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Back to “Normal”
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“Those who escape hell 

However never talk about it

And nothing much bothers them

After that.”

-Charles Bukowski

Achaia woke up wiping glitter out of her eyes. “What the—?” She had forgotten about letting Yellaina and Amelia do her makeup the night before. They had taken her out for a girls’ night to celebrate her seventeenth birthday. She rolled over and heard the crunch of hairspray in her hair, her curls no longer malleable, but stiff and rigid. 

As she stood, she risked a glance in the mirror; she jumped back, immediately regretting that decision. Her eyeliner had smudged down under her eyes, and her mascara had run, transforming her into a ginger raccoon. A glittery, ginger raccoon. Her hair stuck out in every direction including, unfortunately, straight up. No demon she saw during her visit to Hell a couple months before could compare to the grizzly sight before her. 

Achaia grabbed her towel from the hook on the back of her door and opened it to proceed into the hallway. “OH SH—,” her dad screamed, nearly jumping out of his skin at the sight of her. “I mean—morning, sweetheart.”

“Nice try, dad,” Achaia said still holding a hand to her chest and leaning against her door for support, after jumping back herself.

“So, you got in late. How was ladies’ night?” he asked leaning against the wall.

“I don't know how you're doing it.” Achaia stared at her father in disbelief. “I can't stand here just knowing what I look like. How are you actually looking at me? I think I'd scare the crap out of Lucifer right now.” Achaia paused; her dad just looked at her blankly.  “Let me take a shower and I'll tell you all about it after.”

“Deal,” her dad said releasing his breath and looking away quickly with relief. He regained his composure slightly with an apologetic wince back at her before walking to the living room.

***
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After three shampoo treatments, four face scrubbing pads, and one very torn up loofah, Achaia emerged from the bathroom looking and feeling more like herself again. “Oh, my go...sh,” Achaia caught herself, collapsing onto the sofa in her comfiest pj pants and tank top. Her hair was tossed up into a wet messy bun, which dripped cool water down her neck. “I can breathe again! Like, through my pores!”

“Glad to hear it, and not see it,” her dad said coming over with two mugs of hot chocolate with extra whipped cream on Achaia's.

“Mmm, thank you,” she said taking the cup from his hand. The weather had started to warm with spring, but the air still had a bitter chill to it some days. “Washing off the blood and guts from a hoard of demons was easier than getting all the mascara out of my eyelashes. If they force that crap on me again, I’m demanding it not be waterproof.” 

“Definitely how you should dress for battle. Your enemies will flee before you.” Shael laughed. 

It was nice to hear her father laugh, but Achaia scowled. “Ha. Ha. Ha,” she said sarcastically, rolling her eyes. 

Shael sat next to her. “I mean great job being terrifying, Hun. I can’t teach you that kind of shock-factor. That just comes naturally!”

“Were you just sitting around, thinking of these, while I was in the shower?” Achaia cocked an eyebrow. 

Shael smiled. “Maybe... So, tell me about your night.” He relaxed, leaning back into the couch next to her, still chuckling to himself. 

“Well, we grabbed dinner at a place downtown before the show. It was so good! Of course, Yellaina told them it was my birthday so they did the whole bring-me-dessert-and-sing thing.”

Shael smiled. It had been a long time since Achaia had felt this normal or seen her dad this relaxed. After Lucifer had taken him and held him prisoner for months in a frozen circle of Hell, they had both been a little on edge. It had taken weeks for Achaia to be able to sleep through an entire night. She had only been able to rescue her father with the help of her friends and they barely made it out alive. She still had nightmares. She’d never ask, but she wondered if her father did, too. Most of their references to the event were done casually in passing, as if that would somehow make it feel normal, and like it wasn’t a big deal. Ironically it was the normal conversations like this that felt unusual. 

“How was the show? What did you see again?” 

“We saw STOMP. They drum on trash cans and stuff; it was awesome!” Achaia air drummed a little beat on the air. 

“Nice, then what?” Shael asked, setting his empty cocoa mug on the coffee table. 

“Then Yellaina really wanted to go dancing. She said the show made her want to ‘get up and move’.” Achaia made air quotes with her fingers. Yellaina was her girly-friend. She’d never had one before; girly-girls had always annoyed her. But Yellaina was so kind that her girliness was just endearing. 

“Where did you go?” Shael asked looking more apprehensive. Her father had always needed to be protective of Achaia, and letting out the leash was a struggle for him. 

“I don’t know what it was called, some small little club down a back alley, with a bouncer that reminded me of Bale, and dudes offering us drugs at the entrance.” 

Shael’s eyes grew wide, before he cocked his head in disbelief. 

Achaia rolled her eyes. “I don’t know, dad, it was just a little place that played live jazz music. Emile and Olivier actually met us there. Emile loves jazz. I guess he goes there a lot. The servers already knew his order.” Emile was an old soul; Olivier was his younger brother and Achaia’s best friend. They had bonded over a shared love of classic comic books.

“Well it sounds like you had a great time.” Shael smiled, looking at Achaia’s hot cocoa. “As soon as you finish that we’ll start training.” 

“I think I’m going to need something a little stronger,” Achaia said sighing, still not fully awake. 

“I’m not letting you have whisky in your cocoa,” Shael said, shaking his head. 

Achaia laughed. “I meant coffee!” 

“I’m not letting you put whisky in that either...” Shael smiled at his own dad joke, and Achaia rolled her eyes. “Okay, well, you go get dressed, and I’ll brew some.” 

“Deal.” Achaia took what was left of her hot chocolate to her room to change. “What are we doing today?” She called from her room, as she dug through a box looking for yoga pants. Achaia and her father had moved too often to ever bother with fully unpacking. 

“More defense, and then a lot of intel,” Shael said. Achaia could hear him taking out the French press. 

“When are we going to start offense?” The question came out a little whinier than Achaia liked. She pulled a sports bra on over her head, and got her arm caught in the neck instead of the arm hole. She had thought training with her father was going to be exciting; her father was, after all, the most legendary and highly skilled fighter the Nephilim had ever known. After their fall from heaven, though, the angels had held him responsible and exiled him to live as a human. But he was still a father, and Achaia felt like he was playing it safe with her training. As if maybe, if he didn’t teach her how to fight, she would never need to. Achaia was gifted in her own right, though, literally. Achaia’s spiritual gift from God was an inherent ability, but she still needed to learn how to make the most effective use of it. 

“Whenever I feel like you could live long enough in a fight to be able to use it,” Shael said pulling mugs out of the cabinet. 

Achaia let out an angsty moan, as she picked up a shirt out of a pile of maybe-potentially-clean clothes. 

***
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Noland stood alone in his bare room, staring out of the single window as he talked on the phone. It was dark, as he had neglected to turn on the light, relying on the small amount of natural light making its way in. “Okay, thanks for the call.” Noland hung up the phone, and tossed it onto his bed. 

He’d spent the last few weeks developing his theory that not everything was right with the council. They had been cold and distant since everything that had happened with Achaia. Even though he had claimed his seat on the Council of Elders, as the first born of his generation, they had been less than forthcoming with any real plans or news about what exactly was going on. They just insisted that he focus on his job as a Guardian, a sort of bodyguard, to Achaia. Considering the fact that they didn’t particularly like or trust Achaia was a red flag.  

The terrorist attacks hadn’t stopped with the bombings he and his friends had witnessed in Moscow during their stay at the safe house there. Noland himself had actually been blown up by one of the bombs, and he had the scars on his torso to prove it. He had only been saved by the grace of God, and his gift of being able to handle fire. In the month or so that had passed, safe houses all over the world had experienced near-misses. The only thing Noland was able to get out of the council, though, was that Lucifer must be behind it all. Noland didn’t buy it. 

Pulling Achaia out of public school had been Noland’s idea. Things were still a little awkward between them since Achaia found out that Noland had kept to himself the knowledge that they were soul mates. He could understand her concern. He was trying to give her some space to process it all. It must be strange for her, being raised as a human, to recognize something truly mandated for angels. Humans had the free will to choose. Achaia, being half-human, had the freewill to choose, while Noland didn’t; he was bound to her. 

He was a little concerned that it was taking so long for her to come around to the idea. He was hoping she would have warmed up to him again before her birthday. But he hadn’t wanted to ruin her night by showing up if she didn’t want him there. 

He looked again at his phone. Bale had tried to get more information on all the attacks, but the council was giving him the cold shoulder as well. Noland had told Bale all of his suspicions, and Bale was in agreement that something shady was going on. 

At one point, Noland had tried talking to Emile’s father, but he insisted that Noland was being paranoid, and that he needed to just drop it. Noland wished his parents were still alive to talk to about all of this. He especially wished his mother were there to explain women... Sometimes it sucked being the only one whose parents had died, the only Nephilim anyway. Nephilim didn’t usually die, and until Noland’s parents were killed, they hadn’t even realized it was possible. 

Noland realized he was pacing and stopped He looked down at the rug that ran alongside his bed; it now had a path worn into it from the last few weeks of this kind of behavior. 

“This is ridiculous.” Noland shook his hair out of his face, and pulled it back into a ponytail. He knew he should probably get it cut, but that had fallen pretty low on his list of priorities with everything going on. He grabbed a light coat, so he wouldn’t stand out in just a t-shirt. Spring had stayed cold this year. Though April had just turned to May, there were still some pretty cool days, especially in New York. It was like even the climate knew things were heading south in the spiritual realm.  

Noland opened his door to leave and found Emile standing there, about to knock. “Hey.” 

“What’s up?” Noland asked. 

“Just seeing if you were going to show your face today,” Emile smiled. 

Noland had been unintentionally isolating himself, while he searched for proof of foul play on the council’s part. That was probably why he was going a bit stir crazy. 

“Yeah, I was just going to go check on Achaia. I want to at least say happy birthday.” 

“About time!” Emile said, relieved. 

“What?” 

“You’ve been avoiding her for weeks,” Emile stated flatly. 

“I didn’t think she wanted to see me,” Noland justified. 

“Did you ever consider that maybe she is thinking the same thing about you?” Emile’s lips stretched thin as his eyebrows raised, looking at Noland as if he really expected him to be more intelligent. 

“I—,” Noland stopped. “Well, no.” 

“I’m going to break my rule this once, because you guys need all the help you can get.” Emile was able to feel other peoples’ emotions, but he had a rule about not sharing the feelings of people he actually knew with other people they actually knew, something about respecting privacy and whatnot. Emile pushed Noland back into his room and gestured for him to sit on his bed. Emile looked pale and thin. Noland knew that with all the attacks and mass panic that he must be feeling more stress than ever and was probably exhausted. But Emile never complained. He didn’t need to for Noland to see the wear on him in the dark circles under his eyes. 

“Okay, help.” Noland waved his hand palm up, for Emile to proceed with his expertise. 

“Alright. She doesn’t hate you. She was a little ticked that you didn’t tell her you knew that you were mates, but she was mostly shocked and a little embarrassed. She felt crazy guilty about going after her father and basically manipulating us into following after her. Things didn’t go so well down there, which was a bit traumatizing, and that made her feel even guiltier. If anything, she has been giving you space because she probably thinks you’re angry at her or hate her for all of that. You avoiding her just gives her more reason to think that is true. Now grow up. You guys seriously need to learn to talk to each other and stop assuming you know what is going on in the other one’s head, because unlike me, you suck at it.” 

Noland sat dead still with wide eyes. “Is that all?” 

Emile took a deep breath. “You guys may be mates, but you still have a long way to go in getting to know each other.” Emile paused. “Okay, that’s it.” 

“Okay, sweet.” Noland stood up. “Good talk, man.” He clapped Emile on the shoulder. 

“So, you’re going to talk to her.” 

“Yeah, I’m going to grow up on the way over, too.” Noland smiled. 

“Finally! I was wondering when that was going to happen!” Emile laughed. 

“You’re right, I am terrible at feelings.” Noland shrugged. “It doesn’t help that girls experience them in rapid succession, and in abundance...” Noland was used to leading but trying to be someone’s partner was completely new to him. 

“Well, I hate to break it to you, but you’ve got a long road ahead of you; this is nothing. Just wait until you accidentally insinuate that she looks fat in battle gear.” 

Noland looked at Emile, horrified. “Is that something you really think I’d do?” 

“Not intentionally, but let’s be real, you’re not really great with girls.”

“I’m a Nephilim. I never thought I needed to be! How was I supposed to know my mate would be part-human, and have a choice?” Noland stopped, thinking about what all that actually meant. Hopelessness washed over him. “What do I do?” 

Emile smiled, “Flirt.” 

Any remaining hope fled. Noland sighed. This was going to be ugly. 

***
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Achaia and her dad stayed on the roof until both of them were completely exhausted, but only her dad was willing to admit to it. “Break for lunch?” Shael suggested.

“Sure,” Achaia said pulling her hair out of the ponytail that was barely holding it up. “I’m kind of in the mood for grilled cheese and soup.”

“When are you not?” Shael laughed. “Well, we are actually fresh out of soup, since you ate it all. So why don't you take a shower, and I'll run to the store and get some more.”

Achaia smiled guiltily. She did have a thing for soup and crispy grilled cheese. “Okay,” she said throwing her hair back up into a tighter ponytail. “But grab some roasted red pepper and tomato.”

“Will do.” 

Achaia headed straight to the bathroom once back inside the apartment. She quickly stepped out of her sweat drenched clothes and thought that she might take a bath instead; she could already feel her muscles growing sore. She remembered that she had some bath beads still packed in a box in her room and wrapped herself in a towel to retrieve them. As she crossed the hall there was a knock on the door.

I bet he left without his keys and locked himself out.  She laughed at the idea as she opened the door. “Forget something?” Her smile fell. Noland stood in the doorway his face going from shocked to amused. “Oh my go-sh.” Achaia said reaching to cover more of herself with the towel.  

“Expecting someone different?” Noland joked, walking inside.

“What are you...? Get out! Can't you see it's a bad time?” Achaia fumed, any pleasant opinions of him fleeing her mind.

“I see a lot of things, none of them bad.” Noland’s face flushed, he looked surprised at himself. “That came out—”

Achaia felt her face warm. Are you serious! She thought, and grabbed her dad’s raincoat off of the rack to cover herself.

“It’s not like I haven't seen you in less,” Noland pointed out, digging himself deeper. Achaia remembered the time he saved her from hypothermia when their plane had crashed in a blizzard. At the moment, it didn’t make her feel any more positively about him, though. 

“Okay, that's it. You need to leave.” Achaia could feel her face growing red.

“I just wanted to make sure you made it home okay last night. Since everything seems fine, I'll go,” Noland said, but didn't move for the door.

“Well done. Your Guardian duty is fulfilled.”  Achaia tapped her foot impatiently.

Noland’s face fell flat. His smile disappeared, and he looked almost hurt. He shook his head and looked at the floor. “Kaya,” he said softly. He was the only one who called her that, and she secretly loved it. He looked like he was trying to find words. “Actually, I wanted to wish you a happy birthday, and give you this.” He handed her a package, which she took and held in a way that covered more of her chest. “And see if maybe we could talk.” 

Achaia felt her wall of sarcasm falter. “Maybe some time when I’m clothed?” Apparently, it was a strong wall... Noland seemed to understand that she didn’t mean it cruelly. He also seemed to just remember that she wasn’t, in fact, dressed. 

“Oh, right...” he blushed. “You don’t look fat in that towel.” 

“What?” Achaia stepped back in surprise and glared at him with a look aimed to warn him to tread carefully. 

“I said you don’t.”

“But why?”

“Because you’re not fat.” 

“No, why would you say that? Or feel the need to specify?”

“Because Emile—” Noland sighed, “nevermind.” 

“Emile what? Thought I look fat?” 

“N—” Noland stopped. “Would you be mad at him instead of me, if I said yes?” Noland smiled weakly, cocking an eyebrow. 

“Probably not.” Achaia said, trying not to laugh. 

“Then, no. No, he didn’t.” Noland said smiling and shaking his head. 

“Okay—” Achaia looked down at her feet. After an awkward moment she sighed and looked everywhere around the room except at Noland saying, “yeah, I’m still not wearing any clothes. So...” Only then did her eyes land on him. 

“Right. Um, text me when you’re free. Maybe we can go to the Farmacy and...”

“Yep, sounds good.” Achaia smiled awkwardly, shooing him toward the door. 

“Okay, bye,” Noland said walking out the door quickly. She shut it behind him, pausing to try and process what all just happened.

“That was just so much awkward,” she said to herself, turning to go back to her bath.  

As the bath water ran, Achaia sat on the edge of the tub and unwrapped the package. It was a copy of Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations. 

“Okay?” Achaia cocked her head, and opened the cover. Inside was an inscription jotted in ink, and Noland’s old school handwriting; it was as neat and as intentional as him. She didn’t know anyone else who wrote like that. 

Kaya, here’s to picking you first. 

. 

Happy birthday,

Noland

Achaia felt her hands fall to her lap holding the book. Her eyes scanned the room as if it would be written on the walls- what she should think, how she should feel, and how she should respond. 

She sat the book up on the back of the toilet and stared at it through her entire bath trying to figure out what he could possibly mean.  

Dealings with demons were easier to navigate than the perils of dating. 

***
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Shael returned with the groceries, and poured the soup into bowls to microwave as he started on the grilled cheeses. 

Achaia came out of the bathroom wrapped in a towel and clutching a book. 

“Getting in a little R and R?” He cocked an eyebrow as he read the cover. “Since when do you read Dickens?” 

“I don’t. Noland came by and gave it to me for my birthday.” She looked a little perplexed. 

“Doesn’t he know you’re more of a comic book girl?” Shael asked, flipping the sandwiches in the pan. He wasn’t sure why, but this gift annoyed him. “Now may be a good time for some fatherly advice; never date a guy who tries to change you, or tells you in various ways that he doesn’t think you’re smart.” 

Achaia rolled her eyes. “I don’t think that is what he is trying to say. I mean, I think it’s supposed to mean something, but I don’t get it— like an inside joke I forgot...” Achaia stared at the book in her hands. 

“Did he say anything when he dropped it off?” Shael asked, tossing the grilled cheeses onto plates and pulling the soup out of the microwave. 

“Um, well, it was just an awkward conversation, but he didn’t say anything about the book.” Achaia’s face turned pink. Shael was trying really hard not to hate this Noland kid. To be fair, he didn’t actually know the guy. Shael didn’t like that he never really came around. Olivier practically lived at their apartment. Shael wished Olivier was Achaia’s soul mate, but he had to assume that God knew better than he did. 

“Well, I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” Shael set lunch on the counter, and Achaia sat down. 

“Okay, so, afternoon training is intel. You eat, and I’ll talk.” Shael took a bite out of his grilled cheese, realizing how hungry he was. “Before you study your enemy’s weaknesses, you should have a full understanding and respect for their strengths. The last thing you want to do is overestimate their flaws and get cocky.” 

Achaia nodded as she sipped her soup. Shael smiled. It was during moments like this in their training that he regretted not telling her the truth sooner. He could have raised her like this, talking battle strategy over dinner, and weapons over breakfast. She was his daughter up one side and down the other. 

A balloon of pride inflated in his chest when he saw how eager she always was to learn. She worked hard, and always gave training her everything. Shael wondered if that was only because she truly understood the life or death importance of it now, or if she would always have been this thirsty for what he had to teach her. 

“So, what are Lucifer’s strengths?” 

Shael sighed. “I think the list of things that aren’t his strengths would be shorter. He is a very skilled fighter, a strategist, a master manipulator, a liar, a natural leader, and more charismatic than Hitler.”

“And I’m an Irish-Israeli redhead. I should have him quaking in his boots.” Achaia shrugged casually, but Shael could see in her eyes that her casual air was a cover. He didn’t need to tell her to take this seriously. She’d already experienced a hint of Luc’s terror. 

Shael smirked. “Let’s start with manipulation. That’s usually his preferred method. If he can get you on his side, or to do his dirty work for him, he prefers to put off a fight. Not that he isn’t capable, but he is like a sadistic cat who likes to play with his food before he eats it.”

Achaia grimaced. “I guess in this instance my stubbornness might actually be an asset? Who knew!” 

Shael smiled. “I’m actually kind of glad you inherited that trait from me. I’ve always really loved that about you. Initially I wondered if that was your spiritual gift.”

Achaia laughed. 

Once again, Shael regretted the years he had wasted in secrets. 

***
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Achaia and Olivier rounded the corner, and opened the door to the Farmacy. “Oh thank God,” Achaia said, taking a deep breath through her nose, making her stomach growl. 

“Hey Achaia!” The guy behind the counter wore a vest over a dress shirt and an old grey ascot cap. He was twirling a glass in his hand before making someone an egg crème. “Hey Olivier!”

“Hey Marshal,” Achaia said, leaning up against the counter. 

“What up man?” Olivier reached out a hand to perform a not-so-secret handshake over the counter. 

“Not much, you guys want dinner or dessert?” Marshall set the egg crème he had finished in front of a girl at the bar.   

“Both,” Achaia and Olivier said together. 

“Awesome, let’s get the food going, and I’ll grab your desserts later. You hangin’ out for a while?” 

“As always,” Olivier said, taking up a menu. 

Achaia read over his shoulder. “Yeah, I’m going to be boring and stick to my usual.”

“Grumble Grumble,” Marshal nodded. 

“What is it with you and soup and grilled cheese?” Olivier smiled at her. 

“Comfort food, hello!” Achaia said laughing. 

“Speaking of grilled cheese, how on earth have I neglected this beauty all these years?” Olivier said staring at an item on the menu. “I’ll try the Triple Lutz, and a cherry soda.” 

“Done and done.” Marshal shot a finger pistol at them and winked. 

Olivier led the way over to a table by the shelves lining the wall opposite from the counter and sat down. Achaia sat across from him, rolling up the sleeves of her sweatshirt. It was warm inside. 

“Your hair looks really good today, by the way. Very...” Olivier scrunched his face up searching for the right word, “bouncy.” 

Achaia chortled. Olivier had the best facial expressions and always talked with his hands. “Thanks, Yellaina gave me some oil stuff... actually I have no clue what it is.” She shrugged and looked down at her curls, which were more defined, and softer without all the usual frizz. “She and Amelia have been giving me extracurricular lessons.” Achaia said making eyebrows at Olivier to signify that these were apparently very important lessons, indeed. 

“In grooming?” Olivier chuckled. 

“In ‘girling’,” Achaia said sarcastically, correcting him. “According to Amelia, half the art of intimidation, and ruling over your enemies, is mascara.” 

“Well, granted I don’t know much about mascara, and I don’t always agree with my sister, I never disagree with her verbally because I am too scared of her. So, in this instance, I’m going to say she is probably right.” Olivier leaned back in his chair. “She’s like the scariest person I know.” 

“Here you go guys,” Marshall came over carrying armfuls of food, and set the plates down in front of them. “Want to go ahead and tell me what you want for dessert?” 

“I’ll take the American Dream, please.” Olivier smiled down at his triple decker cheese and pesto sandwich. “Hello, gorgeous,” he said, winking at it.  

“You enjoy your American Dream,” Achaia said, smiling over at him, “I’m going to have 99 Problems.” 

Olivier looked up with wide eyes. “Digestion is going to be one of them!” 

Marshal laughed at them and walked away. 

“I don’t get it, where do you put it all?” Olivier said looking under the table. 

“Those double training sessions with my dad and Noland.” Achaia huffed a sigh. “Neither of them trusts the other to train me properly. My dad seriously wishes that you and I were the ones who were mated.” Achaia laughed. 

“Are fings beddar wiff Nolam?” Olivier asked with his mouth full. 

“Better? Yeah. Great? Hardly. Confusing? Definitely.” Achaia shrugged as she took a slurp of her tomato bisque. 

“Confusing, as in he is a handsome and mysterious hunk of man candy who makes you doubt yourself? Or?” 

Achaia snorted as she struggled to swallow her soup as opposed to having it come out of her nose. “Soup is hot, and I don’t want to smell tomatoes for a week. Next time wait until after I swallow,” she laughed, coughing. 

“Deal,” Olivier smirked. 

“Confusing as in he gave me this book for my birthday, and I think it is supposed to mean something, or have some kind of significance... but I have no clue what it is.” 

“That reminds me of this episode in Gilmore Girls when Logan gives Rory a rocket...” Olivier stopped, looking embarrassed by his extensive knowledge of Gilmore Girls. “I digress. Which book is it?” Olivier cocked his head in interest trying to move on as quickly as possible. He put a chip in his mouth to keep it busy lest it run away without him again. 

Achaia smirked in surprise “You know Gilmore Girls? I’ve never even seen Gilmore Girls, and I’m a girl.” 

“I love that show!” Marshal said from behind the counter, not bothering to pretend he wasn’t eavesdropping. He looked at Olivier, “I got your back, man! Besides Lorelai is hott!” 

Olivier shoved more food in his mouth and rolled his eyes. Achaia choked back a laugh and nodded at Marshall as if that made it excusable. 

“The book was Great Expectations,” Achaia said, returning to her and Olivier’s conversation. 

“Maybe that’s what he has for you?” Olivier laughed. “Or maybe he just wishes you read more classic lit, instead of... OH MY GOSH! I don’t know how I forgot! Have you read that Thor comic I gave you?” 

Achaia smacked the table top, a little too loudly, “Yes! It was so good! My favorite so far. I can’t believe I didn’t think I was a Thor fan.” 

“Right!” Olivier said, eyes wide with excitement. “I had to correct that judgement error ASAP.” He shook his head at her in mock disapproval. 

“Maybe my dad is right,” Achaia laughed. “You and I make so much more sense.” 

Olivier smiled and nodded. “Yes, but we are practically the same person. So, in a relationship, one of us would be superfluous.” Olivier chuckled. “That, and the point of mates is to cover your areas of weakness and help you to grow as a person.” 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Thanks, Doctor Phil.” Achaia smiled as she dipped her grilled cheese in her soup.  
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The Perils of Dating
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“If you’re not too long,

I will wait here for you all my life.”

-Oscar Wilde

––––––––
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“Again.” Noland clapped his hands and wiped his hair out of his face. It was slipping out of his golden man bun and curling around his temples with sweat. They were in the training room and gym at the New York safe house, where Noland, Emile, Olivier, Amelia and Yellaina all lived under the care, supervision, and training of Yellaina’s father Jacob. “You don’t need to see me. You need to learn to feel where I am behind you.” 

“That sounds so wrong,” Achaia said, spinning around to face him. Their sparring sessions had moved from attacks and blocking, to full-on fancy footwork and blind attacks. Achaia shook her head, out of breath after having been at it for over an hour. She was thankful at least that Noland was teaching her some offense, where her father was making her earn it. In that sense, it helped to be training two and three times a day. 

“You need to be hyper-aware of all of your surroundings, able to predict all of the most probable attacks and strikes. But do so without being overconfident, or your opponent may yet surprise you.” Noland ignored Achaia’s remark. He was all business today. 

“So, know everything, but pretend I don’t? You’re talking in circles. How can anyone do any of this?” Achaia gripped a dagger in her right hand, and brass knuckles in her left. But, her weapon of choice was her snake whip Akakios. Noland had given him to her when he had first begun her training. Akakios was special in that he almost had a mind of his own, and at times, seemed to be alive. He had chosen her, really. Noland, however, was determined to make sure she was comfortable with every weapon, and didn’t rely too heavily on her comfort zone. 

“Again.” Noland said, pivoting on his left foot, and grabbing her around the neck in a headlock. 

Achaia spun, escaping his grip before he was able to tighten his arm. She brought her left hand down between his shoulder blades and was swiping down with her dagger just as he turned, arcing his sword. Achaia spun away fast, her waist-length braid flying out behind her, just barely avoiding being sliced through her torso. The end of her braid hit Noland hard in the face. He spit her hair out of his mouth. 

“You know we should get you a hair tie with razor blades; your hair could be its own weapon.” He stuck his tongue out and pulled a hair out of his mouth. “That being said, if your hair were in a bun, or shorter, I would have gotten you that time.” 

Achaia smiled and shook her head. 

“You know what. You need to get more comfortable with anticipating another person’s movements. You’re too independent. Fighting is like dancing. Only, if you’re a beat off in fighting you don’t just look stupid, you’re dead.” 

“Was that your way of asking me to dance?” Achaia joked. 

Noland’s cheeks flushed. “You can critique my flirting when I can no longer critique your fighting.” 

“Wait! You’re flirting?” Achaia widened her eyes in mock surprise. 

“No. No, I’m not flirting. I am trying to train you. Now be serious and come here.” He grabbed her waist and pulled her into him, hard. Unprepared, Achaia tripped a little over her feet, catching herself on his shoulder. 

“Watch it there, Grace,” Noland smirked. 

“Oh, shut up,” Achaia said, looking down at her feet, as Noland lead her around in a slow circle. 

“Don’t look at your feet. You look at your opponent. When face to face, always keep your eye on your opponent.” 

“But right now, wouldn’t you be my partner?” Achaia said, trying to be difficult. 

“Always,” Noland said looking her in the eye. His eyes had settled back down into their forest green, his face was shiny with sweat, and his cheeks slightly flushed. 

Achaia, taken aback at his bluntness and change of tone, just stared. 

Noland leaned forward, his face drawing slowly closer to hers. He smelled sweeter than usual. It occurred to her that that meant she knew his usual scent. He kept his eyes on hers, and she knew he was giving her a chance to back away if she wanted to; she just wasn’t sure if she wanted to. Part of her was curious, part of her was captivated, and the other part was...

“Hey guys!” 

Noland jerked back away from her, releasing his grip and ending the dance. 

“Olly,” Achaia said, and hoped Olivier thought her cheeks were flushed from training. 

“Sorry, did I just walk in on one of those near-kiss moments? Dang it! I hate those! It’s like you get all excited and worked up, and then major let down!” 

“Well, luckily that is totally not at all what was maybe happening. Noland was actually just criticizing my footwork—”

“Not one of the flirtation techniques we discussed,” Emile said, following Olivier through the door. 

Achaia sighed. Sometimes, she noted to herself, it was not ideal for all of your close friends to be intimately familiar with the peculiar nature of your maybe, maybe-not relationship status. She appreciated them wanting to be helpful, but she also wanted to be left alone for her and Noland to figure things out on their own. 

“You guys talk flirtation techniques?” Amelia said, trailing Emile. 

Noland looked up at the ceiling as if praying for patience, or to disappear. His cheeks were a little brighter, too. Achaia could feel heat emanating from him. 

“Well, you have to admit, this is a weird scenario,” Olivier said, smiling at Achaia and Noland sympathetically. “Nephilim don’t generally have to woo their lovers—”

“You just had to use the word ‘lovers’...” Achaia said disdainfully, cringing. She could feel her cheeks burning and was too embarrassed to even look in Noland’s direction. “I’m sure you guys mean well,” she started. 

“But could you just stop talking?” Noland finished, sharply. 

“Finishing each other’s sentences? Now that is good.” Emile said, smiling. 

“We were just coming to see if you guys wanted some dinner; Yellaina is almost done cooking.” Olivier moved on, prompted by the look on Achaia’s face. 

“Is it Russian?” Noland asked. 

“Probably,” Amelia answered. 

“Then, no,” Noland said bluntly. 

“Come on man, she is a good cook!” Olivier said, a tad on the defensive side. 

“I know she is, but I don’t want anything Russian for a very long time.” 

Achaia winced, knowing that he didn’t want any reminders of their time in Russia, which was mostly her fault. 

“I’m just sick of it, that’s all,” he said more softly. Glancing over at Achaia he added, “I’m just going to go out and grab something.” 

Achaia wondered if that were an invitation for any of them to join him, or for her specifically to join him, but was so uncertain of either that she just stayed silent. 

In fact, everyone remained silent, apparently wondering the same thing. 

“Well, I’ll see you all later, I guess.” Noland looked at each of them as if they were acting strangely, and shook his head at them as he walked out of the room. 

Once the door closed behind him, Olivier blurted, “Holy awkward moment, Batman!” He stared at Achaia with a silent laugh in his eyes. “I totally have crap timing! I am so sorry!” 

Achaia, unable not to, burst out laughing. “Seriously, I don’t even know what you walked in on. Don’t worry about it.” 

“Poor guy,” Emile said staring at the door Noland had exited. “He’s just got no game.” 

Amelia laughed. 

Achaia felt a little miserable, and wondered if she was supposed to go after Noland or not. She decided to text him later, to finally set up a time for them to talk. 

***
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Noland walked into his room realizing the bareness of his walls. He'd never noticed it before, so it had never bothered him. But he’d just come from Yellaina’s room, which stood in a stark contrast to his blank slate. She hadn’t been in; she was probably out with Olivier. They made it look so easy... 

He paced his room for a few minutes before deciding that a shower would be a more productive use of his time. The stone floor of his room froze his feet. The Cathedral was one of the oldest buildings in the city. Humans didn't realize how old it really was. It had always been a place of refuge for Nephilim who had nowhere else to go. It was meant to be a temporary fix, so all of the rooms were incredibly plain. Nephilim on assignment usually only stayed a few days max while they looked for more long-term living arrangements. Jacob, though, had thought it the best place to store the Nephilim youth while they trained.

The rooms were the size of a closet. Each of them contained a single-sized bed, a nightstand with a single candle on it (Yellaina’s had a tasseled lamp), and a small wardrobe (Yellaina’s was overflowing). Unfortunately, part of its charm was that it also lacked rugs. Yellaina had, of course, taken the liberty of decorating hers with lush thick ones. Noland lacked the motivation or ability to decorate with confidence. So, Yellaina had bought him a rug for either a birthday or Christmas that was the only bit of decoration in his room. And he had worn it through pacing. 

One thing Noland was grateful for was that they did manage to have their own bathrooms; if you could call them that. The bathroom was a dimly lit sub-closet with a toilet, minimalist sink, and a shower head. So that whenever you took a shower the entire room was soaked. For this reason, you could never take a change of clothes in with you, and you'd better leave your dirty ones outside as well lest they get soaked. Another fun fact was there was no door to separate the bathroom from the rest of the room; this made showers nice and drafty, to insure pneumonia in the winter, at least for any normal human.

Noland waited for the water to heat before he stepped into the bathroom, which took about five whole minutes. The floor steamed from the hot water colliding with the cold stone and eased Noland's sore feet. He stood under the hot water letting it cascade through his hair and down his back and chest. The steam cleared his head and helped him to think. 

Achaia had finally texted him two days after the most awkward moment his friends had ever subjected him to. He was torn between relief and wanting to vomit. They had decided to meet up at six and go for a walk across the Manhattan Bridge. Noland lathered shampoo through his hair, and thought, not for the first time, that he was long overdue for a haircut. His curls wrapped around his fingers as he scrubbed his scalp, and rinsed the suds out of his hair. 

He washed his arms. He was still finding new scars on them from the tunnel fight out of Hell. His own skin was unfamiliar to him. He wondered if he was angry at Achaia for leading them there. No, he didn’t think so. It was more like he regretted that she, or any of them, had to experience what they had. Did he feel responsible? Noland really wasn’t good with feelings. He didn’t even know what he was feeling half the time. How was he supposed to understand what anyone else was thinking? It made processing trauma that much harder. He really couldn’t pinpoint what he thought or felt about it all. It was easier to just not think about it. 

Noland shut off the water and wrapped a towel around his waist. Wet, his hair stuck to his upper back, his curls fighting against the weight of the water, to bounce back up to the base of his neck. He dressed, sponged off his hair, and tossed it up in a wet, messy man-bun. 

Noland looked in the mirror. He had never really given much thought to how he looked, but there was a shadow of facial hair along his jaw that made him look older. He didn’t have time to shave, now. He grabbed a black zip-up hoodie and put it over his navy blue shirt and jeans. Then he took it off. Was there a rule about that? Navy blue and black...

Noland opened the door and walked down the hall to Yellaina’s room again and knocked. She opened the door, and Noland saw Olivier behind her, sitting on the bed. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

“Not at all,” Yellaina said, smiling innocently. 

“I’m meeting Achaia in an hour, and I need help.” Noland looked at his feet, trying really hard to keep the skin of his face its normal color. 

“I have waited my entire life for this moment!” Yellaina jumped once and clapped. 

“She never says that about me.” Olivier complained in mock dejection. 

“This is going to be fun!” Yellaina ignored him and took off leading the way to Noland’s room. Noland followed, with Olivier bringing up the rear. 

Yellaina walked in and looked at the hoodie on the bed. She looked up at Noland as if asking him if he were actually considering wearing it. Noland shrugged. She looked appalled. 

“So,” Yellaina smiled, regaining her composure, “is this a date?” 

Noland’s face drained of color. “I don’t know. I asked if we could get together and talk, but I didn’t really use the word date when I asked. I just told her to text me when she was free.” 

“Oh my gosh, why do guys never specify?” Yellaina muttered. “You need to be clear about your intentions. Now, Achaia is probably not sure what to wear!” 

Noland rolled his eyes. “Clothes would be perfect.” He said, sarcastically. “Is it really that big of a deal?” 

“For a girl, yes. A girl could say ‘yes’ to hanging out, but would have said ‘no’, if she knew it were a date. Its nerve-racking not knowing exactly what you’ve agreed to.” Yellaina looked through his wardrobe and pulled out a ripped up grey t-shirt that had been very nice once, and a leather jacket. 

“That shirt is destroyed. I just never threw it out after that night hunting.” 

“It looks intentional. It’s chic.” Yellaina thrust it out toward him, and he took it. He pulled off the shirt he was wearing and exchanged it for the grey one torn at the neck line, and the seams on the arms. He put the leather jacket on over it and looked at Yellaina for approval. 

Yellaina looked down at his bare feet. 

“Wear these, dude.” Olivier pulled out his black boots. “Just wash them up a bit first, there’s some blood on the toe of this one,” Olivier said, inspecting the boots with a cocked eyebrow.

***
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Achaia was digging through all the boxes in her bedroom. She knew she had something other than t-shirts and jeans somewhere. It wasn’t yet warm enough for a dress. But that would be too much anyway. He just said he wanted to talk—this isn’t a date, Achaia thought repeatedly to herself. Is it? 

It seemed like everything she owned was either what she wore every day, or was overkill. In the end she settled for a pair of jeans, which were darker than all her favorite light wash pairs, and an emerald green sweater that she hadn’t worn in a year. She threw on a brown leather coat that was warm, but not thick and puffy like her white coat. 

She looked in the mirror and marveled again at how much she was starting to look like her mother. She pulled up the leg of her jeans and strapped on a holster for some throwing knives. She stood up straight and looked herself over again. Her hair was cooperating today, falling in ringlets down to her lower back. She had put on some mascara and a bit of brown eye shadow to just accentuate her eyes a little more than usual. The overall effect was just enough to make her look a few years older. 

It had been a beautiful sunny day so far, but Achaia wasn’t sure how late they would be outside, so she dressed on the warmer side. She grabbed her wallet and her metro card and put both into her jacket pocket. “Okay, I’m off,” she said walking out into the living room. 

“To where? With who?” her dad asked sitting on the sofa in the living room. 

“I’m meeting Noland to go on a walk.” 

The color drained out of his face. “Is this a date?” 

“What?” 

“I mean you look nicer than usual...” Shael sat up stick straight, scrutinizing her. “Is that make up?” Shael squinted, leaning forward. “Oh God! You’re wearing makeup.” He stood up and started pacing in front of the sofa. “Lord, give me strength,” he prayed aloud. “I always knew this day would come, but I just thought I’d have more time... I didn’t even think you actually liked the guy!” He looked at her hopefully, for her to confirm that she didn’t ‘actually like the guy’. “I hoped your human side would keep you safe from the whole ‘knowing’ thing. Shi—,” Shael thrust his head into his hands.
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