rose on the horizon. It left him behind as fast as it had appeared. Every inch his steering wheel turned was a sharp turn. He tracked the road following the lines lit by his headlights, cars passing over the deserted highway every few seconds, though they were miles apart. When he had first driven the car years ago, he had gripped the wheel tightly with the realization that an impact with anyone on the highway at this speed would be fatal—not for him but for anyone he collided with. Now, seasoned and worn, having wandered for years, he passed cars as if they were hills and valleys.

      He pressed harder on the gas. The hills and horizon bent before his eyes. At this speed, every mile was a turn. This fast, the car itself aided him in impossible turns beyond his senses. He’d be invisible to the human eye now, visible only to, perhaps, spirits and specters of the dead stuck in this cesspool of a world, like him.

      He felt desolation. Blessed loneliness. So he headed for his sanctuary.

      Less than ten minutes from Arizona, he found himself in another desert. In Denver the temperature had been in the eighties during the day. Here in the Mojave Desert in the middle of the night, it was a nice seventy outside.

      He slowed down as he approached his favorite spot. The drops of light stopped bouncing off the glass. The colors faded. Then he was in darkness in a canyon. But even if the sun were out, it’d be completely barren.

      He turned on a dirt road only he knew about. In another moment, he was there.

      Before him was a vast field of sand and salt. He shut off his headlights, and it was pitch black except the bright stars above. He got out of the car, and his black boots crackled along dry, caked dirt. Then he put his hands in his pockets and walked away from his car.

      That’s when the images came. Usually he turned from them. Not after seeing Amanda. The images always came to him more clearly when he was in the dark. He never slept because of them. Now he longed for them while awake. Now he could sift through them to try to make sense of the new mark. Amanda. To see if she really was who he thought she was. Perhaps he had only imagined the resemblance?

      In a short time, a picture came to his mind as vivid as the stars.

      He was on the beach in Southern California. It was afternoon. But just as now, he had his thumbs in the pockets of his jeans, was wearing shades, and was staring out at the sea.

      “Where’ve you been?” asked a woman. Her voice was rough like Sherry’s. It was exactly like Sherry’s. It was her voice.

      In his past images, he might have called her Sherry. But this woman, with her long, flowing blond hair, smooth skin, and bright energy, didn’t look like Sherry. She looked like the recent mark he had saved. Amanda. Her blond hair was covered by a wide-brimmed white beach hat, and she was wearing a beach throw with a red bathing suit. Her body was perfect, her face beautiful under large sunglasses.

      They were standing on a cliffside. He could smell the salt and hear the waves.

      She wasn’t angry when she asked him that. She seemed happier than ever to just be beside him. She smiled sweetly.

      “Away,” he answered. “I’ve been away.” He turned back to the view of the shore and leaned on the railing. “On business. But I’m happy to be back now.”

      “Well, I’m sure happy to see you,” she said, rubbing his back. There was a bark and she looked down and laughed. She kneeled down and ran her hand over the hide of a large dog. “Bear’s happy to see you too. Aren’t you, boy? Huh, Bear?”

      Bear?

      The dog jumped on John’s leg and barked. John just looked down. He didn’t recall having a dog.

      “Don’t get on grumpy’s leg now,” Amanda said. “He doesn’t like it. Jeeze, you could pet him, at least. You haven’t seen us in weeks.”

      John kneeled down and ran his hand over the dog’s head and under his neck. Bear barked and seemed to love it. John couldn’t place this memory. He didn’t recall having a dog.

      John stood up straight again, looking out at the sea.

      “How long will you be off next?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. I just got back.”

      “What happened?” she asked, sounding grave. “Tell me. Tell me something.”

      She had always been there for him. His sanctuary. He remembered that now. Even back then. Perhaps that’s why Sherry chose to work in a bar after he left. Surely she did the same for her patrons in Yuma. And she was his confidant. His listener.

      He turned and saw the outline of a canyon. He remembered that he was still in Death Valley and that this vision wasn’t real. But he liked this memory. He didn’t want to be in the desert. He wanted to be back on the beach reliving this moment again.

      “I can’t tell you the details,” John said, now talking to the valley walls. “It’s just hard. The things I saw were⁠—”

      “It’s gotta stop,” Amanda said, shaking her head. She turned grave. “It’s like you’re a soldier, not a cop. And it’s getting to your head. You should stop all this now.”

      He nodded. It was almost the same words Sherry had just told him in her restaurant. He turned to her and tipped his shades down. She shimmered. Although transparent, the outline of her white dress was yellow like the rays of the sun. But behind her, he could still see the dark desert canyon. “I have you.”

      “Aha.” She took off her shades and kissed his lips. “There’s me. You have me.”

      A slight ray of light was coming off the horizon. It was in the direction of his mirage of Amanda. It spread a violet tinge over the whole desert valley. The light awoke him from his dream, shining through the vision—this was the brightest light in this world. The sun.

      But he still felt her. She leaned into him and tried to kiss him. His sunglasses hit her face. She laughed as she pulled back. “Why do you always wear these things?”

      He shrugged.

      “Well, now’s as good a time as any,” she said. “Time for some bad news. Tommy’s in jail again.”

      “When is he ever not?” John asked with a laugh.

      “He idolizes you. You’re his brother.”

      “Cousin. He’s an idiot. Tommy will always be an idiot.”

      “You know, when he’s out, he’s gonna end up dead.”

      “I don’t think so. Why’s he in jail this time?”

      “You know he’s got bad friends. It was the coke. He got involved with the wrong people and was framed. Can you spring him?”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      The vision faded. Amanda was gone.

      John walked alone on the sand under the rising sun.

      Then she appeared again, joyously laughing this time among grass and trees. And this time his young lover wore a white T-shirt and dark pants. But she had that same big white hat. Green trees and grass surrounded them. There was a towel on the grass where they had picnicked. And Bear was running around him, the dog he had forgotten. She was playing fetch with a squeeze toy.

      John’s phone rang.

      “Yeah,” John said in the darkness. The park faded. He was back in the desert valley.

      “Angel down. Tori. She’s nineteen, Black, with long hair. She goes to Boise State University. She’s studying sociology. Born a Leo. She’s going on a date downtown. That’s their lead.”

      “Samael or Lilith?”

      “Samael, we think. Lilith was last spotted closer to Nebraska. Where you at?”

      “Not far from there.”

      “From what I hear from Michael, you’re so close to earning your wings, man. Just hang in there. Don’t let this last test tear you up.”

      “Why so young?”

      “What?”

      “You said nineteen. Why is the angel so young? They don’t go after kids.”

      “Nineteen isn’t a kid. And how the fuck should I know, John? Or give a shit? You gotten over being a budding journalist? The look-alike. It’s not her. It’s not Sherry. Can I trust you to be on the case, or are you going to go chase their trap?”

      “Sure,” he said, scuffing some of the salt under his boots. “Send me the location.”

      “Done. Listen, man, work on this new case, give it some time and you’ll forget all about the last one. This could be it.”

      But as he hung up his phone, he saw a vision of a girl wearing a wide-brimmed hat. She was outlined in the distance, in the desert valley, under the rising sun. The borders of shimmering light illuminated Sherry’s face, smiling sweetly. Sherry…younger? Or was it Amanda?
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      Walking was a refreshing change for Amanda’s behind. As much as she loved driving the open road, she enjoyed this day of rest even more. Plus it was absolutely lovely outside. The blue sky was clear with just a few wisps of white, it was warm, and the air was still. She had even dressed in a summery outfit, with a wide-brimmed white hat, a white T-shirt, and leggings.

      She had spent most of the early morning at the Denver zoo. Then she had headed to the botanical gardens. Now it was getting late and about time for her to head back to her hotel.

      As she meandered along the grass, heading back to her car, she glanced with interest at a white-columned structure. The sun was dipping behind the horizon and it’d be dark soon. She’d have to return to her hotel, but the building was inviting. It was a Greek-columned structure. Amanda had always liked Greek architecture.

      Inside a young couple was goofing off, pushing and pulling each other into their arms with their voices echoing. Otherwise it was vacant. They stopped their antics as soon as she walked up the steps. Then they ran off into the park.

      She gazed back at the view of the grassy fields. Light over the horizon was turning a yellow hue. The view was perfect. She heaved a long sigh and took out her cell phone for a photo.

      “The best view is in City Park.”

      Amanda gasped and whirled around. There was a man standing there wearing all black. He wore sunglasses and had a leather jacket draped over his shoulder. He was so still by one of the columns that she hadn’t noticed him.

      Holy shit. It’s my dark stranger!

      “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Are you following me?” She reached into her purse for her mace.

      “The park’s public. I come here for sunsets all the time. It’s a pleasant view.”

      “Then why’d you say City Park is better?”

      “It’s an even better spot.”

      He came closer, but Amanda backed up. He seemed to take the cue and returned to his column. Then he nodded at the view. “I love this place.” He dipped down his shades and glared at her. If it had been another man, she would have been frightened. Not him. Not with those angel eyes. “Wasn’t it enough, Amanda, for you to nearly get into a car accident? Or have your window broken? Why didn’t you go home like I warned?”

      “How do you even know my name?”

      “You told it to me.”

      “I never did. I’m sure I didn’t.”

      She came closer. She didn’t know why, but she did. Though he was intimidating, she felt safe with him.

      “Do you live in Denver?” she asked.

      “I live back where I saw you. But I travel a lot.” Then he pointed at her. “You don’t. You need to go home.”

      “Well, I shouldn’t be talking to you then.” She flashed a sly grin. “My mom told me to never talk to strangers.”

      “I’m hardly a stranger.” Then he gestured to the park. “This park is haunted, you know. There’s a thousand dead bodies under the ground. Sometimes when it rains, people claim to see skulls and bones. It used to be a cemetery. Did you know that?”

      “You can be so creepy. Are you trying to scare me?” But she found herself closer to him. “I’m not afraid of you.”

      “Be afraid and go home, Amanda.” He looked down at her, because she was right beside him and he was nearly a head taller. He looked at her through his shades, stern as hell. “Go home. Fly home.”

      “I won’t,” she said shaking her head, looking up. “Not until you tell me how you know my name.”

      “You said it to me when we first met.”

      “I didn’t.” She took her sunglasses off. She felt like taking her glasses off would get him to take off his so she could see those sea-blue gems. But he didn’t. “I didn’t. What’s your name, anyway?”

      “John.”

      Then, before she could say another word, he raised a finger. He touched his fingers, one at a time, as if counting. The light on the ceiling lit up. “I wish it didn’t turn on so early.”

      “You’re so weird, you know that?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. Come on. Let’s talk and walk—on the way back to your car.”

      “Why should I trust you?”

      “Why are you alone in a city park? Did you know this place can be dangerous at night? I’d think you’d have learned about danger by now. Come.” He pushed himself off the column. “Take a walk with me back to your car. If I were here to harm you, I could have done it last night.”

      “Gee, that makes me feel better.”

      “I’m not always good with words.”

      “Yeah, you don’t seem to be the type that uses them.”

      He shrugged.

      “I love words,” Amanda said. “I’m a writer. I even have my own podcast. I want to be a journalist.” She flashed a silly grin, then hated herself for it. It seemed so juvenile. He just nodded solemnly. Then he walked down the steps and turned. With his black leather jacket slung over one shoulder, he used his other hand to reach out for Amanda’s. Amanda didn’t take it. But she did walk down the steps with him.

      “You said it was dangerous here at night,” Amanda said.

      “I told you you’d be safe with me.”

      “What about muggers?”

      “Or ghosts? You’ll be safe with me, Amanda. And after we talk, you can drive to the hotel, take a cab, and fly home.”

      But as they walked, the weirdest thing was he didn’t say a word. With his shades and, at times, what appeared to be a scowl, he scanned the park. He had talked self-assuredly about them being safe, but he seemed to be looking everywhere for danger. He reminded her of a bodyguard or a secret agent or something. It was as if she were the president and he were a member of the secret service. He even gently put a hand on her back and guided her in the right direction on the walkway.

      “Do you ever say anything, John?”

      “No.” But he added a hint of a smile. That made her laugh.

      She actually didn’t mind that she was walking with a quiet, handsome man. Not at all. Nor did she mind the direction the stranger was taking her. They were almost back to her car.

      “Well, I kinda liked it when you talked in that Greek building,” she said. “I’d rather you talk. I like that. Can you say something to me?”

      “That building is called The Pavilion.”

      “Yeah… Okay, that’s something. How about I ask you something?”

      “Go ahead.”

      She chuckled because he was so deadpan. Then he resumed scanning their surroundings.

      “Why, or I should ask how, the hell did you fix my window?”

      “Those assholes had no right to smash it. If they had touched you, I would have smashed them.”

      “Didn’t you? Didn’t you smash them?”

      “I disabled their vehicle.”

      “That was nice, and thanks, but—” She turned and he was looking right at her. Even through the shades, it made her pause for a moment. “But…how did you get my window fixed so fast? And how did you get into my car in the first place?”

      “I know people who can do it. I like cars. And it’s not hard to get into yours, Amanda.”

      “Okay, see, that’s creepy again.”

      “You should rightfully be afraid of me,” he said with a nod. He put his thumbs in his pockets. “Most people are. But you’re not, are you?”

      “I don’t like how quiet you are. But no, I feel safe around you.”

      “You’re not safe.”

      She stopped walking and put her head down. For some reason, that really bothered her. She felt protected whenever she was with him, but there was something so off. Something really frightening.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked.

      “Who are you?” she said, looking down and shaking her head. “Please. Tell me. Not the window.” She clenched her fists. “Not Denver. Tell me about your car. Tell me why you’re following me. It’ll make me feel better.”

      “Now or in Arizona?”

      “Whenever!” she snapped, looking up at his gaze. “And take those fucking glasses off for a second, won’t you!”

      He removed his shades. He had the loveliest eyes she had ever seen. They were glowing light blue. Gentle, which was juxtaposed to his appearance. Then she thought she understood why he wore them. His countenance seemed sad. And he had bags under his eyes, as if he never slept.

      “In Arizona, a messenger came down to take your soul, Amanda. She is a lamia. Lamia is an ancient name for a monster that eats children. She’s that kind of evil. She is called Lilith. But taking babies is a myth. Lilith takes souls. I chased her from you. But she managed to nearly collide with your car in the process, on a bike on the highway. Ever since then, ever since Arizona, you’ve been marked. You’re at most risk on the road. The longer I can keep you away from the highway, the more likely they will stop bothering you. But they love battling on the open road. That’s why I told you to go home by plane after I fixed your car. Here, in Denver, I’m protecting you. Though it’s unlikely they’ll hunt you in the middle of a city, they don’t like cities, but they could approach you even here. Then they could follow you, like they did in Mesa Verde.”

      “Jesus, that’s a mouthful,” she said, wide-eyed. Maybe it was better when he didn’t say anything. “Messengers? What does that mean?”

      “Messengers. Watchers. We’ve also been called angels.”

      “Angels? Like heaven and God angels?”

      “Angels,” he said with a nod.

      “And you’re stalking me ’cause an angel is chasing me?”

      He nodded.

      “You’re nuts, aren’t you?” she asked with a nod, trying to convince herself. Then she just resumed walking, though a little faster.

      They were near the parking lot. When she made her way around a tree, she saw her car. But parked by her green VW was his super-expensive black sports car.

      “How did you know my name, mister?” she asked, whirling around to face him again. “Hmm? And why are you following me?”

      “Forget everything I said,” he said in a too-measured voice. “You’re right. I made all that shit up. I’m just some rich freak that’s following you because I’m attracted to you. But I did scare off those guys near Grand Junction. Remember? I think that should allow me a little fun telling you my fantasy.”

      She squinted at him. Then she shook her head. No, he was quite serious about his “fantasy.”

      He put his shades back on. She didn’t. The sun had fallen under the horizon.

      “I have something to show you,” he said. “I told you the view wasn’t as great back there. I can show you better.”

      “What!” she snapped. She turned from him and looked down. Then she shook her head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to act angry with you.”

      “Why are you sorry?” he asked with a chuckle. He gently touched her chin. “Only you are kind enough to say sorry to a man causing you pain. Come on. I have something that will make seeing me again worth it. It’s right near here. It’ll be a better photo op. Believe me.”

      “Thought you said you were bringing that car to a client?” And she found herself smirking at him. Then he took his shades off again and she felt lost in those eyes.

      “I lied.”

      He didn’t explain any further. Instead he walked back to his luxury car. Amanda got in her VW Bug. That’s when she noticed that his vehicle wasn’t marked. There was no license plate.

      Amanda shuffled in her pocket and brought out her recorder. She nearly dropped it.

      “Guys, okay, I… I… I found that man I was talking about in Arizona again in Denver. I think he’s following me. He’s freaky, creepy, spooky—like, scary as hell, vampire-like shit or something. But he’s hot. I mean, actually, he’s really hot. And he’s asking me to follow him… And he acts like he likes me. And I mean… so… should I? I mean, if he was following me, why would he ask me to follow him? Right?” Amanda watched him make his way slowly out of the parking lot. At the stop sign, he stopped his car. “Danger? Check. Well…if you don’t hear from Caligirl gettingold24 again, it’s been nice knowing all of you.”
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      They parked in an empty parking lot near a glass building not far from another city park. He reached out again for her hand. She still didn’t take it. She walked close beside him though. This windowed building was the museum she had seen in the distance when she went to the zoo this morning.

      The sound of two bicyclists made her jump as they rushed by. She was so on edge. Because he was so weird. She welcomed his presence, but there was this cringy unsettled feeling that brought back memories of the whole shattered-window-in-the-car thing.

      In the distance was a gorgeous man-made lake with a waterfall. At this time, it was quiet and empty around the museum. She stopped to breathe it all in. And in the distance a lovely orange hue from the falling sun was beautifully shining over the water.

      “Come on,” John said, tugging her elbow. “It’s better this way.”

      John took her to the front of the building, but he took a sharp left. He went around to the side. There he checked the handle to a glass door. It was unlocked. He opened it for her.

      “Aren’t we supposed to buy tickets or something?”

      He shook his head. “EVS locks this door late every night. It’ll be open for a couple hours.”

      “Aren’t we gonna get arrested for trespassing?”

      He shrugged.

      Oh, that’s reassuring.

      “It’ll be worth it. Trust me.”

      Trust him. Hmm. Well, I suppose if I hadn’t trusted him I would never have followed him. Why do you trust him, anyway, Amanda? Is it his chiseled chin? His wonderfully short dark hair? His bulging chest and arms under his T-shirt. His bright blue eyes. Why does he hide them? What a crime.

      Whoever or whatever this John was, he knew this Denver museum. He walked as if he were a tour guide, turning at just the right hallway and moseying his way down the dark corridors. He stopped at an elevator. It looked very plain, like a service elevator. They exited at the top floor. Then another walk through a hallway beside glass windows, and outside onto an outdoor patio. And then⁠—

      Holy shit!

      Amanda ran to the ledge of a wide balcony. She felt giddy. The sun was down, but the rays shone behind the mountains, casting a gold hue over the buildings of downtown.

      “What did I tell you?”

      She looked at him and nodded. Then she fumbled in her jeans pocket for her old mini-recorder. She turned back to the view, leaned on the rail, and clicked the record button.

      “Umm…so here I am before this view of downtown Denver, Colorado. There’s birds chirping, it’s quiet, nobody’s out because it’s late. But that stranger I told you guys about is with me now. Say hi, stranger.” And she pointed the recorder at John. John furrowed his brow, gazing at Amanda, looking as if she was crazy.  “Hmm?” Amanda said, pointing the recorder at his face again. “Go ahead. Don’t be shy. Say hi.”

      “Hi,” he said into the device.

      “He says his name is John,” she said into the recorder with a chuckle. “He’s mysterious as hell. Nice though.” She gazed at him from head to toe with a smile. He continued to look at her like she was nuts. That made her laugh again. “We’re at the top of, like, this modern glass building in City Park, and I can see the buildings of the city. They’ve got all their lights shining. And it’s so pretty. How can I describe it? The sun’s gone, but rays are shining behind the mountains, casting a gorgeous gold hue over the high rises. Even the green grass below the park surrounding the lake is pretty, with an orange glow over the water beside a forest green. It’s…breathtaking. I couldn’t be at a better place anywhere. Or with—” Her gaze turned from the vista to John. He didn’t smile. “It’s…” Then she couldn’t find the words. God, had she become tongue-tied? She’d never had that happen before. “It’s…this is what my trip is all about, folks. And my new friend, John, showed it to me. But now I have to go, take a few pics of Denver, and thank him. I tell you, this is what cross-country trips are all about. This is what it’s… Shit, I already said all that, didn’t I?” She laughed. She took a deep breath and sighed. “Damn.” Then she clicked off her recorder.

      She leaned on the rail and took another deep breath.

      “That’s for my fans,” she said, cocking her head back at him. She didn’t look at him, but she chuckled remembering his deadpan expressions. “I run a podcast. That’s why I went on this cross-country disaster. You know, log all the stuff for my listeners. I want to be a journalist. So I figured the best way to land a great job was to get out there and show people what I’ve got. Go on vacation and log all my unknowns to people. I mean, that’s what news is. It’s about telling people cool stuff in a cool way. Right? This whole cross-country thing is unknown to me. Obviously, not to you. So I thought, why not add something to my podcast? And you never know, I could make money off my little traveling show. I already spoke about amazing tortillas and enchiladas in Tucson, the cliffs at Mesa Verde, and the fricking Denver zoo. It’s amazing, you know? Do you understand?”

      He shrugged.

      “Now I’m on to talking about you to my fans, the weirdest guy of all.”

      He didn’t say a word. And she laughed at that. She turned back to the beautiful vista. “Why’d you take me here? Huh?”

      “You liked the view at the Pavilion.”

      “Yeah.” She nodded with a sigh. “But you’re right. This is better.”

      “I come here a lot.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. You’re a drifter. Like a yuppie drifter. Right? That’s what you said. A rich guy with a pretty car that drives for the hell of it. Right?” She chuckled at his expressionless nod. Then she reached in her pocket for her cell phone. First she used it for her reflection to shake her long blond hair out and fix it for the shot. Then she turned the phone with an extended arm to get a good selfie.

      “You want me to take a picture of you?” he asked.

      “Oh, could you?”

      He grabbed her cell phone and she posed by the rail.

      “Hey, why don’t we get one together?” she asked.

      For some really weird reason, he hesitated. But then he nodded and stood beside her. He put an arm around her, and his fingers left tingles along her back.

      Calm down, Amanda. You’re acting like a man’s never touched you.

      She had him in the picture on her phone. But then she jerked away.

      “Take your sunglasses off, weirdo!”

      He obliged, but he didn’t seem like he wanted to. Then he posed with her again. After a couple snaps, and a glance at their pictures on the phone, she turned back to him. “It’s not…” she stammered, looking deep into his eyes. There was a hint of a smile on his face. “Why…why do you cover that?”

      “Cover what?”

      “Your eyes?” she asked, exploring them. “They’re so nice. Why do you cover them?”

      He didn’t answer. Instead he did something far better. He leaned down and gently touched his lips to hers. Then he stroked her cheek with a single finger.

      “Thank you,” she breathed.

      He chuckled. That made her laugh too.

      “Got you to laugh. I knew I could!” She turned back to the view. “Oh, it’s just so pretty here. Thank you, John. I love views. That’s why I love driving so much. I’m from LA, you know, and my favorite thing is to drive where you can’t see the end of the horizon. LA always has some hill or building in your way. I saw my first great view in the desert when I first met you. Then when I entered Colorado, it was flats till the mountains. But the Rockies here are pretty too. I love traveling and experiencing places I’ve never been. Even the smells—aside from your cologne—which I don’t mind. I mean, it’s nice. There’s even a park smell here. You know, mainly the grass, I suppose. And there’s a lovely gentle breeze. Do you feel it? It’s nice. It’s a lovely night.”

      “Yes, it is,” he said, leaning on the rail. Then he put his sunglasses back on.

      She furrowed her brow.

      “So…you’re in town,” she said. “Have you eaten? I’m sure if you can show me this, you can point me somewhere good to eat for dinner? We could eat?”

      He nodded. But he weirdly didn’t answer her.

      “You sure knew this place,” she said. “Can I ask how many times you’ve been up here?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “Okay, that sounds weird.”

      “I know.”

      “’Cause you’re some kind of protector of souls, protecting them from angels?” She looked back at the view but cocked her head back at him.

      He nodded solemnly.

      “I know you’re not just a rich yuppie in a sports car. I get it. You just don’t want to tell me what you’re really doing. It just made me feel better when I said that.”

      He just nodded again.

      Before she could inquire further, his phone rang. He gestured with a raised finger and crossed the walkway alone. She gazed back at the view but watched him from the corner of her eye. From his expression, she couldn’t tell if he was ordering a pizza or talking about a friend dying in the hospital. Then he put the phone back in his jeans pocket.

      “I have to go, Amanda,” he said. She pouted and there was a hint of amusement on his lips. “I need you to do me a favor while I’m away.”

      “Anything, handsome.”

      “Go home.” He walked right up to her. He removed his shades, looking grave. “Go. Please, by plane from Denver. Don’t drive. Go now. That’s why I came to see you again. You have to go home.”

      But she came right up to his face, stood on her tippy-toes, and planted her lips on the stubble of his cheek. Her lips glided down with more kisses until landing on his lips again. His arm curled around her back as she swooned.

      “When will you be back?” she breathed.

      “I can’t,” he said quietly. “I can’t. Go. Please.”

      But then he leaned down and kissed her lips again.

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t want to leave.”

      She wouldn’t let go of him. She kissed him again. She felt his tongue enter her mouth and run along hers. And for the longest time, they just kissed. His arms held her tighter. And she was lost. And she wanted to be lost in his embrace like this for good.

      “Oh, John.”

      “Go home, please,” he pleaded. He gently pushed away from her.

      “Sorry, can’t do that to my fans,” she said with a giggle.

      “It’s not funny,” he said, looking angry for the first time. “I’ll take you back to your car and watch you get back to your hotel safely. Then I want you to fly home.”

      She looked down at his hand hesitantly. She slowly shook her head. Then she snatched his hand and came really close to him again and kissed him. She pressed herself into his arms.

      “Go!” he shouted, pushing her angrily from him. “Go home!”

      She jumped in reaction to his rage.

      “Look, you seem like a cool guy, okay,” Amanda snapped back, “but I’m not going to go buy a ticket and jump on a plane just because you say it’s not safe to drive!”

      “If you don’t believe what I’ve told you, tell me why you’ve been in so much danger?”

      “I’ve been told it can be dangerous to travel alone.”

      She smiled and then, as he remained stern, she laughed.

      “Come on, John, a near accident and a couple drunk vandals?” She put her hand on her hips and shrugged. “No. Honestly, the only thing weirding me out on my trip is you.”

      She waited for a reply. Anything. After nothing but silence, she headed back to the elevator, with or without him.

      She didn’t want to. She wanted to jump in his arms before the view of downtown Denver again. Kissing him. She could have done that for another hour. But that moment seemed ruined.

      He followed her inside the elevator without another word. Yet, as angry as he seemed, he stood close beside her. And she felt his hand brush against hers. And it was, again, weird. It was as if the closer she came to him, the more he was repelled. It was as if she were poison. But it seemed he wanted the poison as much as she did.

      “Thanks for showing me the view.”

    

  

OEBPS/images/shades_final--ebooklg.jpg
’S:H‘}‘ﬁfs





OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/phantom-heart-series_ebook2.jpg
4

'PHANTOM
HEARTS

A COLLECTION OF THREE DISTINCT
SUPERNATURAL ROMANCE NOVELS

A DSE H AWK E





