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	Prologue


	 


	 


	“Bela? Bela! Don’t fall asleep on me now!” Azal’s voice slowly penetrated my sleepy mind. Getting old was still no fun, even with medicine much improved over the millennia I had walked the earth now. 


	“Look at this, I think I found another one,” Azal shouted, shoving the newspaper in my gnarled fingers. Squinting, I pushed my reading glasses in front of my failing eyes before slowly deciphering the words.


	NY Daily News, August 18, 1960


	Panic spreads among New York’s citizens after a giant viper of an unknown origin has been sighted in Central Park. Zookeepers have tried to find, and catch the animal, but it has vanished from sight. We implore all citizens to stay clear of Central Park, and its immediate vicinity, until the snake has been caught.


	“You might be right,” I rasped, before a coughing fit kept me from finishing my sentence, making me wait patiently until my failing body had stopped shuddering, before I could draw another shallow breath at last.


	“You have to go without me. It won’t be long now. The next time, I’ll be able to come along again, or we can just speed up the process if you shoot me now.” 


	Azal looked at me with hooded eyes.


	“I’m not a murderer, no matter what was said in the past. I didn’t kill anyone. I’m not starting now, even, if I know you won’t stay dead for long. I’ll manage. I promise to bring him home.” 


	“Take Dante with you. He’s felt a little cooped up lately,” I advised, “and be careful. I know you don’t age, but we still don’t know what happens when you die.” 


	My eyes drifted close as Azal left the room. Soon, another Fallen One’s descendant would join our little community to live in peace. Maybe, I’d even be in a better state to greet him when they returned.














	 


	 


	 


	CHAPTER 1


	Memories


	 


	 


	Forty-five years later, our little community had grown from four to more than fifty. All descendants of Fallen Angels cast out of heaven. Like me, some of them had been accused, then condemned for all eternity, for crimes committed in their youth. The world had been different then. Violence had been commonplace, but with our tainted heritage, the Angels had sought out every opportunity to keep us out of heaven. 


	As descendants of Angels, even Fallen Ones, we technically had the right to get our wings when coming of age, but they had done everything possible to curse us for even minor offenses. Twisting our powers, or ripping them from us, condemning us to eternal life on earth with some punishment attached. 


	As times changed, the Angels had just stayed away. Bijou had been one of the last ever to be visited by one. Those born later never even got the chance to get their wings, making us call them, lovingly, the Forgotten Ones. Maybe, the Angels considered having to live as Half-Demons among humans curse enough. Most of us had been stoned, buried alive, drowned, killed by sword or spear, burned at the stake, shot, or otherwise killed by scared, superstitious humans several times. Azal was the only one who’d never died. 


	I could still clearly remember my first death. After being cursed, I had aimlessly wandered into the desert to die. I had taken no water, or food, with me. I had seated myself next to a solitary rock, waiting for two days for the sun to do the job, finally fainting from dehydration. The last thing I remembered was pain, excruciating pain, when some desert scavenger decided to turn my right leg into its next meal. When consciousness returned, I awakened to a tingling sensation, gulping in a breath. It was night, cool air caressing my skin. I felt my leg regrow within minutes. The new skin and bones itched for weeks afterward. Stumbling through the night, I had sought shelter in a cave that became my home for the next years.


	One day, a group made camp near my cave. They were a ragged, sorry band of people. I was curious. What had brought them here, far away from any habitation? It turned out they were outcasts like me. I decided to join them when they moved on. It was a bad decision. Listening to their stories at the campfire in the evenings, I realized they had raided some villages, burned the houses, raped the daughters. Sick at heart, I tried to leave, but with everything I had heard, I was a threat to them. In the night, one of them dragged me away to cut my throat. When I came to my senses again, they were long gone. That day, I decided to leave the land of my birth behind in search for a better place. 


	Many would say my life has been an adventure of epic proportions. I, however, feel it would bore people to death listening to my excursion across time. So many of my lives were similar in so many ways. I left the place of my birth, certain that finding a new home would not be difficult at all. Never in my boldest dreams would I have imagined it would take me two millennia, and the crossing of an ocean, to find a place to call home again!


	Home! Yes, this place was home. A safe haven for those like me. A shelter from the world outside. I hadn’t just found it. I had created it, with my hands, my sweat, and my love, backed by enough gold to never be at the mercy of others again!




 


	 


	 


	CHAPTER 2


	The Farm


	 


	 


	Our home, or “The Farm” as we called it, was self-sufficient. All of us taking turns tending the crops and the animals, doing the cooking, washing and cleaning. 


	We were also still searching for others like us. I was sitting in front of the PC again, reading the latest US news on the NBC homepage, when my gaze fell on a new topic in one of the paranormal chatrooms I was watching.


	MERMAID SIGHTING IN PADILLA BAY NORTH OF SEATTLE.


	“We have another one,” I told Boris, who lounged on the couch, intent on the newspaper he was scanning for mysterious happenings.


	“Mermaid south of Bellingham? That’s almost in Canada,” he rumbled, making me nod in confirmation. 


	“A woman? That’s rare. So far, we only found two, Phoenicia and Bijou.” 


	“Care to come?” I asked, seeing Boris flinch. 


	I don’t really care about water. I like it hot and dry. Why don’t you ask Kuno, and maybe, Bijou? Shouldn’t you take one of the ladies along for this?” 


	I had deserved the taunt, suggesting to the son of a Viper-Demon that he accompany me on a water mission, but my good mood made me continue the banter.


	“You really think I’ll need two to accompany me?” I grinned, making him avert his eyes. 


	“Your body is technically sixty-one years old already. I thought it might be better if…” Ashamed of the suggestion, he let the rest of the sentence hang in the air. 


	Giving him a bear hug, and thumping him on the back, I laughed,


	“Come on, you know me better. Have I ever taken offense when one of you commented on my age? I’m not as feeble yet, despite what Azal says in the stories he likes to tell. You’re lucky, being stuck in your mid-twenties forever!” 


	“Yeah, sometimes it’s just hard to act that age when you’ve lived more than a millennium…,” he grumbled. 


	“I’ll get the car, and our fishing gear, please tell the others to be ready in twenty minutes,” I replied turning back to business before leaving the room. 


	*******


	Fifteen minutes later, the boat and trailer were attached to the Ford pickup truck, with the fishing net secured. Bijou’s and my diving gear lashed down on the platform. Kuno didn’t need any. His Half-Demonic form was a giant Sea Horse. An ability he had learned to use at will, up to the point of only sprouting gills when needed. 


	While I waited, I pondered once again what my powers might have been. I didn’t know my demonic father. My abilities had been ripped from me before I even knew what I’d inherited. Most of the others had retained some sort of control over the abilities they had since birth. 


	The curses the Angels had inflicted were subtle, designed for continued suffering. Their meaning only becoming clear to us much later. The punishments, as I liked to call them, involuntarily triggered our inhuman appearance most of the time. In my case, I appeared as a horned Demon, clad in smoke and fire. However, unlike the others, I couldn’t change to this alternate form at will. 


	Phoenicia for example, had burned down a temple, killing all the priests inside, after she’d turned into a fiery Phoenix when they had refused to help her sick little brother. After the Angel had cursed her, she couldn’t come near any kind of fire without turning into a Phoenix again. 


	Back then, it had meant she was always cold, and in the dark. She wasn’t able to join others at the fire in the evenings, or even cooking a hot meal. Today, the challenge consisted mostly of staying away from people lighting a cigarette. After she’d almost burned down one of our storage sheds, we had banned all open fire, and smoking, from The Farm. 


	*******


	The slamming of the passenger door ripped me out of my musings.


	“Ready, Boss?” Bijou asked while buckling up in the front seat. Kuno slid silently into the back.




 


	 


	 


	CHAPTER 3


	Kuno


	 


	 


	It was, at least, a twenty-hour drive from The Farm to Seattle, taking turns driving, and sleeping in the car, but flying had proven much too dangerous. Being stuck in a plane with unsuspecting humans for hours was no fun at all. To shorten the time, we’d started sharing stories of our lives with the others while driving. So, as soon as we were on the road, Bijou turned to Kuno. 


	“Hey, Water Boy, we’ve never been together on a mission. I’ve still not heard your story. Come on, enlighten me, before I get bored, and do something stupid!” 


	I could hear Kuno sigh from the backseat before giving in to the inevitable, telling his story once again. By now, I’d heard it several times. I wondered how Bijou would react to his dry and emotionless recollection.


	*******


	“My parents, my siblings, and I lived in a small fishermen’s village at the shores of the Gulf of Aden, in a land known as Somalia today.” Kuno began. “My Dad was a fisherman. My Mum sold dried, salted fish at the weekly bazaar. My Dad taught me to sail a boat, how to cast the fishing nets, and reel them in. I was the oldest. Most of my youth, we worked together to feed our ever-increasing family. 


	I had four younger sisters before my little brother was born. I’d almost come of age when he was old enough to learn the trade. One day, we were caught at sea by a storm. The world around us went dark, rain pelted down, soaking us within seconds. The waves got bigger and bigger. Our small boat was running full of water, then lightning brightened the sky. I saw my little brother slip on the planks and go overboard. Without thinking, I followed him into the churning waves. 


	I couldn’t see anything, and was sucked deeper, and deeper, by the currents of the sea. I couldn’t find my brother, or even determine which way was up, or down. I was getting lightheaded from lack of air. Then, something inside me expanded, pushing its way out. It was the first time I shifted my form, ending up as a giant Sea Horse. 


	I didn’t understand what was happening. I almost panicked, but then I saw my little brother floating by. I simply forgot what had happened to me, concentrating on him instead. He was unconscious. I caught him with my mouth. With a few flicks of my tail, I reached the surface, dropping him aboard the deck of our boat. Then, I gently tried to push them back ashore. I didn’t notice the coral reef before it was too late. The ship’s hold was ripped open from bow to stern, sinking it completely. They both drowned. I had failed, I hadn’t saved them after all. 


	The moment my tail touched sand, I returned to being human again. I swam ashore, intent on returning home with the devastating news, but a blinding light stopped me in my tracks. An Angel appeared in front of me. He refused to hear me out, called me the son of a Demon. He accused me of killing my foster father, and half-brother, on purpose. 


	Then something was ripped from my body. He left in a flash of light with the following words, “Your heart shall never again feel the relief of crying, every time tears touch your skin you will turn back into the monster that killed part of your family.” 


	I never returned home. I knew I couldn’t face my Mum without crying. I ached to tell her what had happened. I needed to ask her about my real Dad, but I didn’t dare turn into a monster in front of her eyes. I went into the desert instead, far away from any water, and the memory of my crime. Back then, I considered the curse justified. I had killed them. It didn’t matter that it had been an accident.


	When I was alone in the desert with no soul in sight, my heart clenched at the memory of my loss and failure. I started crying. The moment my own tear slid down my cheek, I shifted, a creature of water lying in the sun on hot, dry sand. I embraced death like an old friend while I felt myself dry out under those merciless rays. 


	I must have fainted from dehydration, because when my consciousness returned it was night. I was lying on the ground in my human form, hurting all over from the worst sunburn ever. After realizing that I couldn’t die, I tried to bottle up all emotions inside to keep me from crying, but it’s still difficult, even after such a long time. I can’t watch a sad movie, or even comfort a crying friend, out of fear a tear might touch my skin.”


	*******


	Heavy silence hung in the air. Then, a sound from the passenger seat made me slam the breaks to stop the car at the side of the road as fast as possible. Kuno’s story had affected Bijou in the worst possible way. She was trying hard to stifle a sob. Despite his calm, detached outer appearance, soft-hearted Kuno was bound to be influenced by her emotions. 


	“Get out, now!” I yelled at him. The door was ripped open. He pelted into the next corn field at full speed.


	For a moment, I really thought he might manage to stop himself from crying. Then, the earth started trembling. A mountain of giant golden scales emerged out of the field. I sincerely hoped the farmer wouldn’t think of checking on his crops right now. I was sure he’d be quite pissed off when discovering half of his field tramped down, but there was nothing I could do about it now.


	Bijou looked shocked, her unshed tears still glistering in her eyes.


	“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t know he was so empathic. I always considered him distanced, cold-hearted, I didn’t know…” 


	Shrugging, I opened the cooler, grabbed two cokes, pressing one into her shaking fingers.


	“Relax, we can only wait now. Hopefully, he’ll get a grip on himself soon!”




 


	 


	 


	CHAPTER 4


	Bijou


	 


	 


	“I better not tell him my story, then,” Bijou sighed looking disappointed.


	“Why don’t you tell it to me again while we wait,” I suggested, making her eyes light up in response. She was fairly young, having been born in Scotland long after the beginning of the Christian Era, while most of us were at least a few centuries older. 


	I grabbed a sandwich out of the cooler, making myself as comfortable as possible in the driver’s seat, watching her eyes closely, as she recalled the memory of her youth. Softly, she began.


	*******


	I was born in the Scottish Highlands somewhere around 800 A.D. My parents had a small farm with sheep, cows, chickens, and a few goats. We also had a garden, just enough to supply our needs on fresh fruit and vegetables. It was a simple life, but I had a loving family. 


	As I got older, I started to wonder why my Mum never accompanied my Dad when he went to the market to sell meat and eggs. One night, I couldn’t sleep. I overheard a conversation they were having. 


	“It’s all clear right now, none of the village girls are pregnant. If you like, you can accompany me next time,” my Dad told my Mum. 


	“No, it’s too risky. I know you hear all the gossip at the market, but one of them might not know yet,” she replied. 


	“Then, let me take Bijou along this time, she’s old enough to help.” 


	“We don’t know what she’s inherited from me. Do you really think it’s worth the risk?”


	“Right, we don’t know, but you can’t lock her up here forever. Maybe, she’s just human, then she never needs to know.” 


	“All right, only this once,” my Mum had replied with a sigh. 


	I fell asleep pondering the strange conversation. In the morning, I’d forgotten all about it. A few days later, when my Dad asked me to come along to the market, I remembered, but didn’t dare ask what they had meant that night. 


	We had set up our marked stall early. We had sold most of our goods by noon, when a girl barely older than me came running towards us.


	“I dropped the eggs, and my Mum is furious. Do you have any left?” she panted, stopping right in front of our stall. 


	Before I could even point in direction of the wooden crate where a few eggs were still left lying on the straw, she doubled over in pain. Blood started running down her legs. All color left her face before she fainted in front of our eyes, sinking silently down onto the cobblestones. 


	I saw my father pale, and swallow hard, before he called for help, but the girl had lost her baby before the healing woman arrived. On the way home, he couldn’t look at me. When my Mum opened the door taking in our appearances, she only looked at my Dad with tears in her eyes. 


	“We need to tell her!” she yelled at him the moment the door had closed behind us.


	That was the day they told me my Mum was a Demon, a Fallen Angel cast out of heaven, that she possessed the ability to cause stillbirths, and kill new-born babies. After defying The Creator, she, and many others, had been cast out of heaven. Lucifer had ordered her to use the ability to weaken his foes by killing their unborn offspring. She never wanted to do it, but she had been too scared to refuse. 


	As time went by, everything that the humans remembered about the existence of Angels and Demons were the stories told in the Bible, or by priests. The power the Angels and Demons had over the humans slowly faded away. The Fallen Ones retreated from the human world to some hiding place difficult to find. 


	Later, some of the Demons my Mum had known dissolved their alliance with Lucifer, setting off on their own, trying to blend in and live a normal life. One day, she dared to do the same. She left the hidden community of Demons behind in search for a better life. She soon discovered that living as a human wasn’t as easy as she’d thought. Since her ability to prevent human stillbirths, or save new-born, had been twisted to the opposite the moment she’d lost her wings, it caused problems wherever she went. As a consequence, she resigned herself to leading a solitary life, hiding in the deepest recesses of the Scottish Highlands. 


	One day, my Dad had ended up at her door while searching for a lost sheep. They had fallen in love. Not wanting to lie to him, she’d told him the truth about why she was hiding herself at the end of the world. He didn’t care. 


	They were happy together. When they discovered that she was pregnant, they were overjoyed. I was lucky, I had the best parents ever, trying to fulfil my every wish, but I was completely oblivious of my heritage until that day at the market. 


	When they told me the truth, I was devastated. 


	I cried for weeks, but eventually I resigned to my fate. We were still a happy little family, I loved the highlands, and our animals weren’t affected by the powers I had inherited.”


	Bijou fell silent. She took a deep, calming breath. She’d never told anyone why she’d ended up at the gates of The Farm one day begging for admission, or how she’d learned about our refuge in the first place. Maybe, I would hear the rest of her story today. I stayed quiet and waited for her to continue.


	“One day, when I was maybe sixteen years old, an Angel appeared at our door. He told me I had come of age, and earned my wings. I didn’t understand. My Mum was a Demon, not an Angel, how could I get wings? He explained to me that I hadn’t sinned so far. As offspring of a former Angel, I had the right to be accepted into the community of Angels. 


	Remembering the accident with the young girl, I wasn’t so sure about that, so, I…”


	She was rudely interrupted by Kuno’s reappearance. Opening the back door of the car, he slipped inside, slamming it shut loudly afterwards. He looked dirty, disheveled, but still fully clad. It made me wonder once again what happened with his clothes during a shift.


	“Thanks for waiting,” he grumbled before he grabbed the cooler, pulled out a coke, and several sandwiches, then began eating hungrily. 


	Starting the car, I returned to the road with a sigh. Today, I wouldn’t hear the end of Bijou’s story after all.




 


	 


	 


	CHAPTER 5


	Trouble


	 


	 


	After devouring all our snacks, Kuno had fallen asleep on the back seat, snoring loudly. Bijou and I had swapped places. She had also plugged in her headphones, listening to her favorite music while her eyes stayed fixed on the road, which left me quite bored in the passenger seat. 


	Pulling out my mobile phone, I called home to check if any more news about our mermaid had come up. 


	“What’s up, Bela?” I heard the voice of my friend Azal in my ear, finally replacing the annoying ringtone. What had taken him so long?


	“Everything all right?” I replied with a question of my own, eliciting a sigh at the other end of the line. 


	“Just trouble with the electric fence again,” he replied. “There must be a faulty power line somewhere. A few hours ago, the whole system went dark. Everything is offline, even the surveillance cameras.” 


	“Do you think you can manage, or should we turn around?” I asked, hearing my own voice turn high and squeaky from worry. The Farm was in the middle of nowhere, but security was important, nevertheless.


	Ever since I’d bought The Farm, the perimeter fence had been a big issue for me. When I had first bought those acres of land just for myself, I had painstakingly rammed in every wooden pole, nailed down every plank of wood with my own hands, until the whole area was completely fenced in. 


	After I’d started giving shelter to others like me, the wooden fence had gradually been replaced by a six-foot high wire mesh. Recently we had changed it to an electrified perimeter fence with added security cams. Now, the system had crashed, and I wasn’t home.


	Reacting to my intake of breath, Azal tried to soothe my ragged nerves.


	“Don’t worry, we’ll get it fixed before you return. We are not kids anymore, even if some of us don’t look much older. I have a guard patrol up and running already. The rest of us are trying to get to the bottom of the problem right now. Why don’t you tell me why you’ve been calling?” 


	“I just wanted to check if there were any news about our mermaid,” I replied. 


	“Nothing we know about, but we didn’t check recently with all the other stuff on our hands right now. Maybe, you just buy the newest issue of The Seattle Times when you get there,” he advised before voices behind him caught his attention, making him cut the line without a farewell. 


	Night had fallen outside. Kuno was still sleeping soundly, so I nudged Bijou, asking her if I should take over again. Shaking her head, she only pointed to a gigantic coffee mug, and grinned. 


	I nodded and closed my eyes, not sure if I’d be able to sleep, but the steady purring of the motor finally did its work, making me fall into restless slumber.


	“Good morning, sleeping beauty,” a cheery voice ripped me out of my sleepy haze. A cup of hot coffee was pressed into my hands.


	I groaned. My neck was stiff. A blinding headache started forming the moment I opened my eyes to squint into the bright morning sun. 


	Sipping the coffee, I yelped when the hot liquid scalded my tongue.


	“Anybody packed an analgesic?” I enquired grumpily.A bottle of aspirin was pressed into my hands in response. I downed several with some more hot coffee. Yuck, I hated the stuff, the taste got worse every time. 


	“Azal was right, you are getting old!” Kuno joked from behind. “Move back here in the shade until you feel better, it’s my turn to drive.” 


	He seemed to be wide awake, and in a much-improved mood today, I noticed. Getting out of the car I stretched myself out, making my spine crack several times in the process. Azal had been right; I was getting old – once again… 


	Leaving my coffee in the back of the car, I disappeared into the gas station’s rest room to freshen up, checking my disheveled appearance in the cracked mirror above the sink. My unkempt hair was peppered with grey, the stubble on my chin looked white rather than almost black. When had I looked at myself this closely last? I wondered. It must have been a long time ago. Usually I hurried through those morning absolutions with half closed eyes, my sleepy brain on autopilot until I’d had my first cup of coffee. 


	No wonder the other members of our little community called me the most human of our lot, with no real alternate appearance, and no powers except the ability to resurrect myself. Well, right now I wished for a little more Demon inside me to keep me going. 


	When I returned to the car, a turkey and cheese sandwich was thrust into my hands for breakfast. Soon after, we were on the road again. We had come much further than expected, Bijou must have floored the accelerator on the empty streets last night while I was sleeping. 


	Sated, I closed my eyes again, waiting for the aspirin to do its job, while Bijou had turned on the radio zapping through the channels for some news.


	<< …great commotion in Padilla Bay. Hordes of curious onlookers arrived this morning to have a look at the mermaid that has been sighted on one of the small islands. 


	So far, nobody has dared to set foot onto the island itself, but people who own boats are trying to make fast money. They have started ferrying the sensation-hungry tourists in close proximity to the creature. Whatever it is, something seems to keep it from fleeing the isle, and disappearing into the water. 


	The National Travel and Tourism Office has denied having anything to do with the sighting, declaring that it is not a ruse to further tourism in the Bay Area of northern Washington. >>


	“Oh, shit!” escaped my lips at the news. “Whoever she is, she must be hurt, or trapped, if not she would have vanished a long time ago. I hope she’s able to hold on until it gets dark and the tourists are gone. We can’t rescue her while the world is watching her every move.” 


	Grabbing the road atlas of the area, searching for Padilla Bay, I decided that a northern approach would probably best. I was sure most boats were coming up from the Seattle area, so driving up almost to the Canadian border, then heading south in our little rubber dinghy seemed the most reasonable. Heading north on the Interstate 5, we were looking for a place to launch the boat. It was late afternoon when we ended up on the small beach of a peninsula suitable for the task. 


	Donning our wetsuits, Bijou and I boarded our small motor raft while Kuno stripped to his bathing shorts, before disappearing into the icy waves. Just the thought of having to jump into the cold water made me shiver. I took the helm as an excuse to hopefully stay aboard. Playing tourists, following some other boats, we soon ended up near a small island, sporting a few trees and shrubs, on an otherwise rather barren, rocky surface. 
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