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To Jane, for reassuring me that my basic understanding of genetics was not as far-fetched as I thought it might be.


 

 

Prologue

 

There was a time that if anyone had told me that my fate, and the fate of many others, was to be decided by something I could not even imagine existed, I would have laughed. The angels knew all of His creations, even those that once were, but are no more. We were the keepers of His knowledge and the protectors of His more defenceless creations, whom the demons and monsters that roamed the earth would kill, maim, abuse or corrupt. For an angel’s fate to be determined by something that did not fall into any of those categories, well, it was just plain laughable … until Helena.

 

— Danizriel


 

 

1. Dreams

 

It was strange looking through the window of the cottage — our home — and seeing past the garden to the dead and barren forest beyond.

Danizriel — Danny to me — the angel I loved above everything and everyone else, stood behind me and rubbed my arms. He kissed the top of my head, his eyes forever watching for the horrors that awaited us out there.

Danny was holding out for a miracle. I wasn’t so sure. If God meddled in the lives of His creations, then possibly He’d done two things for me already — led Danny to me, and allowed us to live. Wasn’t that enough? Could we really ask for another miracle? It’s not like God was a genie and we’d been granted three wishes. We were lucky to be alive, and for that I was grateful.

“Don’t fret, Helena,” he whispered into my ear, “the forest will grow back. It always does.”

I looked at his reflection in the window. “This has happened before?”

“Many times. That’s how I first learned the cottage cannot be destroyed from outside the confines of the boundaries of the blind spot on which it’s built.”

“What about the animals?”

I thought of cute and fluffy bunnies. Surely any bunnies that lived in the forest were wiry and lean — adapted to survive in the wild. The domesticated fluffy white variety that grew fat and lazy at the hands of mortal owners wouldn’t last long here. They’d be a tasty delicacy worth fighting over. Poor bunnies.

I thought of bears and possums, and the industrious ants and bees, of snakes and lizards — I didn’t care too much for them — and birds too young to leave the nest. Had any survived? Did they understand the warning the angels had given? Did they know the angels were going to devastate the entire area — the only home most of them had ever known? Did the angels care about all the wasted lives?

Danny shrugged his shoulders and kissed my neck. “Casualties of war, Helena. There are always those, in any war.”

I turned to face him and pounded a fist on his chest. “They could have found a way to save them! They’re His creatures too. What did they do,” I twisted around and tapped on the glass to draw his attention to the desolation outside the boundaries of the cottage, “to deserve this?”

“Helena, please, there’s nothing we can do now.” He stroked my hair and I shivered. “You’re only getting upset.”

“Damn right I’m getting upset!” I yelled, not at Danny, rather at the world in general. “Who else gives a shit?”

I leaned back against the window pane.

“I thought my whole life was a big mistake — a practical joke of the universe, until I met you.” I poked him in the chest. “Then I thought, maybe, just maybe, I’d been made to suffer all those years so that when we found each other I’d appreciate what we had even more … but even now,” I sighed, “there’s a price to be paid.”

I rested my head on his chest and cried.

“It’s just not fair,” I whispered.

Danny walked me over to the bed and sat me down. He knelt in front of me, his hands on my legs, and looked up into my face. He produced a handkerchief from thin air — I wish I could do that — and handed it to me. I wiped my eyes and nose — sometimes that helped me to stop crying — but the sobs continued.

“Helena,” Danny spoke calmly now, trying to make me see reason, “if I’d been captured by whichever side — it doesn’t matter who anymore — and the only way to save me would be to raze the forest to the ground, would you have done it?”

Why did he have to use my feelings for him as a way to get me to put things into perspective? Dirty tactics! He knew what the answer would be. I’d fight the entire heavenly host if I had to, and kill — yes kill — anyone who got in my way.

I let my body fall sideways onto the bed and buried my face in the pillow.

“Go away,” I mumbled. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Suit yourself,” Danny said. I heard him get up to leave the room.

I lifted my head. “Don’t go.”

He chuckled. “First you say leave, then you say stay. Soon you’ll have me running around in circles, Helena.”

“Yes,” I whispered.

Danny raised his eyebrows, confused. “You do want me running around in circles?”

“No, silly.”

How hard it was to admit that I was just the same as them — the angels who had rained destruction down on the forest.

“I meant yes, I would do it, if it was the only way to save you.”

He walked back to the bed and sat next to me, pulling me into his arms in a comforting embrace.

“It stands to reason,” he whispered into my hair, “for I would do the same for you.”

I started sobbing again, knowing that he would sacrifice everything for me. I had so much more to lose than him. I wouldn’t want him to make sacrifices for me — I wasn’t worth it. I was, or had been, a common whore. Why should he waste his life protecting or saving mine? He was patient with me, as usual, and let me get the anguish and tears out of my system.

“You’re a caring soul, Helena. You don’t want any of His creatures to suffer, do you?”

“That’s not quite true, Danny,” and with a savageness in my voice I said. “There are some of His creatures I’d wish dead!”

Danny nuzzled my hair again. He liked the scent of the shampoo mixed with my own scent.

“Be that as it may, you don’t want any of His innocent or defenceless creatures to suffer. You’re far too caring for that.”

Okay, so he was right. I wouldn’t want to see cute and fluffy bunnies burnt to a crisp because of me.

“Do you really think they’ll believe we’re dead, or are they smarter than that?” I asked.

“The angels, do you mean?” I nodded. Danny continued, “If I transport us anywhere, they might be able to pick up the resonance — my signature, as it were. However, they don’t know your signature. Provided you don’t mind transporting us around, and I don’t need to perform anything miraculous, we should be able to fly below the radar. Here, at the cottage, I can still do what needs to be done and they won’t detect us.”

I assumed that by doing what needs to be done Danny meant he would still complete the basic tasks such as providing hot water, clean clothes and some entertainment. I’d hate to have to wash all of our clothes by hand for the rest of my life, or worse still, drag it to a laundrette in the city to clean.

We’d discussed entertainment at length, as I felt that having been mortal for most of my life — and used to people, noise, clubbing and movies — there was a possibility I might eventually become bored. If we were to stay at the cottage for quite some time I’d need other outlets for my energy, apart from the obvious — hunting and sex, which in themselves took up a considerable amount of time.

We may not have electricity — I wondered why he’d never thought of it, or solar panels at the least — but lots of things ran on batteries, and I’d discovered Danny could recharge them at will. That meant I could have music. Music meant I could teach him the finer points of dancing, both the club and classic varieties — I knew them all.

When I was young — not that I was old now — I used to escape the horrors of my abuse by watching old Fred Astaire, Ginger Rogers and Gene Kelly movies. I watched them over and over again until I knew all the dance steps. I’d even learned some dance moves from Saturday Night Fever and Fame.

I remembered sticking drawing pins into the soles of my shoes when I tap-danced, so I could hear the sound they made. I would pretend that I was a great tapper, acclaimed the world over, like those Irish dancers or the gorgeous guys who could tap-dance a storm. I dreamed I’d been on Broadway and at the West End, and the applause was deafening — people loved me and I loved them. Those dreams, and the ability to dance, kept me going.

Occasionally I combined a number of dance styles just for something different, and quite often to good effect. I was quite fluid and graceful for a gangly little kid. I think my foster parents liked me that way.

Later, when I needed to, I learned what was loosely termed erotic dancing, including striptease, pole dancing and lap dancing. My dancing, combined with gymnastics, had caught the eye of the preacher. That gained me some measure of security in the sordid world I lived in. Our relationship — if you could call it that — had always been rocky. On the night I’d punished him, for sleeping with a girl no more than fourteen years old, the preacher could take no more of my insubordination. Oh, I’d been punished before for being insolent — I‘d lost track of the number of bruises, black eyes and fractured ribs I’d had — but never had I been placed on a hit list. Okay, so recently I’d found out the contract had been changed to torture in the Funhouse. After my last visit to the preacher at The Cage, I was sure the hit was back on — once I’d been suitably tortured, of course.

“I think I can take care of our transportation,” I said. “Just don’t do anything reckless!”

 

The light was fading in the sky. I yawned. The past week had been a rollercoaster of emotions for me — for Danny too I guessed — and with the adrenaline rushes and crashes I hadn’t been sleeping well at all.

Danny kissed the top of my head and stood up. “Why don’t you get some sleep? I’ll be on the couch, reading.”

“Can’t you read in here?” I asked.

“I could, but I’ll probably make too much noise. You’re such a light sleeper and you really need a good sleep. I know you didn’t get much during the three days you looked after me.”

“I don’t mind, really.”

“How about I make you a deal. I’ll stay with you until you fall asleep, no reading. I’ll just lay next to you. When you’re asleep, and won’t miss me, I’ll go read.”

“If you leave, I will miss you,” I said, “but I accept your deal. Better something than nothing.”

I changed into something more appropriate for bed. Danny, who could dress and undress in the blink of an eye, was already under the covers and held the blankets back for me to climb in next to him.

I lay in the crook of his arm, his hand fitting naturally into the curve of my waist. I rested my head on his shoulder, with a hand on his chest. One of my legs was draped over Danny’s leg, pinning him down. If I fall asleep like this he can’t leave. Danny’s free hand sought mine — on his chest — resting lightly on top of it.

I sighed. “I can almost imagine us as normal people, living normal lives.”

I heard him chuckle softly. Slowly I drifted off to sleep, listening to his steady rhythmic breathing, and feeling safe and secure snuggled up next to him.

Danny was with me in my dream. That was not unusual, as he featured in many of my dreams. We were hunting, and being hunted …

We followed the scent of four vampires. They were running from us, and running fast. As we didn’t know exactly where they were heading we couldn’t transport ahead of them. If they suddenly changed direction we’d miss them and have to backtrack. It was a good old-fashioned chase and I was in my element, running faster than any mortal could possibly hope to run.

Danny had told me I ran, at top speed, at a staggering two hundred and thirty-five kilometres an hour. Wow, that was mind boggling! I’d been in fast cars before, flying along the open highway at close to two hundred kilometres an hour — screaming in terror at the speed — thinking I was going to die if the driver didn’t slow down. My top speed, of course, made those cars seem positively slow — a leisurely Sunday drive.

I didn’t always run flat out — only when we had to cover a significant amount of territory in the fastest time possible. Most of the time I ran at quarter or half speed, particularly in unfamiliar territory. There was still plenty of that. Besides it was too easy to lose a scent trail if you ran full pelt all the time. The vamps we were chasing had a good head start, yet they were in an area I knew well, not far from the fall — a ledge high up on a rocky outcrop. I had balanced precariously on it, only to plunge backwards to the forest floor below. Hence its nickname — the fall.

I slowed down to allow Danny to catch up, then continued running at his pace. He took it like a man, the fact that a woman — a mere slip of a girl compared to him — albeit an immortal one, could outrun him. As he kept saying, we had different talents. This was one of mine.

I could smell the sickly-sweet scents that always made my mouth want to pucker up — and sometimes it did, depending on the individual scent — getting stronger now. We were catching them. They had changed direction once more. Could they be heading to the fall? Hadn’t they learned how futile an ambush was?

Danny had fallen slightly behind again. I’d picked up the pace without even realising it, their nearness spurring me on. I looked back to smile encouragingly at him. The smile fell away when I saw what was following him, still some distance behind. They were downwind of us, so we had no way of knowing they were there — three werewolves, the minimum number required to take down an angel.

“Run,” I yelled out to him, “or leave! We’ve got company.”

Danny turned his head to look behind him, still running as fast as he could, and spotted the wolves.

“Go,” he urged me, “I can make it.”

“So can the wolves,” I yelled back. “They can climb too you know!”

In truth they weren’t as good at climbing in wolf form. Their paws weren’t designed for ascending or descending vertically. They needed to use their thick, sharp claws to help them — similar to a mountaineer using a pick axe to gain purchase in the frozen ice and snow — to scramble up and down trees, or sheer rock faces.

The scent of the vampires went straight up, to the fall. They were that stupid. I didn’t want to start the climb without Danny by my side. There was no way I was going to take the chance he wouldn’t make it. He had enough of a head start on the wolves and within moments was at my side.

“What are you waiting for?” he said. “Climb.”

“No,” I replied, grabbing his hand. I transported us to the fall, a few metres in from the edge. I’d learned my lesson about standing on the edge.

Expecting to see the four vamps, we were both taken off guard when five angels stood at the rear of the fall, four piles of ashes in front of them. I noticed the angels all wore black armbands, in mourning of a fallen brother who was dead to them. It was Danny! They were after Danny!

I reacted immediately, instinctively taking us back to the cottage. It was still not fast enough, for angel fire had already left the palm of one angel and touched Danny. Through my connection to him, via our hands, I felt the searing pain of the fiery flame lick through my body, as it did Danny’s. There was no way to put the fire out and no way to disengage.

I woke when I felt Danny struggling to break free of the angel fire in my dream, only to find that he was struggling. Is he in the grip of a dream? His eyes opened as soon as I gently touched his shoulder. He sat up with a suddenness that made it seem he was still in the grip of some nightmare.

“How did you do that?” he asked.

“Do what?”

“Drag me into your dream. It was so vivid, so real.”

“You don’t dream,” I reminded him.

“I know. That’s what makes it so amazing.” Danny’s eyes were shining with an appreciation for something he’d experienced that was new and unpredictable. “It was like a wild ride. Once I was on I couldn’t get off.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I had no secrets from Danny. He knew all there was to know about me, including things I’d repressed. My dreams were different. I had no control over them at all and wasn’t certain how he’d interpret some of them, especially those that involved my past.

“Were you really in my dream? I didn’t just dream you were there?”

“Yes, I was there.”

“I often dream about you,” I admitted sheepishly.

“Is that what it’s like,” he asked, a sombre expression on his face, “for mortals?”

“The wild ride?” He nodded. “Some of the time, yes. Sometimes you have the same dream a few times, but mostly they’re different — some happy, some sad and some so scary when you wake you don’t want to go back to sleep.”

Danny ran his hands through his hair. He looked somewhat distressed.

“I found I had no control over my body, or my actions, in the dream.”

“You don’t. The dream takes you where it will. We’re nothing but puppets and the dream is the puppet master.”

“It was an interesting experience. If I had more control of myself I’d be much more comfortable being in one.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself, Danny. You’ve never had a dream before.”

I took his hand and sucked on one of his fingers, looking up at him with a devious expression on my face. “You should have dropped in on one of the good ones.”

He chuckled when he realised what I was referring to and visibly relaxed.

“Remember, you’ll always wake up. There’s nothing to fear. You have to learn to let go sometime, Danny.”

“You’re right, of course, but if I could book you in for one of those good ones I’d be only too happy to participate.”


 

 

2. Dance Partner

 

For the first week we didn’t venture out at all. Danny thought it would be fine to head out — I wanted to err on the side of caution and wait. There was no hurry to get out into the world again. I wasn’t hungry.

Danny spent a lot of time reading. I spent a lot of time dancing, and singing along to my favourite songs. Twice I’d tried to get him to do some disco dancing. He had difficulty rolling his arms and moving his legs at the same time. For someone who was perfect — in my eyes anyway — he sure could be uncoordinated. I had forever to teach him though, unless my patience wore out first. Waltzing, however, was a different matter. I think Danny liked being able to hold me while we danced, and that enabled him to quite easily master the one two three, one two three step of the waltzes we tried. I’d even convinced him to attire us in what he thought was appropriate clothing. With the aid of a full length mirror — that I’d also requested — I saw we made a dashing couple who would have fit into society a few hundred years earlier. I was getting the impression Danny would do anything to keep me happy. Not just for the peace it brought to the cottage — there’s nothing worse than a woman with a bee in her bonnet, he’d said — but because he enjoyed making me happy and seeing me happy.

I was sure Danny would like the sexy Latino dances, if he could master the steps. He’d like the feeling of being in control, pulling me to him or twirling me away from him, my hands caressing my body, or his.

As we waltzed around the room I thought back, once again, to how I’d learned to dance, dredging up memories that were buried, but not forgotten.

“Do you know how I mastered dances that required a partner?” I asked. “How I learned to follow when someone else led?”

Danny simply replied, “Yes.”

We continued waltzing around the room. How easy it was to forget that he knew all about me …

The last-chance family I’d been fostered with had a son of their own, four years older than me. They couldn’t have any more children due to complications during his birth, so they’d opted to foster children — girls only. David, their son, was very jealous of me. He hated me with an intensity that was only rivalled by my hatred of his parents.

A year after I came to live with them, when I was seven, he had been banished to the self-contained bungalow in their back yard. The sole reason being that when the abuse began — within weeks of his moving out of the main house — they wanted their darling son to be none the wiser of the nightly goings-on in their domain. He was to be sheltered and protected.

David still had meals with us, and we watched TV as a family. Apart from that, most of his time was spent in the bungalow. How I dreaded when he’d leave the house. He hated me all right, and could barely stand to be around me. The girl — the daughter they’d always wanted — their favourite!

Dancing was my way of escaping to a better place. I’d heard on TV shows often enough that he or she has gone to a better place. That’s where I wanted to be — in a better place. I knew my foster parents wouldn’t pay for me to have dance lessons, so for the most part I taught myself in whatever free time I had. Over the years I’d even mastered most of the dances that required partners, although I had no idea how to dance with a partner. Would I follow my partner’s lead correctly? Would I tread on their toes? And of course there were dances where your partner twirled you around or tossed you here and there that I couldn’t practice very well on my own. It’s hard to twirl yourself, or roll yourself towards the floor — I didn’t know exactly what this move was called, but it was like releasing a yo-yo — with an imaginary partner.

I needed a dance partner, plain and simple. I couldn’t find one at school. I wasn’t allowed out after school and had to come straight home if I didn’t want to be beaten senseless. Once home I was trapped within the confines of the house and garden … and the garden included the bungalow.

The first time I knocked on David’s door he lashed out at me.

“Fuck off and leave me alone! What the fuck do you need me for anyway? You have my parents!”

He slammed the door in my face.

I was used to verbal abuse. Sticks and stones and all that. Words could hurt, but not as much as a punch to the stomach. I had learned that long ago.

I looked back to the house and was grateful no one had heard his outburst. I could hear laughter, and the sound of the TV in the background. They must be watching whatever show it was that was the flavour of the month. It wouldn’t bode well if I was found annoying David, but I couldn’t give up yet. I knocked on the door again — short, sharp raps of urgency this time.

“What?” he yelled.

“I need your help.”

“What do you need my help for? Go ask Mum and Dad!” Such venom and spite. “They’ll be only too happy to help with whatever you need.”

“Please, David,” I said in my most pathetic and helpless voice, “I need someone closer to my own age and height for this.”

That had piqued his curiosity. He opened the door, just a little, so I could see his face.

“I’ll offer you something in exchange for your help. Can I at least come in and tell you about it?”

The door opened wider and he beckoned me in. I’d never been in the bungalow before. He wasn’t much of a housekeeper and it looked like his Mum didn’t venture out here too often.

He didn’t offer me a seat and didn’t sit down himself. It was unmistakable that he didn’t like having me in his personal space. Maybe what I was going to propose was a bad idea. He folded his arms across his chest and frowned at me.

“So, what do you want from me?”

“Please don’t laugh, but I need someone to practice dancing with. I thought maybe you could help me. I don’t want you parents to know I’m doing it.”

“I’m surprised they haven’t lashed out for you to have lessons!”

“They’re very expensive and my welfare payments wouldn’t cover them,” I said in a sombre voice.

What else could I say — that his parents were only interested in horizontal dance lessons and you didn’t need to pay for those? In fact other people paid them to give me lessons.

“And what do I get in return if I help you? I don’t reckon you’ve got much I’d want. What great thing do you think you have that might convince me to dance with you?”

No time for subtleties now, I needed to get my point across plain and simple. My heart was racing. What if it backfired and he told his parents? I had to take the chance.

“You get this,” I grabbed his hand and shoved it up under my top until his warm palm rested on the small bud of my breast, “and any other part of me you want.”

“You’re offering me sex in exchange for dancing with you?” He was automatically suspicious. “What’s the catch? Am I being set up here?”

“No catch and no, you’re not being set up. I really, really want to dance. It’s all I dream about these days … and I know what boys dream about too. I thought it might be a fair exchange.”

“If I agree, you come here when I say so. If my parents ever find out I’ll kill you.” David squeezed my breast hard, until my eyes were smarting and tears slid slowly down my face. “Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I whispered, nodding my head, “but I might not be able to come when you want me to if your parents are still awake, or if they suspect something. I’ll try my best though.”

I couldn’t very well say I might not be able to come if they had me otherwise occupied. That your parents, being sexual deviants, might have other plans for me.

“Fine, but if you miss too many dates the deal’s off.” I nodded my head solemnly. “I guess I’ll see you about midnight then. First lesson’s tonight. Don’t keep me waiting.”

He pushed me roughly out the door and slammed it behind me. I rushed back to my room as quickly and quietly as possible to select a couple of movies that I could play for David to learn the steps. I was going to try my damnedest to make sure we danced first and then did whatever he wanted. Maybe, just maybe, he’d be too tired afterwards to do anything. There was no way I wanted to fall into the trap of him getting what he wanted first and me never getting what I wanted. I had to have control over some part of my life, however small and insignificant it was …

I was still dancing. It became natural. The fluid movements, the grace, and I was unaware Danny was talking to me.

“Sorry, what did you say?” I asked.

He smiled. “I said you’re miles away and you were, weren’t you?”

“Yes. I was thinking about my first dance partner, but you’re much better than him, not only at dancing.”

“Ha!” Danny said, not fooled by my flattery for a minute. “This is the only dance I do well, though I have an excellent teacher and eternity to learn. The other stuff,” he shrugged his shoulders, “well, I’ll have to take you at your word that I’m better at it.”

I laughed. “You know I wouldn’t come back for more if it were that bad.”

“I know,” he said, nibbling my ear.


 

 

3. Sharing a Bond

 

I’d wanted to spar with Danny on more than one occasion during the past week. Each time he refused, citing that I didn’t need any practice, at least not against him. It would have been nice to see if I could come close to whooping his arse. A few times I thought maybe he was worried I would, and that’s why he wouldn’t fight me, even playfully.

I was itching to get into some sort of a fight and was beginning to go stir crazy, yet I was still frightened, to some degree, about what the outside world held for us. Danny told me the cabin fever would pass, and that after some years — decades or centuries — I wouldn’t notice it at all. If I had to put up with it for that long I’d really be a total nutter, worse than I was now.

On day eight, with the sun shining down, I had to get away from the cottage. Danny was delighted that at last my pig-headed fear had given way to reason — no one would be expecting us to be alive. Therefore we were relatively safe.

I retrieved my knife and good luck charm from the bedroom. I’d decided to nickname the knife Death, as that seemed as befitting a name as any for a weapon wielded by me, she who kills. The good luck charm was a feather that Danny had given me, when he’d let me see what he would have looked like with wings. I’d always thought all angels had wings, but it turns out that only archangels do.

Danny helped me strap on the knife. I could manage the feather easily by myself.

“Where do you suggest we go?” I asked.

“Nowhere near the corridor, fall, temple or underground tunnels,” Danny cautioned, counting off on his fingers the areas that were out of bounds. “Anywhere that you didn’t frequent on a regular basis should be fine. I can always pick up a trail for you.”

I rolled my eyes. “Well if I’m going to take us there, I need to know exactly where there is.”

Danny produced a map and pointed south, to an area along the edges of what used to be the border of the territory he’d patrolled for aeons.

“We start there and work our way north.”

“Okay,” I said, offering him my hand, “grab hold.”

As soon as Danny slipped his hand in mine I transported us to his chosen destination. We landed in a very small clearing, big enough for about eight adults.

“It’s a bit of a squeeze,” I said. “What would’ve happened if I missed?”

He chuckled. “We would’ve ended up inside a tree.”

That sounded like a bad thing to me, ending up inside a tree — landing in anything really — so why was he laughing about it. I folded my arms across my chest.

“And that’s funny because?”

He grinned. “I would have liked to have seen the expression on your face when you either broke through the tree in a flap, or transported us slightly to the left or right.”

I was somewhat miffed. Considering I hadn’t been doing this since the dawn of time like some people, and I’d never been given proper lessons, I thought I was doing okay.

“I don’t find that humorous at all,” I replied through gritted teeth.

I turned to walk away. Danny grabbed my arm to stop me.

“I’m sorry,” he said, continuing to laugh softly. “I shouldn’t tease. That’s your domain. There’s a trail — a single vampire — heading north-west. You were going in the wrong direction.”

I pressed my lips tightly together to prevent my mouth from running away with me and giving him what for, though my eyes betrayed I was furious with him. Danny was smart enough to realise that he shouldn’t push it and took off at moderate pace. I ran after him. I’d found running was a great way to improve my mood and burn off anger and frustration.

Within an hour we’d caught up with the solo vamp, just as he was about to disappear down the entrance to a tunnel. I transported the three of us to the ranch — an abandoned copper mine that the vamps steered clear of because of a stench only they could smell. I drained the vamp dry in the lights, on the journey there — the lights were part of the in-between place when we travelled from one location to another.

“You really need to add all the entrances to the underground tunnels we’ve found so far to your map of the region,” I said. “We could then get a good idea of exactly how large the vamps underground network is. If ever we need to smoke them out we have to know how many entrances to target.”

“It’s done,” Danny said. “When we get back to the cottage you can take a look. The map will be waiting for you.”

“I love it when you get things done straight away,” I cooed happily. “Most men procrastinate when a woman asks them to do something.”

“We need to dispose of the body. Did you want to venture into the mine for a look?” Danny asked. I nodded my head. “Shall I carry it or will you?”

“No, it’s okay. I’ll take care of it,” I said.

I slung the body over my shoulder. It’s amazing how much lighter a bloodless body is. Even if I hadn’t drained it dry I would’ve easily managed. It was one of the advantages of the new and improved Helena. Besides, Danny didn’t really like the smell of vampires. While this body carried the same sickly-sweet base note distinct to all vampires, it didn’t bother me in the slightest.

Danny led the way. We walked for a good two hours before we found a large, natural, underground cavern, near the bottom of the main shaft, partially filled with water. It looked like the shaft continued under water. Unless I wanted to go diving I wouldn’t know exactly how far down it went. What had probably happened is that they’d hit an underground water table and as a result the shaft was declared a dead end. Being the only shaft at the time, the water would have been the reason the mine was abandoned. Maybe they didn’t have enough funding to sink another shaft, or create an offshoot from the main shaft. Not that it mattered now. What did matter was that this was an ideal dumping ground for bodies — loads of them! I could easily dispose of them here. When a bit of housekeeping was necessary, a small fire, or some sulphur injections for the vamps and it’d be roomy once again. That was another plus. As the cavern was quite large I shouldn’t accidentally find myself enclosed within a prison of rock. I didn’t know how I’d react if I found myself trapped, even temporarily, in something solid. The worst that could happen here is I’d get my feet wet. I could live with that.

“When we get back to the cottage I’d like a backpack full of lighter fluid, waterproof matches and sulphur syringes, please. I may as well store some supplies here.”

Danny bowed with a flourish. “Your wish …”

I laughed and gave his arm a whack. “Stop it or I’ll start to develop a power complex. Then I will be a nightmare to live with.”

We returned to the small clearing we’d started out from, courtesy of me. I didn’t bother recreating the lights if it was only the two of us. Danny found the brief flash that was inherent in my form of travelling — I didn’t have to move in order to travel — refreshing.

My lights paled in comparison to the brilliance of a heavenly angel’s lights. There were some differences between the earth-bound variety of angel — me, common as muck, as usual — and the heavenly variety — Danny, brilliant and dazzling in every way.

There were no other trails to follow from the miniscule clearing. We decided to head north and see what we could find. After a couple of hours of walking, and talking along the way — we were in no hurry, had nowhere to be at a certain time — and with no sign of any new trails, we decided to call it a day.

Somehow we always seemed to end up in what had become my bedroom. I was determined, today, for something different — Danny’s old room. After leaving the bathroom, wearing only a towel — we’d had a long hot shower together — I walked past my door. Danny grabbed my arm and gently pulled me back.

“No,” he said.

“Why not? Why always here?”

He pulled me into the bedroom and sat me on the bed.

“That room,” he sighed, “was shared with another.”

My heart sank. I felt hurt and betrayed, though exactly why I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Had he lied to me all those months ago about not having had sex before? But wasn’t it true that angels couldn’t lie?

“I thought you’d never had sex before,” I blurted out.

“I hadn’t,” Danny replied calmly. I hated it when he was the calm to my maelstrom of emotions, “until you. But I never said I hadn’t been in love before.”

My head started to spin … been in love before. I’d never thought that Danny might have been in love before. Never thought that someone might have held a place in his heart. There were far too many questions flying around in my head. I tried to gather my thoughts, calm down and be reasonable about this.

I spoke softly and slowly, trying to remain calm. “Then what did you do? How did you express your love? You’ve already told me angels don’t need to sleep. Why the beds then?”

“We bonded our minds, not our bodies.”

That didn’t sound like much fun to me. Certainly not the way I’d want to express my love, apart from verbalising it. Maybe I’d overreacted. What had gone wrong? Why wasn’t she here, at the cottage?

“What happened to her?”

Danny ran his hands through his hair. I’d noticed he did this when I asked questions he found difficult — or painful — to answer. It was his way of ordering things in his mind — of gaining precious seconds to determine what he would say and how he would phrase it.

He sighed and let his hands fall to his legs, lightly drumming the sides, apprehensive and nervy about having to respond. That it was an uncomfortable topic was clear.

“She was cast out of heaven, with Satan,” he whispered.

“It was Amy, wasn’t it?”

Amy was the name Danny had called out often during his fevered state. When I asked him about her, he simply told me that she was a fallen angel whom he’d had to kill. I knew there was more to it than that. Why else would he call out her name again and again?

Danny nodded his head. Perhaps his tastes ran to those who were predominantly evil. Did that mean, after all this time, he really did think I was evil?

“I don’t understand.” I shook my head a couple of times. “You’ve only been here, in the cottage, for a few centuries. How could she have been here?”

“The cottage is a recreation of our heaven, before Inigrael fell.”

Great. I was living some other angel’s dream.

“And when she fell?”

“I deliberately sought her out. After an aeon I found her.” Danny looked at his hands. “I begged her to repent. I told her that He would forgive her and she would be welcomed into heaven again.”

I could hear the pain, the bitter emotion, in his voice. This was still a fresh wound to him, no matter how long ago it had taken place. I lightly touched his hand.

“And?”

“She wouldn’t. Instead she tried to convert me, of all angels. I killed her. I had to.” Danny sounded like he was trying to convince himself that he’d chosen the correct course of action. “There was no other choice open to me.”

I stroked his cheek lovingly. “And you’ve been punishing yourself ever since.”

“Yes.” He really was beating himself up over it. “I should have known. I should have known she’d choose the wrong side. I failed Him.”

I took his face in my hands and kissed his lips.

“Everyone makes mistakes,” I said.

“Not angels.”

“Even angels,” I replied.

I kissed his lips again, trying to distract him. The idea of bonding fascinated me, though it didn’t sound half as much fun as the way we bonded. I wondered what they shared via the bond.

“How do you bond?”

I kissed his cheek and neck. My distraction was beginning to work.

“It’s very simple,” he sighed, enjoying the feel of my lips on his neck, not in the least concerned I might bite it. “We place one hand on each side of the other’s face, covering the temples, and open our minds to share what’s within.”

I drew him to me and we forgot our worries and concerns. When the time was right I took his hands in mine and placed them over my temples. I knew from experience he was too far gone to resist. I placed my hands over his temples, my fingers in his hair. I opened my mind to him, hoping he was doing the same for me. The emotion, the love, and the joy rushed through me, and washed over my entire body. I felt our bodies rise in the air as if we were ascending to a higher plain. In a way we were.

I could see how I looked to him. How he felt about me. I knew, without a doubt, that he loved me more than his own life and would do whatever was in his power, and then some, to protect me — keep me safe and alive.

He also shared with me some of his past, though I was too caught up in the tumult of emotions and pleasure to look closely at the gift he’d given me — that would be for another day, when I had time to look back and contemplate.

This levitating business associated with sharing a bond could be quite tricky, particularly if one of us removed a hand from the other’s temple or if we wanted to change positions. During that first night we came crashing down from near the ceiling onto the bed many times. That only served to make things more interesting.

Danny had said this ascending we did — as he called it — was something new. Perhaps combining the two ways of expressing love — physically and spiritually — was the reason behind it. But then he also thought that maybe it was me — that I brought something different to the bond.

We eventually collapsed to the bed, exhausted. That two immortals could wear each other out in such a short period of time surprised me. Danny said sharing a bond was a very draining, though extremely rewarding, experience.

I lay in Danny’s arms and closed my eyes. Sharing a bond was something I wanted to try again, but for now I needed to sleep.

When I woke in the morning, Danny was sitting on a couch in his bedroom, or what had once been his bedroom. He’d converted it to a library, complete with two couches and books of every description — fiction and non-fiction — as well as his obligatory bibles and the like.

“Do you like it?” he asked.

I trailed my fingers over the spines of the books in one of the six bookcases. Fantasy, science fiction, autobiographies, romance — I wouldn’t be reading any of those — mystery, true crime, thrillers … the list went on.

I walked over to Danny and, straddling his legs, tucked my calves under my thighs and leaned into him. I took the book he was reading, tossed it to the side, and clasped my hands together behind his neck.

“I do like it. There was no need to make the change for me, though.”

“I didn’t do it for you,” he replied smugly. “I did it for me. I don’t need what this room used to represent anymore.”

He ran his fingers through my hair and rubbed my cheeks with his thumbs before leaning forward to kiss my lips.

“In fact, if you want a palace, I’ll give you a palace. If you want a tent, I’ll give you a tent. If you still want a swimming pool, it’s yours. You have only to ask.”

“There is something I wouldn’t mind, if it’s not too much trouble. We are limited for space after all.”

“What?” Danny asked.

“Don’t laugh, but I’d really like a ballroom or dance studio,” I said excitedly. “Somewhere to dance, or train, or a combination of the two … and it needs mirrors, lots of mirrors.”

He did laugh, but I didn’t mind. I knew he’d find my request amusing, yet if it was in his power to give, it was what I wanted,

“Go upstairs and let me know if it’s what you were thinking of,” he said.

“What stairs? This is a single storey cottage, remember.”

Was he going senile? Was being effectively grounded finally sending him around the bend?

He grinned at me and winked. Oh my god, had he really added another storey? I ran into the living area, the only other room where a staircase might be located, and found the kitchen was gone. Only some of the cupboards — for storage — remained. It’s not like we used the kitchen anyway. It didn’t even have a sink.

I ran up the stairs two at a time and there it was, a ballroom exactly as I’d imagined it, covering the entire second storey. Danny came up behind me and hugged me. I stared in wonder at the detail he’d captured and recreated, all from my memories and imagination. The geometric shapes incorporated into the warm wood of the highly-polished parquetry floor. The crystal chandeliers with their delicate tear drops hanging down from a high ceiling. The ornate cornices, medallions, chair rails and detailed rosettes. The niches holding marble busts of women and men whose names I didn’t know, and the marble pedestals on which sat bronze plant holders, maidenhair ferns cascading over the sides. All around me on every wall, if there wasn’t a niche there were mirrors, floor to ceiling, separated a quarter of the way up by the chair rails.

“Come and take a look from outside,” he said.

We wandered outside and when I looked back at the cottage it was as if there was no second storey. The roof was where it had always been. Danny tugged on my hand, beckoning me to follow him back to the ballroom.

“Shall we dance?” he asked.

“How about a slow dance?” I suggested.

Danny clicked his fingers to turn on some music. He chose to play a gorgeous slow song from my memories, and held me close to him as we moved around the dance floor in time to the music.


 

 

4. Another Perspective

 

Danny had ventured into my dreams again, curiosity getting the better of him — live together, grow alike — and he was pleasantly surprised about another dream involving some feathers, and honey, of all things, even though neither of us ate it. I couldn’t eat it because my diet consisted of blood, and Danny didn’t eat it as he required no sustenance to survive. But just because you can’t, or don’t want to have something in the real world, doesn’t mean it can’t give you immense pleasure in your dreams. I knew that it would be a while before either of us could look at a bee and not think of honey, or the deliciously gooey situation we’d been in.

After that he was hooked on dreams, just as I was hooked on how angels shared a special bond. We now spent virtually all our time close together, waking and sleeping. He sharing my dreams, I sharing his bond.

I already had thousands of Danny’s memories to sift through and replay at will, yet I knew Danny was still far off from gifting me all of his memories, thoughts and emotions. There were huge gaps in what I had, but for now I was grateful for what he’d given me. I could easily have drowned in an information overload. Deep down I think he knew that, so he limited the flow of his experiences accordingly. More often than not, what he passed on to me was his feelings for me. His love for me, his elation at having found love once more — a love stronger and wilder than he could ever have imagined.

Danny still promised to tell me more of angelic history and show me important events, as needed. There were also many books on the subject that I could read if I chose, but the style of writing and the English in which they were written — apparently English is a second language to angels — seemed to lose something in the translation from their natural tongue. Far easier to hear the histories and watch them played out. Kind of like an angel documentary channel on angel TV.

I lay on the couch, my head in Danny’s lap as he read, and let his memories sweep me away. I saw thousands of angels in heaven, and one more bold and beautiful than most. Through Danny’s eyes I saw the rise and fall of Satan, and heard his thoughts — his commentary for me — on what he remembered of the event …

“Each and every one of us, mortals and immortals alike, was created with free will and thought. He did not want the blind faith and devotion most think comes naturally to angels. Instead, all were given a choice — to believe or not believe and He accepts that without question, though sometimes sends reminders to let His creations know He is still there, and still watching.

“Free will is a powerful gift to bestow upon your children, not knowing what they will do with it. In Satan’s case, he did what every parent fears — he chose the wrong path — and it was not only a lack of faith and devotion in Him. Satan put himself up on a pedestal — the most beautiful of angels — for others to worship … and they did.

“He convinced others that everything in creation should be the angels’ domain. Convinced them that God had created the heavens and earth and all that resided in them, as the angels’ playground.

“He began to enjoy destroying His creations for pleasure — to see the fear in the eyes of those he killed — those who could not defend themselves. Satan became evil incarnate, and He wept. Then came the battle, the likes of which have never been seen since. Angels died in the thousands. Many animals became extinct. Mankind was almost wiped out … yet we prevailed, as did man.

“Satan had become too powerful for the angels to destroy him altogether. Yet Michael was able to cast him out in our hour of need, with a surge of strength no other could match, then or now. Such was Michael’s love and devotion to Him, that he had the strength to do what must be done. It was then that I joined Michael’s army, for though He was my father — and I loved Him greatly — it was Michael whom I admired, for having the courage to go forth in the face of adversity and defeat evil, when all else around him was falling …”

The memories swept over me again and spun — spin the wheel to win a prize! — until they settled on one where Danny was transporting himself endlessly around the world. He was talking to animals, telling them to prepare for a flood and to choose two of their kind — one male and one female — to be saved. The great flood. This meant Noah had to be involved somewhere along the way. Danny had come full circle and returned to the first of the animals he had spoken with. A pair was waiting for salvation. He transported those that were a great distance away to a small wooded area a few hundred metres from of the ark — an easy walk away — and moved on to the next animals.
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