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    Dedication 
 
      
 
    As my main character in this story started life as a Nurse I wanted to dedicate this book to all the selfless people in the world who chose this line of work as their profession. For the daily act of helping people is, in itself, a noble one, but for many it goes as far as being a life-long dream. 
 
    So, from me, just one of the millions of lives you touch each and every day, I eternally thank you.  
 
      
 
    I usually write a poem in my dedication but when doing my research for this book I came across a quote that I feel says it all… 
 
      
 
    Save one life, you're a hero. 
 
    Save a hundred lives, you're a nurse. 
 
    Unknown.  
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    Prologue  
 
      
 
      
 
    31st August 1888… 
 
      
 
    Walking alone at this time of night was never a smart thing to do in London and stepping on a discarded paper that read ‘Tragedy in Whitechapel’ with the sub title being, ‘Woman stabbed in 39 places’ just made it even worse.  
 
    But I was on my way to meet a desperate woman and these were desperate times indeed. Even more so, of course, for my friend’s mother who was currently suffering from cholera. This was the fifth bad outbreak of such since 1816. It was sad for I knew she didn’t have long left to live, as was my gift. Or should I say, mainly my curse, for I could literally see her soul fading into the Afterlife. It wouldn’t be long until it was claimed entirely and from that point on, I had no clue as to its final destination…only that there was one.  
 
    For I carried with me a secret.  
 
    A secret so great, I felt the weight of it every day of my life shackled around my neck like a brand from another world. A brand burned upon my soul and forever with me through… A very long life.   
 
    But I must start at the beginning and to do such, I must first speak of my ‘powers of sight’, something that I also had no clue as to the origins of such an unworldly thing. All I was certain of was that my memories started from the day I woke up in a frozen field on a cold winter’s night and the year was 1525.  
 
    However, it wasn’t until many years later I discovered that I seemed to be immortal. See, I never aged or got sick and when you live in times of great sickness surrounding you from all angles, then let’s just say, it didn’t take long to realise that I wasn’t like the others. 
 
    I remembered endless days sat in church, silently asking God why me? Why was I the only one not affected by the world’s horrors as those around me were left to suffer? Needless to say, I never received any answers or ever found any reasons for such an anomaly. But it was one day when walking the grim streets of London, after buying meat from Smithfield's meat market that I received my answer…or should I say, my calling.   
 
    I hadn’t been in the city long, so navigating along the busy streets wasn’t yet my forte, as not surprisingly, one would find it quite different from the quaint country villages I was used to. But I soon discovered that the price for being immortal was that unless you wished to be tried and burnt as a witch, then it was best not to stay too long in one place. At least until it became too obvious that after fifteen years I never seemed to age. I was at least smart enough to feign being ill from time to time and ‘missing’ church because of this, so that the whole village would remember such a thing.  
 
    But these weren’t the only burdens to endure, as the main issue I faced was a sad and simple one…it was loneliness.  
 
    Oh, of course I would make friends, but it seemed that the second one door opened, it was only a matter of time before I was swiftly closing it again and placing a key to the lock, so as to protect myself. I had come to know and endure more loss and heartache than one person could possibly take, yet take it I must. I had little choice for ending my own life was not an option. Not because I had not tried, (everyone has their moments of weakness in times of great and immeasurable grief) but simply because it never worked. I could take a blade to my wrist and slice my flesh until bone was showing and moments later it would be as though the blade and blood had all been a trick of a poisoned imagination.  
 
    I would have even considered myself not right of mind had the evidence of such actions not have stained my dress a crimson shade of death. So, pretty soon I discovered it best not to make friends but instead to become quiet and unsociable, just to save myself the inevitable heartache further down the line.  
 
    But unfortunately, this didn’t always go as planned, which was why I was now heading down this foreboding cobbled street, towards a more sinister part of town.  
 
    See, that day near Smithfield's meat market brought me to the gates of a very special place, the gates of St Bartholomew's Hospital. I have no idea what drew me to its gates or even the first steps taken inside the building that day. But all I knew was that after that moment, throughout the ages and for hundreds of years later, in one way or another I have worked there as a nurse. In fact, it is the only place I have ever called home as it is to this date the only place I have ever continually returned to.  
 
    I used to dread the time when I would have to leave, but once again my lack of aging made it impossible for me to stay. However, thanks to the frequent rotation of staff and the different wards, I found that after only a twenty year ‘waiting period’ I could slip back into my role as a nurse without anyone the wiser of who I had been before. It was one of the reasons I used to keep my head down and focus on the patients I knew would simply come and go out of my life, as patients should.   
 
    It gave my life a purpose. A meaning greater than just one body whose soul wouldn’t seem to let go of its immortal host. ‘We are all but meat packages’ one doctor used to say and although the callous saying annoyed me at the time. But it was at least a hundred years later, watching body after body slip away before my eyes, and I always seemed to find myself referring back to that doctor’s harsh words of truth. His name too lost in the sea of endless faces, but his words forever to be imprinted on my mind.  
 
    You see, our bodies may become infected. They may become tired and too old for our minds to keep up with. They may even be slain by the hand of hatred, but no matter what our flesh endures, our souls live on. I had no proof of this but somehow, deep down in the very root of my own soul, I knew this as truth.  
 
    So, it gives me comfort in those grave times of holding the hand of death.  
 
    After all,  
 
    Death is the first step taken in which to embrace our own…Afterlife.  
 
    A death that, for the first time in all my years, tried to take my soul by the hand of a demon’s blade on that lonely cobbled street.  
 
    A death that would have swiftly befallen upon me had I not been saved that very night. 
 
      
 
    Saved by none other than… 
 
      
 
    An Angel.    
 
                
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    1 
 
    Only One Question 
 
      
 
      
 
    Waking up in a cold sweat seemed to be the ‘norm’ for me these days. Ever since I was rescued from the cult of the Hexad. But if I was honest with myself, even back when my life seemed far too simple, I still used to wake in a cold sweat. And the reason certainly wasn’t a simple one.  
 
    No, the reason for this I could put down to just one name… 
 
    Vincent Draven.   
 
    Of course, even now I knew his name it didn’t make it any easier. In fact, knowing he was real just seemed to make it a million times worse. It was hard to explain the reasons why the man terrified me the way he did. Even knowing now that the control he had over me in my dreams had been fragmented pieces reflecting the trauma I was living through day to day. Well, this was at least what I told myself. Now, if I could just explain to myself why I would wake from these dreams feeling shamelessly wet and needy in a way I couldn’t understand. It was like a craving you couldn’t put your finger on.  
 
    Sometimes, since my release from the cult, I would find myself pacing whatever hotel room I was in just looking for something to do but not knowing what. As if I had been a caged lion pawing at the bars for so long that now I was out and free, I didn’t know what to do or where to go. I would open up the minibar and find myself umming and ahhing for endless minutes just with the choice I had lay in front of me. In the end, I would reach for a chocolate bar but first making sure to look over my shoulder to see if I was being watched.  
 
    It was a habit and not a healthy one. I knew this. I also knew it was all part of the psychological leftovers that the cult had ingrained into me. But slowly and surely, I was working on carving out their influence bit by agonising bit. Now if only I didn’t feel so alone in doing so.  
 
    “Don’t go there Ari, it’s not her fault,” I said aloud in the dark shaking my head and trying not to project any blame because I now had no choice but to face this alone. But when I was in the Colony I wasn’t alone.  
 
    No.  
 
    I had Katie. 
 
    My Kay Bear…my sister. I had all the hopes and dreams that were kept alive by the closest person to me as we spent endless hours talking about getting out of that Hell together. I had a sister to depend on, just as she depended on me. We would talk about facing the outside world, having aspiring ideas of working at the same place and being able to afford our own apartment. Or should I say, our own slice of heaven away from the Colony. Hell, it could have been the size of a shoe box and it would have seemed like a palace!  
 
    We had planned it to perfection…or so we thought. But then again there was no accounting for the ‘Fathers’ in charge of the Colony to actually be Vampires, intent on bringing forth the end of the world with me tied to a slab of stone and being sacrificed. Or the fact that our entire lives were a complete and utter lie. 
 
    Which brings me back to now and my quest for answers as to who I really was. Finding out that Katie wasn’t actually my sister was the biggest blow yet. That day in the hotel room was by the far the hardest day of my life so far…or as far as I knew it was. Forget all the torturous things that were done to me, most of which still haunted my dreams to this day and would no doubt continue to do so for many years to come.  
 
    I remember the first thing I said when she had finished.         
 
    “What now…what is there left for me?” I had asked her before breaking down into a series of gut wrenching sobs. I saw the tears welling up in her blue grey eyes before she swallowed hard and replied with such emotion that I knew I could trust in her words…the words of a sister… 
 
    “Ari, we may not be sisters by blood, but we are always going to be sisters by tears, as we have been through too much with each other to ever walk away. You will always have family with me.”  After hearing this, something I had needed as much as I needed my next breath, I collapsed in her arms and cried on her shoulder until some of my heartbreak left me. 
 
    After this she had asked me if I wanted to talk about what happened to me, but the very thought of doing so had me screaming the word ‘no’ at her. I hated that I had to shut her out, but at the time I felt I had little choice. I couldn’t have her or anyone else for that matter knowing the horrors that had consumed my world every day for four weeks. I knew the guilt she would feel would be immeasurable and it wasn’t fair of me to put that on her. That amount of emotional weight for someone to hold was a crushing one and not something I was yet willing to pass on to another. 
 
    Besides, it wasn’t exactly a time in my life I was eager to face or look back upon. So, instead I kept it locked and buried, hopefully for the rest of eternity. I simply swallowed the rest of my tears until she had left the room and then I could finally begin to process all she had told me.  
 
    It had been strange that hearing about this new world of the Supernatural I had been thrown into hadn’t been the hardest part to take. Strangely, it actually became the easiest. Which was even harder to explain because it just ended up adding even more questions to the never-ending pile of crap I had to deal with.  
 
    Like why had I just accepted it as if it was second nature to me? I didn’t know why, but it felt like somewhere along the line I had already had this conversation. Like fragments of such a period remained with me like dusty memories trying to be seen under the thick layers of time. Well, whatever it was, I didn’t understand it then and I didn’t understand it now, even weeks later. All I knew was that night I had known my guardian had been stood guard outside my room and to escape him I had to drag myself off the floor and go and cry in the shower so that he wouldn’t hear me.  
 
    I don’t know why, but I couldn’t seem to break down to anyone but Katie. I think it stemmed from my time at the Colony. Never let them see you break. Never let them see that they have won. And never let them see the power they hold over you. This was our mantra and our own personal prayer. At first, we thought it was all about control disguised under a cloak of religion. But that night in the woods, that cloak had been ripped away and the naked truth was there for us to see in the form of a girl being brutally murdered.  
 
    I only wished I could have said that had been the last of the horrors I had faced, but I would have been lying if such words ever escaped my lips. The only thing that kept me alive was knowing that my sacrifice hadn’t been in vain and that Katie was safe. Well, now after meeting her ‘Demon’ as she used to call him, then I knew that was still true. Just seeing the way that man looked at her was enough to tell me he would battle at the gates of Hell and fight Lucifer himself, if it was what was needed just to keep her safe. 
 
    His brother also had this same intense look when his eyes sought out my face and it scared me more than anything else in this brutal world.  
 
    I took a deep breath and ran my hands through my loose hair as I usually did when frustrated. For the first week of my release I couldn’t bear to have it tied back in any way for fear that I would open my eyes and find myself back there. I swear, sometimes I could still feel the pins there digging into my scalp. Every time it happened, I would scratch at the base of my neck just to wake myself up to the truth…I am free.  
 
    “I am free.” I repeated the words again as I often did since that night ‘My Angel’ found me. I will never forget waking up in Katie’s arms and looking past her to the most magnificent sight I had ever seen. A pair of blinding white wings, so heavenly I first thought I had died and found my eternal resting place in Heaven. Everything about that night was so surreal. It was the reason that when I finally opened my eyes again after passing out and found myself in his arms, that the first question I asked him was,  
 
    “Did I die?” He stopped dead and looked down at me with such emotion at first, I thought I had offended him. Offended the Angel that had been charged with retrieving me for a God I thought I had stopped believing in.  Then something in him softened as his frown disappeared and he looked at me with such tenderness I would have crumbled to the floor had he not had hold of me. He looked back over his shoulder towards the church and said, thick with emotion,  
 
    “No, my brother saved you… for me.” 
 
    I had no memory of what happened after this but the next time I woke I found myself in the comfiest bed I think I had ever been in, in my entire life. It was also the first time I hadn’t woken up cold and shivering but the second my eyes came into focus, I saw him.  
 
    I raised a hand to my cheek at the memory of it all and felt my hot skin under my fingertips. Let’s just say my reaction had been one neither of us will ever forget… 
 
      
 
    ****************** 
 
      
 
    My First Night… 
 
      
 
    “This…this can’t be happening,” I told him after shifting my body back against the headboard to try to put further space between us. There he was and I couldn’t believe it! Maybe I had been drugged or something. Was this all part of the sick bastards at the Colony’s next level of torture? I couldn’t say for sure, but I knew one thing, this time seemed more real than ever!  
 
    He raised a single eyebrow in question as he silently sat on the edge of the bed, taking me in as if he was studying my every reaction. I, in turn, found myself taking in a sharp breath at just how breathtakingly handsome he was. He was the epitome of perfection and masculinity. It was like power just pulsated from deep within him and it was as natural as breathing…his breathing, not mine. No, mine was laboured and sounded pathetically wheezy around him. And if I thought about how hot and bothered he got me in my dreams, well then that was nothing in comparison. Because now this was real life and he was real life incredible. 
 
    Even dressed as casual as he was in a pair of dark jeans, long sleeved navy t shirt and leather jacket, it was if he could have been wearing a power suit sat at the head of a board meeting. His intense sapphire eyes drinking me in, shamelessly taking in their fill. The way his unruly blonde curls lay in a natural style and his perfect lips seemed to hold back a hidden smile that he kept from me on purpose. It was all an alluring game that had me wanting more, even though it felt as if I would never have a chance at winning.    
 
    “I can assure you, this is happening,” he said in such a way that the last part sounded more like a promise. I found I couldn’t argue. Not that I would, because I had learnt my lesson for doing so in my dreams. Which begged the question…would he be the same? 
 
    Would he be so…Dominant?  
 
    When I had first started dreaming of him he had seemed so kind and gentle, it had given me just what I had needed at the time. But as the time had gone on, not only did the connection become stronger, but also the more layers seemed to be peeled back from my mysterious Angel. At first, I had told Katie all about my dreams and the comfort they brought me, warming my cold nights of desolation. But then after about eight months, they had started to change.  
 
    The intensity of them had grown in such a way that he started to feel like my own personal puppet master. One that merely had to whisper his commands and my strings would pull at my body in a way that had me blushing just thinking about it. One look, or one worded command spoken and I would find myself obeying in such a way that it felt natural. And that scared me beyond words. To give myself to someone like that went against the grain and fought against that barrier I had built up around me like a fortress. One that a handsome face and strong body would be able to tear down with little force.  
 
    “But you’re real? You’re really here?” I asked feeling as though the words had just burst from me and then after hearing how stupid they sounded I quickly mumbled out,  
 
    “I mean…well… of course you’re really here.” Upon hearing this, he granted me a small grin that had me taking in another deep breath.  
 
    “That I am and here to stay,” he said adding on yet another promise that held a hint of authority to it and I knew it was almost said as a challenge, one I didn’t think wise to accept right now.  
 
    “And where is here exactly?” I asked thinking this a safer question.  
 
    “You’re safe,” was his answer and I couldn’t help but frown.  
 
    “That’s not answering my question,” I told him and then noticed his lips twitch before he told me sternly,  
 
    “No, but it’s the only answer you need to hear right now.” Then I looked down to see him clench a fist once before stretching out his fingers making me wonder what prompted that action.  
 
    “Fine, then you can answer another,” I told him doing what I always did when I felt backed into a corner. I hissed like a threatened cat, portraying a bravery I didn’t really feel. Again, I noticed the same reaction, only this time his eyes seemed to glow for a second like they always did in my dreams when he didn’t get what he wanted. It was almost as though someone had flipped a switch and lit up his soul from beneath the skin.  
 
    “That we shall see,” he replied and then nodded for me to continue.  
 
    “Where is my sister, where is Katie?” The second I asked it, I realised he knew something I didn’t because instead of a cryptic response, now his eyes softened. I knew that look as it was one that had often been passed from one to another in the Colony. The type of look that tells you that they feel your pain and wish they could help you. This usually happened when one of us, either Katie or I, was being mishandled by one of the Fathers for some petty misdemeanour they classed as blasphemy. Let’s just say they weren’t big on smiles and giggles in the Hell of the Hexad. 
 
    “What?! What is it? Is she alright?!” I asked in panic, sitting up straight and almost ready to jump out of bed to run to the door. He must have sensed my panic setting in because he quickly replied,  
 
    “Have no fear, for Katie is fine and will be here shortly to…” He paused for a second as though he was trying to think of the right words to say what he needed to.  
 
    “To what?” I asked getting impatient.  
 
    “…To explain things to you,” he answered softly, and I frowned, shaking my head slightly as if trying to think what he could mean. I was usually good at reading people but with this man, with this Angel of my dreams, it felt like a near impossible task. He was so controlled, so precise, it made me wonder if he ever just let go. Was there ever an action taken just for the sheer pleasure of it?  
 
    Who was this man? 
 
    I was about to ask what he meant when, as if by the power of his thought, Katie arrived. I will never forget the way he left the room, lingering at the door and telling me,  
 
    “I won’t be far.” And wasn’t that the truth. Unbeknown to me at the time that after this day he would barely let me out of his sight, no matter how I tried to reason with him. I didn’t know who had appointed him my protector or personal guard, but for the next few weeks he would remain by my side.  
 
    And what did I learn about him in that time, well other than him being obviously rich, if the hotel rooms were anything to go by. Oh, and let’s not forget being well dressed and without a doubt, a complete control freak, but other than that, then very little. He was a closed book whose only mission seemed to be to get to know everything he could about me. Something in itself that was both a daunting and disappointing outcome for us both. Especially considering I was terrified of saying anything that might hint at me dreaming about him every night for the last ten months. So, because of this, I said very little.  
 
    The only time we shared an understanding was that night at the hotel when he found me in a pit of my own misery. A time that I couldn’t help but think back to it without feeling ashamed. Which was why I was grateful he never mentioned that night again. No, he simply walked back into the hotel room only an hour after Katie had left and found me fully dressed curled at the bottom of the shower, shivering under the rain of warm water. I looked up at him and asked,  
 
    “Why can’t I get warm?”  
 
    Thankfully he never replied. No, instead he simply opened the door and soaked himself as he stepped inside so that he could pick me up and carry me from the wet, protective ball I had put myself in. Then he wrapped me in towels and placed me on the bed so gently anyone would have thought I was made of glass. Which given how breakable I felt in that moment, was a wise decision on his part.  
 
    However, I also had never remembered ever feeling so safe as I did when I was in his arms. The way he silently looked at me, as if assessing me for damage and caring about what he could find there. The way he touched me as if he had all the right in the world to. And right in that moment, I confess that I had needed it as though what life I had left had utterly depended on it to continue on this broken path and not just give up.    
 
    It was only in this moment that he spoke and when it came, it was hoarse and thick with some unspoken emotion he kept hidden.  
 
    “I am going to undress you,” he told me and I swallowed hard before replying in a quiet voice,  
 
    “I can do it,” I said putting my hands to the bottom of the t-shirt I had been dressed in, suddenly begging the question…by who? His hands shot to mine and covered them, encasing them in a large strong grip. The instinctive reaction was like someone had just zapped me with a painless voltage of electricity. Then he spoke and unbelievably it intensified,  
 
    “I don’t ever repeat myself, sweetheart,” he said as he pried my fingers from the death grip they had on the hem. Just as my mouth had dropped in shock at the barely spoken threat, he had gripped my top and was slowly peeling it up over my shivering body. I had never had anyone this close to me before and the feel of the back of his fingers and knuckles grazing over my cold skin was enough to make me close my eyes against the powerful feelings it invoked within me.  
 
    I felt as though I was back in my dreams, relinquishing myself to his control and freeing myself in the process. But the only difference was I could amplify the sensation by a hundred. The heat from his touch left a trail against my body like a memory for me to follow. The scent of his body coming at me like waves, trying to entice me like a jungle cat trying to imprint its pheromones on a mate. It all added to the mix for a heady concoction of raw sexual energy I could feel building within me and for once, it was no dream.  
 
    As soon as my torso was in nothing more than my bra, I felt him move back and I opened my eyes to find him staring at me in a way that was nothing short of burning my image to his memory bank. The heated look alone was enough to warm my body from its core outwards, making my once pale skin blush. I was in no way as pale as Katie but given that I was dripping wet and now half naked, then yes, I was pale under the moonlight that was peeking through the window.  
 
    But only seconds of this look lasted before it was gone, being swiftly replaced with concern as he gathered the towel closer together. Then he nodded for me to hold it closed at my chest. I did as he silently asked but accidently let it slip off one shoulder when he shifted from the bed.  
 
    I nearly voiced a protest asking him not to leave me in my weakness, but it didn’t take long before I realised he wasn’t going anywhere…not yet anyway. No, instead he stood by the edge of the bed looking down at me before he shocked me once more. He lowered himself to his knees and before I could ask what he was doing he reached across and gripped the back of my knees.  
 
    Getting as far as to open my mouth to ask, this time ended in a yelp of surprise when he yanked me closer to the edge and opposite him so that my legs dangled off the edge in between his arms.  
 
    “Www…what are you…?” My broken question died and faded away with one pointed look at my bare shoulder. I looked to where he did and quickly covered myself once again seemingly making him happy with my compliance. Then he reached up to my waistband and in one swift move he yanked the stretchy material down my legs before I could utter a sound. I even surprised myself as the abrupt action managed to make me instinctively lift my bottom off the bed, until only my plain white panties remained to cover my modesty.   
 
    In that moment, I knew my life would never be the same again and to be honest, there were so many other times that this should have resonated with me. But it was as if a bombardment of life changes had quickly overridden the ones before and suddenly having this man on his knees in front me had started ticking some kind of life clock.  
 
    Like flipping a switch and starting a life I should have been living all along. It was strange and hard to explain any other way other than it was like living a lie and being blindfolded. Now seeing him this way and that blindfold hadn’t just been removed, it had been thrown in the eternal flame burning at the core of who we truly were.  
 
    Which was why I asked,  
 
    “Is it true what she said…are you really an…an Angel?”  His eyes found mine and the startling blue glow was back, telling me without words that he was, but I wanted his voice to confirm it, not his silent reaction.  
 
    He got to his feet and took a step back, seemingly taking a deep breath before he answered me,  
 
    “I am.” I took a shuddering breath and nodded telling him I understood. Everything Katie had told me about this man was true and now all I needed to know was why… 
 
    Why me?  
 
    Why was I the one dreaming of him every night? But more importantly, why was he here now, taking care of me? Was it the reason I used to fantasize for all those months on how I needed him in my life? Was it why I had fixated all my hopes and dreams on to him being a real-life hero? The one to save me from my living nightmares like some shining knight on horseback, charging the gates and claiming me as his.  
 
    It seemed silly now all things considered but then again, just invading my dreams for all that time had helped keep me going and kept me strong for not only myself but for Katie as well. I always felt that I had to take care of my sister. But that first had to come from somewhere deep within me and Vincent had definitely managed to give me the strength to do just that.  
 
    Of course, no one knew but the last four weeks of my dreams of him had been filled with that hero turning murderous trying to battle against those darker forces keeping me from him. It had been us trying to fight our way through some hellish thorny gates trying to make it to each other.  
 
    As if on an endless loop, it would play out the same every time my broken body would manage to sleep. We seemed to be in a different time where a dusting of snow blanketed the cobbled road under our feet. The old oil lamps barely penetrated the thick fog that surrounded us but I ran all the same. I knew he was there. He was waiting for me but just as I made it to the gates they suddenly slammed shut. 
 
    I screamed out my frustration and banged a fist against them in my anger. Then I would be thrown backwards and be left to watch as black demonic plants grew around them, trying to block out my view. But it wasn’t enough. I got up and ran back, caring little for the pain I inflicted upon myself.  
 
    My hand would make it through to the other side, all cut up and slashed by razor sharp thorns, but I wouldn’t care. I would force my way through, placing my tear stained cheek and pushing it against the cold rusty metal. I would be calling his name, screaming it into the night and begging for the connection. But faceless shadows would hold him back from getting to me. Creatures void of bodies and floating around him like smoke serpents restraining him. That outstretched hand of his was so close yet felt a lifetime away from ever reaching me. 
 
    And all the time I asked myself why?  
 
    Why was this happening to us? 
 
    I would then wake, silently calling his name as my mouth would be open on a scream, but no sound would make it through. Well, I wouldn’t allow that now. No, now he was here I would ask him. I would actually get to ask the one question that had ignited my obsession. The reason why I believed he was here with me.   
 
    So, as he made his way to the door I forced the words from trembling lips.  
 
    “Does this mean, what I think it means?” He paused and commanded,  
 
    “Ask it of me, Arianna.” It was the first time I had heard him speak my name and for a second, I found I couldn’t get past it. I wanted to fixate on it in my mind and never let go of the sound. To be able to replay it over in my mind, keeping it ready to offer comfort when I knew I would need it next. But he was waiting, and I knew from experience, if my dreams were anything to go by, he didn’t like waiting where I was concerned.  
 
    So, I swallowed my fear of rejection and asked him the only thing in that moment that mattered,  
 
    “Are you my…my Guardian Angel?”  It became a breathy whisper but one I knew he had heard. I noticed him grip the door hard and swallow even harder before he finally gave me the truth I had needed all this time alone… 
 
      
 
    “Yes… I am.”          
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    2 
 
    Into the Void 
 
      
 
      
 
    Present Day… 
 
      
 
    I decided to get up, caring little for the fact that it was still dark outside, and sunrise was hours away. I could barely remember which state I was in as I had hit another dead end on the quest to ‘Find myself’. It had been one failed clue after another because after I had first had my meltdown in the shower, Vincent had left me, giving me time no doubt to process all that had happened. But, as he had told me before, I didn’t have far to go looking for him once I decided I needed to know more. I simply opened my door and found him there standing guard. I briefly noticed his sister seeing us and looking almost as surprised as he had when I asked if I could speak to him alone.  
 
    After that, even more surprisingly, it hadn’t taken much to convince Vincent to tell me what he knew of the ‘real me’. He told me about an article and the twin girls that died in a car crash at the age of seven. I barely held it together as I hadn’t wanted to believe it at first. But I knew he had no reason to lie, just as I had no foundation for reasonable doubt. So, I sat there and listened, adding even more layers of hate to the ones who did this to us.  
 
    Then, once all was said and done, Vincent shocked me even more when he stood, and offered me his hand. I first looked at it as though it may cause me pain to take, when he demanded softly.  
 
    “Take my hand, Arianna.”  
 
    “Why, where are you taking me?” I had asked him but he wouldn’t say and I knew why. First, he wanted my show of trust so I did as he asked and placed my hand in his.  
 
    “I am taking you to find closure,” he said before leading me from the room and, unbeknown to me at the time, the start of my long journey ahead. I would never forget my first taste of the outside world, one that had been denied to me for so long. Even something as simple as standing in a beautiful hotel lobby and waiting for a cab to pull up had been like living in a dream.  
 
    Just seeing Vincent pulling a palm sized thin square from his pocket and I had found myself fascinated. Although discovering that it was in fact a phone was the first of many shocking things to happen to me that night. The next being what was said when using that phone.  
 
      
 
    **************** 
 
      
 
    Days earlier… 
 
      
 
    “I can assure you, this is one sale you won’t want to miss. We will be there in twenty minutes, I expect you to do the same.” With the tone of his voice I had to say, I wouldn’t have argued if I had been on the other end of that phone call. He paused a second as the man must have asked him a question, to which Vincent smoothly replied, 
 
    “There is no limit.” I didn’t hear the man’s response to this but I could guess when Vincent remarked,  
 
    “I thought so,” and then ended the call abruptly. 
 
    “I can’t believe that’s a phone,” I commented mainly to myself but of course Vincent heard me. His eyes widened obviously not expecting me to think so much of something that must have been so trivial in today’s day and age. Then he grinned and handed it to me to look at.  
 
    “Here you go, be my guest.” I pulled nervously at my sweater, one I had found in a suitcase that had been put together for me by Sophia. At first, I felt a little strange going through someone else’s things, especially after I hadn’t yet spoken to the girl. But then what choice did I have because unless I wanted to walk around the place naked, then second hand me downs it was.  
 
    Not that I could complain as everything in there had fit me like a glove and was so comfy it felt like heaven against my skin. That wasn’t hard after spending as long as I had wearing those awful itchy dresses. Even the underwear had felt amazing and thankfully did have tags still left on. Although I had to wonder if the payment system had changed too, as surely paying two hundred dollars for one pair of panties and a bra wasn’t right?  
 
    Well, I wasn’t about to ask Vincent that was for sure. But I could at least ask him about his phone as I finally took it off him. He laughed and I looked up at him, shocked to hear the sound for the first time. The smile I found there was just as breath-taking as the rest of him was. But I had to admit that seeing it made my heart skip a beat, wishing it was daytime so that I could have seen it in something better than the dim light in the back of a cab.  
 
    “It’s alright, you won’t break it,” he told me, finally showing me that there was a light-hearted side to him. I looked down at it sat in my hands, too afraid to grip onto its clear bright screen and seeing a lot of strange little symbols I didn’t understand. It reminded me of a small TV screen, only much better quality than the ones I remembered. The image was so clear I couldn’t help but touch the red motorcycle that was pictured there, almost expecting a sound to come from it as if it was a video on pause. The second my fingertip touched the screen something flashed up that looked like the news channel and I yelped nearly dropping it in my lap.  
 
    “Ah! Sorry, I didn’t know that would happen,” I mumbled more to myself as I now tried to handle the thing without touching anything but the sides.  
 
    “It is fine, Arianna,” Vincent replied with his smooth voice now portraying the humour he found in my actions.      
 
    “It looks expensive, I would hate to break it,” I said trying to get him to take it back from me. He chuckled again and said,  
 
    “It wouldn’t matter to me if you did.” 
 
    “Then you must have more money than sense as that would be a bit wasteful,” I said before I could stop myself and I nearly slapped a hand over my mouth. Thankfully Vincent just laughed again seeming amused by my rude comment. Then he leant that little closer to me, making me suck in a breath and hold it at the near contact he made. Then he told me in a soft tone,  
 
    “It would not matter to me if you broke it because I would simply fix it.”  He elaborated these last three words telling me that was what he had meant all along. 
 
    “Oh…right,” I muttered shamefully and passed it back to him quickly. I tried not to look at him but I couldn’t miss his reflection in the side window as he shook his head and smirked.  
 
    After this I watched the world I no longer knew flash by in a blur of lights and passing cars. Then it seemed in no time at all the car was pulling up outside a large shop front that had windows all along the side. I was about to get out on my side when Vincent quickly nodded at my door and I heard the locks click into place. I shot him a questioning look, one he merely shook his head at without saying a word. After this strange and abrupt behaviour, he then paid the driver and got out his side. At first, I thought he was leaving me in the car but then I saw his hand held out for me and realised he did in fact want me to follow.  
 
    “Did you lock the door?” I asked him after getting out of the cab. Vincent closed the door for me, reaching around my waist and again, granting me with his alluring scent of sandalwood, leather and musk. I could have sworn he even stepped closer than he needed to, just to make the brief contact with me. Either way it made an impact as I swear I nearly swooned and found myself taking a step back against the cab’s door. It was such a simple act but one that had me taking a deep breath just to appear calmer than I actually felt. Being around this man was dangerous, that much was clear. 
 
    “I did,” was his simple answer.  
 
    “But why? And how and…” He cut me off by stepping into me, wrapping an arm around my waist and pulling me closer to him. The words died in my throat, forming a lump instead as I thought his abrupt actions would finally end with my first kiss. Time seemed to suddenly slow down and I found myself looking up at him with lips barely parted in a mixture of shock and anticipation.  Instead however, it seemed my safety had been his first priority as the cab then sped away from the sidewalk now that I was no longer in the way. Then he leant down and whispered,  
 
    “I thought it safer that way.”  And then, just as if on cue, a car went speeding past us making me jump and in my panic, I placed my hands to his chest, stepping further into him. I heard him inhale sharply, so I turned my attention from the busy road and looked up at him once more.   
 
    “Keep looking at me like that, sweetheart, and we will quickly discover the limitations to my patience,” he said, his voice thick with an underlining lust that added to the protective hold he had on me. When I swallowed hard he watched the motion with a predatory gaze and gripped me harder in response. It was only when I heard the sound of heavy bolts grinding and the door behind him being opened that it broke the alluring connection. 
 
    “You the guy on the phone?” A man asked in a gruff voice, no doubt still rough from broken sleep.   
 
    I quickly looked away and lowered my hands from his chest, trying to step away at the same time. At first, I didn’t think he would let me go, but then he must have thought better of it. He allowed me to put some distance between us, but I swear I heard him growl low in his throat at the interruption. Because the next moment he was turning his back to me and snapping out one clipped word,  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Having his back to me at least gave me a few seconds to get my wits back in order. But then I looked down at my hands and still felt the hard muscles of his chest, as though it was another memory that had seared itself to my flesh. Seriously, what was wrong with me!? I needed to get a grip, that was for sure, because if I didn’t and soon, then I would end up giving him the wrong idea. He admitted that he was my guardian Angel and that was no doubt why I had been dreaming of him. But to be honest, I had no clue what that meant or how far my feelings would reach him in return.   
 
    It was clear we had some kind of connection. But what I didn’t know was how one-sided it was. Yes, I had been having sexual fantasies about this man for nearly a year now, but I think it was safe to say I was the only one. For him, I could merely be a job or something and if that was the case, then I needed to make this as easy as possible for him. And besides, it was like he said, ‘Keep looking at me like that, sweetheart, and we will quickly discover the limitations to my patience.’ Did that mean he only had so much patience for my behaviour or did it mean he felt the same way and was trying to hold himself back? Maybe they had rules about this type of thing in his world. Like being a boss and sleeping with your staff. Maybe this was some kind of Guardian Angel code?  
 
    Well, whatever it was he seemed pretty pissed off right now and I was left wondering why?  
 
    “Arianna, if you please.” His voice broke my inner turmoil and I dropped my hands, hands that I only just realised I was still staring at as though his touch was something to be seen not just felt. I didn’t know what it was about him but it just felt so familiar and I knew the only explanation was to put it down to my dreams.  
 
    “Oh yes, sorry,” I said hurrying to the door that he was stood beside holding open and waiting for me to enter. But out of habit I stood next to him and waited for him to go first. He gave me a pointed look that I didn’t understand until he smirked and said,  
 
    “I like to consider myself a gentleman, Arianna,” he informed me and again his lips twitched in amusement giving a warm glow to his eyes. I nervously pulled at one sleeve and said,  
 
    “Oh, of course, I just…yes.” I let that sentence fade away but I swear I heard him mutter,  
 
    “…At least in public,” as I walked through the door. I gave him a slight frown over my shoulder, but he just nodded for me to walk further into the large dark space. Thankfully, I didn’t have to do it for long when I was soon blinking rapidly as one by one the lights overhead started to illuminate a massive room filled with motorbike after motorbike. Hell, it looked more like a museum than a shop.  
 
    I don’t think I had seen so much metal, plastic and chrome in one place before. The whole room smelled like new rubber and leather. There were spotlights pointed everywhere making the bikes look amazing. Even the highly polished floor looked more like water than black expensive tiles.  
 
    Vincent walked further into the room almost as if he owned the place and just before the guy could start his salesman pitch, Vincent held up his hand to stop him.  
 
    “This is what I want. That Kawasaki ninja ZX 1400 over there.” Vincent pointed to an all-black sleek looking beast of a bike, currently stood upon a rotating pedestal, under bright lights showcasing its every line and curve. My face must have looked like a picture as I felt my jaw go slack. But he wasn’t finished, oh no…he was just getting started. 
 
    “I also want Arlen Ness jackets for us both, Dainese Gore-Tex Boots, RFX gloves, two Shoei helmets and I want them fitted with a SENA Bluetooth intercom system. I will also need leather trousers for the lady.” Once Vincent had finished the poor guy looked as though he was close to having a heart attack and I silently hoped that the Angel next to me wouldn’t have to suddenly leave me for a spell whilst he had to escort the guy to a set of pearly gates.  
 
    “You’ve got to be shitting…”  
 
    “I suggest if you want to make this sale then you forgo the profanities in front of my girl and concentrate on getting me what I asked for and doing so quickly,” Vincent stated in a cool, stern voice, giving the guy a cold look of impatience. I had to say, I wasn’t surprised that the guy took the threat seriously and no doubt the prospect of losing out on God knows how much money and snapped into action pretty quickly.  
 
    However, I was still hung up on the part where he called me ‘his girl’ and was trying to make sense of it. Half wondering if there was a way I could get him to repeat it, just so that I knew I hadn’t dreamt the last ten minutes. Doubtful Ari, very doubtful. 
 
    “Are you alright?” His question caught me off guard and so my answer shamefully came out half squeal and half squeak,  
 
    “Who me?! Yeah, I’m just…dandy…” Thankfully, I mumbled the more embarrassing ‘dandy’ word but then turning to mouth to myself… ‘Dandy, really?’.  
 
    Seriously, did I even have a cool bone in my body? I was starting to think that the bad dress sense at the Colony somehow seeped into my brain and zapped all the cool looking brain cells out of its nerdy, nun wannabe way.  
 
    Come on, think Ari, there must be something still working inside that brainwashed grey matter of yours! Once upon a time I swear I used to be witty. But it seemed being around this man was like having all logic and basic communication skills just pack a bag and go bye, bye.  
 
    “Why are we here, Vincent?” I found myself asking, proving to myself with his grin, that I clearly hadn’t learnt my lesson yet.  
 
    “Well, obviously I know why we are here…well, why you are but I mean is now really the best time to be man shopping?” I asked, clearly trying to cover up one blunder with another. I knew this when he repeated,  
 
    “Man shopping?” Then he raised a single brow at me and took a few steps closer. I looked nervously to the guy in the background that looked be frantically trying to find all the things he had asked for before he lost the biggest sale of the year. 
 
    “Eyes on me, sweetheart,” he ordered and as if his words had engaged a ‘do as I say’ switch, my eyes instantly shot to his.  
 
    “You wanted answers and I intend to take you to a place where I hope you find them but first, we have to get there.” Hearing this and my eyes widened.  
 
    “You…you expect me to get on the back of…of…” I stammered out shocked.  
 
    “Back of my bike, yes I do,” he finished for me and this time all amusement was long gone and had been replaced with a certainty that felt absolute. I didn’t know why but this meant something to him. I didn’t know how I knew but I just did.  
 
    “But what if I fall off?” I asked, which I assumed was the first thing that most girls said when they had never been on the back of a bike before. Well, at least I hadn’t lost all my good sense as I obviously still had the self-preservation part of my brain in good working order.  
 
    This time he took another step closer and I had to resist the urge to take one step back. Being close to him did things to me and I couldn’t think straight. Like with every breath I took there was a scent I knew long ago. Every look he gave was one I could put down to a reason unspoken and every touch felt like a thousand that had happened before it.  
 
    Yet I didn’t know why. 
 
    “You think I would ever let that happen?” He purred the question and if it was said in a way to ease my fears, then it was job well accomplished.  
 
    “I umm…” I tried to find the right words to say, but it was obvious I was pushing at those ‘limitations to his patience’ again because the next thing I knew, he was issuing another demand,  
 
    “Answer me, beautiful.” Hearing this and I couldn’t help but answer him in a different way, as I blurted out incredulously,  
 
    “You think I am beautiful?!” The second he heard the words come rushing out of my mouth his demanding gaze softened and he reached out, running the back of two fingers down my cheek. I couldn’t help but press my thumb nail into my forefinger, running it along the inside and applying enough pressure there to hurt. It was a habit I always did when my nerves were at an all-time high. It was if I needed the slight sting to anchor myself to knowing that this moment was real.  
 
    The second I thought this, Vincent took my hand in his and soothed his own thumb over where my nail had dug in. Then he pulled me into his arms and told me, gently over my lips,  
 
    “I would never let you fall.”  Then he kissed me just as I inhaled a sharp breath and the next thing I knew,  
 
    I was lost.  
 
    The second he said the words and then placed his lips to mine something strange happened and I had no control over it. I grabbed on to him as it felt as if it had already begun. His promise was already being proven wrong and was disintegrating into a vast black abyss of nothingness, along with my body.  
 
    I felt myself being pulled in a direction I didn’t want to go but had no power to overcome it. It was as though his words had triggered something connecting to my history, something so deeply ingrained it became the centre of my very existence. It was as though the fabric of time was unravelling around me as my body fell back into the Void. I had no idea where I was headed or where I would call home when I woke.  
 
    But I knew one thing for certain… 
 
      
 
    An Angel’s promise had the power to send me there.       
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    3 
 
    Lost and Found  
 
      
 
      
 
    Present Day… 
 
      
 
    Thinking back to when I next opened my eyes after passing out in the bike shop had me running a frustrated hand through my hair again and this time, being rough with it. Gripping onto the handful of strands for longer and pulling slightly. It was the pain. Like when using my thumb nail against my finger, I needed it to keep me grounded. It was as if the second I felt the self-inflicted sting it became my anchor to what was real yet now making me ask myself, had I always done this?    
 
    I don’t know why I kept torturing myself with the past, asking myself questions I had no answers to. I suppose the real question should have been when I would find them…if ever.  
 
    Of course, before I had passed out on Vincent, back then it just seemed as if he had been my main focus. Not that it was very surprising considering the effect the man had on me. Or the fact I had been dreaming of him the whole time I was at the Colony and all the wicked things he had done to me in that time. 
 
    But now it was all different. 
 
    Now it was just painful and heart-breaking.     
 
    In the beginning, I had to admit, I had been falling for Vincent in an impossible way and I say impossible because now, that was precisely what it was… 
 
    An impossible love.   
 
    Because now I knew it could never happen. Not unless I found the answers I was looking for and after that first vision and the many after it, I was no longer asking myself who I was as often as I should have been. No, now I was asking myself ‘how could it ever be?’.  
 
    However, I couldn’t help but think back to that bike shop and how ready I had been to let myself fall for him. But in the end, the falling part seemed to be the key to the eternal lock I had no choice but keep firmly in place. Not until I found out the truth of what lay behind that door. And the worst part of it all… I couldn’t tell him.    
 
    So of course, he didn’t know. No one knew. Hell, even I didn’t fully understand it, which was why I was still on my quest of discovery. I had wondered many times that if Vincent had never been in the picture would I have just thanked my lucky stars to be alive and free and say to hell with finding out who I was? 
 
    Well, that question became moot because now making things more difficult was having Vincent on that quest with me, as I had little choice in that. For starters, he flat out refused to leave my side and the most privacy I got from him was having only a single wall between us. In fact, if a hotel didn’t have two free rooms next to each other, then we would find ourselves swiftly leaving until we found one that did.  
 
    Needless to say, that things between us had become difficult and I felt bad that he didn’t understand why. But like I said, he didn’t know.  
 
    But I did… 
 
    And it was killing me inside.   
 
    The truth that day was crushing and instead of doing what normal people did which was try and run from it, instead I was forced to be buried under the endless weight of it. Because the source of my daily anguish was being around Vincent and that was something I couldn’t get away from. Oh, trust me, I had tried but he had made it an impossible task, one made even more frustrating because I couldn’t tell him my secret.  
 
    I couldn’t tell anyone. Not even someone I called sister. So here I was. So utterly in love with a man that I knew if I didn’t keep him at arm’s length, then I would lose him…again. No, I needed to keep going. I needed to find answers and I knew deep down I couldn’t do that with Vincent stood by my side. This was a quest of discovery and one that I must take alone.  
 
    Which was why, with tears in my eyes, I pulled on my clothes, not caring what they were and started to put a plan into action. I didn’t know how Vincent seemed to sense my every move, my every mood, my every…well everything! It was so frustrating at times, being so close to him and trying to hide every emotion I felt, knowing I was simply failing. I had become someone cold and hard and a shell of myself that I didn’t like. 
 
    My only solace came when I would look at myself in the mirror, searching out the girl I once knew. I hated what I had to put him through but what other alternative was there? The truth? Yeah right. Well, I had tried that before and it had gotten me a ticket to nowhere and fast.  
 
    So now I would look at myself, see the tears of frustration fall and know each one represented the immense love I had for him. And even though they seemed hopelessly wasted on a sink, that’s where they were washed away, and I would start another day afresh. I would have to don my mask of indifference and meet Vincent with him none the wiser that moments before, I would first meet each day shedding tears for an Angel. For the love I felt for him, but I could never freely have. I obviously didn’t deserve it yet, for what other reason was this done to us?  
 
    So, it was times like now that I would think back to those precious few days we had together. The days where I fell hopelessly in love with ‘My Guardian Angel’ and allowed myself to feel true happiness for what felt like the first time in my short life… 
 
    Oh, how wrong I had been. 
 
    So, after stuffing some things in a bag I yanked the zip, kicked my feet into some shoes and took one last look behind me seeing two things. One was a reflection of a desperate girl with her hand on the door and the other, 
 
    A gift from an Angel…  
 
      
 
    My leather jacket. 
 
      
 
    *************** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nine days earlier… 
 
      
 
    I had to say that opening my eyes to see Vincent’s angelic face staring down at me wasn’t a bad thing. Now, if I could just understand why I had passed out in the first place. I blinked a few times and each time I did, I would see the tension fading from a pair of cobalt blue eyes that at first looked tense with worry.  
 
    “What happened?” I asked trying to sit up only to find myself restrained back by two large hands at my shoulders. 
 
    “Take it easy now, best we take things slow…what do you remember?” I thought about that question and really didn’t want to answer it. So instead I looked around to see I was in some kind of waiting area lay on some retro style sofa of piped red and white leather. It looked straight out of some fifties diner, which had me ignoring his question and asking one of my own.  
 
    “Where are we?” Vincent looked as if he was about to argue then must have thought better about getting his way this time.  
 
    “We are still in the shop.”  
 
    “Uh, I thought we were in a diner somewhere, I was about to ask for some pie,” I said without thinking but I was glad I did because in the end he burst out laughing and I found myself amazed by the sight. If I thought the sight of his smile was breath-taking, then the sight of his laughter was the next best thing.  
 
    He was simply stunning. 
 
    “I will keep that in mind,” he told me cryptically once he had stopped laughing, although that humour still lingered in his eyes, making them almost appear wet as they shone with mirth. I even loved those little laughter lines that would appear at the corners of his eyes and I had to refrain myself from reaching out and touching his face.  
 
    “Now, back to my question,” he said but my mind was a million miles away.   
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “What do you remember, Arianna?” he asked now using that expectant tone again. I swear just the change of his voice had me wanting to squirm beneath him…now all I needed to do was actually physically get beneath him, I thought suppressing a naughty grin and surprising myself.  
 
    “You know you can call me Ari, right?” I said instead of answering him.  
 
    “Noted. Now answer my question.” I frowned as this time I sat up, noticing how he looked tempted to hold me down again. Well, that was if the way he flexed his hands in and out of fists was anything to go by, which seemed to be his own habit.   
 
    “I don’t remember much, just hearing you speaking and then that was it, it suddenly felt like I was falling,” I told him and this time he was the one frowning. Of course, I had purposely left out the part where he had kissed me, making me wonder if this had been the reason for his frown?  
 
    “You’re sure that’s what you felt?” he asked, not in a way as though he didn’t believe me, but more in a way where he wanted to be sure. I nodded not feeling the need to repeat myself and besides, from the looks of things, he looked like he knew more than he was letting on, just like I was. Because it wasn’t just the kiss I remembered but more like the outline of something I could barely see. It was like trying to make out the shadows of something my mind was hiding. All I could really make out for sure was a black gate I was hitting my hand out against but as to why I didn’t know for sure. I just remembered a lingering pain that I felt cut me far deeper than that of my hand the angry action brought me. It was more like a desperation of some kind and I knew it was because of what lay behind that gate.  
 
    But what it was I had no memory of.   
 
    “What is it…is there… something wrong with me?” I asked trying to hold back the emotions that surrounded that question. Hearing the wobble in my voice he must have took pity on me as before I knew what was happening he was pulling me into his body. He held me close and guided my head to his shoulder where he kept a firm hold of me with a hand to the back of my neck. The warmth of his touch travelled to places I never thought possible just from simply a hug. But then again, there was nothing simple about Vincent or the hold he had on me, both in the physical and psychological sense. 
 
    “Now, I want you to listen to me carefully, can you do that?” I nodded on his shoulder unable to tear myself away right now from that level of comfort. It was unlike anything I had ever known, and I wasn’t about to leave it…not if I could ever help it.  
 
    “There is nothing wrong with you. Not. One. Thing. Do you understand me?” he said grinding out each word like a fact he had to drive home, burying it deep within me and making sure that it stayed there. 
 
    “But…but…” I started to say, but he cut me off when he started to apply pressure to my neck, holding it in a firm strong grip and pulling back so I had no choice but to move with him.  
 
    “There are no buts, there is only my word. Now, as for passing out, that can be put down to many things, hunger would be my first guess as you hardly touched the food I ordered you,” he said making me realise this was the most in one sentence he had ever said to me. Shocking me even more was how he knew I had hardly touched my food? It had been back at the hotel, where I was guessing after my tray was taken away he had checked it outside my door. But why would he do that? Why would he be that concerned if he didn’t have feelings for me? 
 
    “Another is obvious lack of sleep and considering it is nearly three in the morning, I would not be surprised by the fatigue.” He went on to say.  
 
    “However, the most likely cause is all these things combined and added to that a fragile mind that has endured far more that it should all in one hit. So, I suggest we take things slow and move at a pace I think acceptable to…” 
 
    “I am not going back to the hotel!” I shouted interrupting him before he could even suggest it. Yep, there was that frown again. I was certain of one thing, spending time around the real Vincent was starting to match up to the demanding Vincent in my dreams as both liked to get their own way. But I’d had my life dictated to for far too long and I wasn’t about to let it happen now the bastards were all no doubt rotting in some prison somewhere. At least a vengeful girl could dream.  
 
    “Arianna, please listen to reason, it is obvious you’re not yet ready for this and I think…” This was when I hit my limit. So, I snapped, 
 
    “If you don’t think I am ready for the truth when I have been locked away in the dark thinking of nothing but that truth, then you are very wrong, Vincent!” I said pushing from his arms, standing up and then folding my own arms across my chest before carrying on,  
 
    “Because I will tell you right now, I am never going to stop searching for it, even if it takes me to the ends of the Earth and Hell and back, I vow to you right now, I am going to find out who I am…now you are either with me or not, but either way I am not going to start that journey by going back to the hotel and sleeping!” I could barely believe that for once this speech had sounded cool on an epic scale. In fact, I was very nearly congratulating myself on the achievement until that was of course I did the unthinkable… 
 
    “Did you just stamp your foot at me?” Vincent asked, not even trying to mask his smirk and my look of horror was hidden by the fact that I instantly looked down at the offending limb that had betrayed my one chance at being cool.  
 
    “No,” I said hoping he would just accept the lie for what it was…shame.  
 
    He didn’t.    
 
    “It’s a sin to lie you know,” he told me rising from the sofa slowly and coming to face me. I don’t know why but my first thought was to wonder if my sister had been through this type of thing with her Supernatural partner. This of course wasn’t what I said… thankfully. No, instead I threw back at him his own admission. 
 
    “Yes, and I also thought you said you were a gentleman, so tell me Vincent, did you lie?” I asked trying to hold back my own smirk this time. Of course, I failed, naturally. I mean who was I kidding, the second I finally achieved sounding confident around someone as intimidating as Vincent and how could I do it without the smirk. And from the looks of his expression, he knew it too.  
 
    “You wouldn’t be asking me that if you knew what I wanted to do to you right now,” Vincent said shocking me enough that my mouth dropped open. Did he mean what I think he did? He smirked at my expression and before I could react by closing my mouth, which I couldn’t imagine was a very attractive look, he placed the pad of his thumb at my bottom lip.  
 
    I didn’t know why but it seemed to be some sort of test. It was as if no words were needed between us and before I could fail, I tentatively let my body’s reaction take over before my mind could tell it no. So, I licked my lips and with it…his thumb. 
 
    His startling blue eyes widened the second my tongue came into contact with his skin and his gaze quickly became heated in a way I had never seen before. It was almost predatory. I had barely even tasted him, as every impulse was now screaming inside for me to suck in the rest of his thumb and see where the action would take us. Okay, so I wasn’t naïve, even if as far as I was concerned I was still a virgin. But really, after all I had learned in the last few days, then I knew anything was possible. 
 
    This had been nothing short of an invitation. I knew it and most of all he knew it. But in that moment neither of us seemed to be able to move. As though if we did, it would break the connection. The uncertainly of moving felt like a weight against my heart, as though we knew that more than just the moment could be lost.  
 
    But then in the end neither of us were the ones to break it.  
 
    “Is she alright…oh, okay I guess that’s a yes, mate. Anyway, everything is ready for you out here, just need payment and check the sizes of the designs you picked,” the shop guy said chuckling when he saw how close we were together. This was when my instincts kicked in and I pulled back, breaking the moment even further. Vincent growled low enough that only I heard him, and his startling blue eyes turned to icy steel.  
 
    “Leave and do not interrupt us again,” Vincent said in way of a harsh demand, one that had me sucking in a surprised breath. The man’s eyes glazed over, and he left the room without another word. I couldn’t help my reaction as I shifted away from Vincent, asking myself what had he done?  
 
    His gaze turned back to me and one look at my expression was enough to get him to soften his harsh eyes.  
 
    “That was rude,” I told him, unable to help myself from commenting. He sighed and told me,  
 
    “No, what was rude was entering in here without knocking.” I frowned and was about to argue that this was his shop, which kind of gave him the right to come and go as he pleased. But before I could say anything he got in there first. Suddenly he moved, and it was so quick that if I had blinked I would have missed it. 
 
    I ended up gasping in his hand as he covered my mouth, stopping me from uttering anything but my shock. Then he continued to take determined steps into me forcing me backwards until a wall was at my back. I was in so much shock I found I could do nothing but move the way he wanted me and look on with wide eyes of surprised acceptance. 
 
    After this and once he had me under his control, he placed his lips at my ear and now it was my turn to be issued a demand.  
 
    “Don’t argue with me on this Arianna, for you will lose if you think I will ever allow another to see what lust looks like in your beautiful eyes.” I swallowed hard and his eyes flashed a deeper blue when he felt the action under his palm. In fact, if I didn’t know any better I would have said that he enjoyed seeing the evidence of what he did to me and how he made me squirm. Well, if it was my lustful eyes he liked seeing all to himself, then he wouldn’t be disappointed as I could feel it seeping from my every pore and surrounding me like a red aura of desire.  
 
    Then he raised an eyebrow at me and it took a few seconds to realise that he was waiting for me to agree. So, with my mind swimming in an ocean of need and confusion as to what my body was screaming at me, I nodded, telling him what he was waiting for. Which was when it hit me what he kept demanding from me… 
 
    My submission. 
 
    Gods, but even thinking that word around this man had me involuntary clenching my legs together as if this would help ease the tension I could feel building up down there. Because, as innocent as I thought I was in the sex department, I wasn’t without my urges just like most people. But unlike most, I had spent a maddening amount of time dreaming and fantasising about a winged man that liked to take control of my body in the most frightening and delicious of ways.   Which meant I had spent a great deal of personal time getting to know the most intimate parts of myself.  
 
    But my dreams were different. Because in them, no matter how deep things got, in reality I was still safe. I had never felt the bite of pain being inflicted or fully experienced the intensity of just what one look from him could do to me… 
 
    Until now.   
 
    And because of it I felt that usual throbbing in between my legs that only ever used to happen on waking up after having dreamt of him. However, I was starting to discover that even my consumed mind hadn’t been powerful enough to get all the details right. For instance, when peering down at his hand still held over my mouth, I had never noticed how strong and thick his fingers looked, wondering how they would feel against other parts of my skin. Or how perfectly shaped his lips were, especially when they twitched with amusement as they did now.  
 
    “Arianna.” He hummed my name in question and my eyes shot from his perfect features, like the straight form of his nose or the sculptured cheekbones covered in creamy pale skin. He was mesmerising but more than anything else, it was his incredible eyes and I wasn’t just talking about the intense colour of them. Or even the way they seemed to have layers to them, giving you a depth of blue that made you believe you were actually staring into the ocean. No, it was also the shape of them and the long dark blonde lashes that framed them. Strangely it made me want to run a fingertip across them ever so gently just to see if the natural curl in them could be broken.  
 
    “Umm?” I hummed under his hand, remembering he said my name when I heard him groan in what sounded like frustration. 
 
    “Keep looking at me like that and I will never let you leave this room,” Vincent warned with his own voice sounding thick with lust. My eyes widened in surprise by his sexual affirmation and for a few silent, still seconds I thought that he was about to act on those amorous thoughts and finally make me his. But this wasn’t what happened and the breath I held locked inside me he freed the second he moved from me.  
 
    He stood by the sofa and I seemed for the moment too frozen, almost too afraid to move even though the spell had been long since broken. Then, after looking off to one side for a second that seemed to be done out of frustration, he looked back at me and held out a hand for me to take.  
 
    “Come Arianna, we should go.” I swallowed down my bite of disappointment, one that I hated to admit tasted bitter and dropped in my belly like a heavy stone. Had I gotten it all wrong? Had he not wanted me as much as his words had suggested or was it worse…did he want me, but it was somehow forbidden? 
 
    In the end and without any answers to go on, I had little choice than to let the moment go and I did this when I put my hand in his. But then, the second I was pulled closer to him, I took my hand back watching him clench his fist in return, as if he had been too late to hold onto me and keep hold of me. He frowned but it was one I chose to ignore considering right now all I was getting from him was mixed signals and with my head already so full of confusing shit, then this was the last thing I needed right now.  
 
    So, I walked out the door before he could open it for me in his ‘gentlemanly’ way and now ignored not only the look of annoyance but the growl that followed it. I walked with purpose over to the counter where the man was waiting for payment, knowing this was where Vincent would follow. I didn’t look back at him but if I was honest then I was less angry with him and more so with myself.  
 
    I couldn’t believe that these were the feelings I was choosing to fixate on after everything that I had been through. Yes, so I had been dreaming of this man the entire time I had been at the Colony but that didn’t give me any rights to claim him. For starters, as far as I knew he didn’t have a clue as to the depths of my feelings for him and if he did then I doubted he knew the context behind the dreams they stemmed from.   
 
    But this wasn’t what annoyed me. No, it was that my entire life and every memory of it had been a lie, which meant I had no clue who I was. Did I have a family that was still waiting for me in the hopes that I would return home? Like Katie, would I one day find a path that led me to my true love, one waiting for me as Draven had been for her?  
 
    I shook my head a little, ridding myself of that thought, as that didn’t seem likely. Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t that I thought so little of myself. Although, I wasn’t exactly brimming over with self-confidence as the Colony kind of made it their mission to suck that all out of you. Then they would replace it with fear and self-loathing just for being a ‘wretched, deceitful woman’, like the harlot Eve, who had led Adam down the wrong path.  
 
    Yeah right, I thought with a roll of my eyes knowing that even thinking it back then and they would have beaten me for having such thoughts. I remember looking side on to Katie when no one was looking and without a word spoken she would know exactly what my thoughts were when we were forced to listen to those endless, droning sermons. Religious lectures by someone who just sounded as if they hated women and used God as an excuse to bitch about them. 
 
    “Explain that look to me,” Vincent asked coming up beside me and turning me to face him with one hand at the crook of my elbow. I looked down briefly and saw that his large hand actually fit around the whole width of it.  
 
    “Ariann…” 
 
    “Please Vincent, can you just…” I paused closing my eyes once as if what I was about to ask him was a thousand other questions that had been asked before.  
 
    “Ask it of me.” Vincent’s voice suddenly cut through the strange feeling and brought me back to what I wanted of him.  
 
    “Please, just call me Ari,” I asked him in a small voice, telling him this was important to me, when my eyes finally looked up into his. The swirls of emotions could be seen there as they seemed to search my own for the truth of my words. The reason behind them which was like yet another scar upon my damaged soul.  
 
    Vincent released a sigh as if he had just made a decision with himself.   
 
    “Alright, Ari,” he replied in tender tone, as if he was testing out the name for himself. And the sound of my preferred name being spoken for the first time by those perfect lips was enough to make me smile for what felt like the first time in… 
 
      
 
    An unknown lifetime.          
 
                     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    4 
 
    One Kiss,  
 
    A Thousand Lifetimes  
 
      
 
      
 
    Present Day…  
 
        
 
    I crept outside my room, pausing long enough to check that Vincent wasn’t just stood there next to my room keeping watch. Well, it wouldn’t have been the first time in this last nine days. He said it was to ensure I was safe and not suffering from my nightmares again (which often happened) but to be honest, I think it was more to do with the fact that he thought I was a flight risk. 
 
    And he was right.  
 
    It was one of the reasons I hadn’t left until now. Because really, after that vision in the bike shop, what was left for me to do? It was strange how it had hit me back when I first started this quest of self-discovery, but I hadn’t remembered it until days later. When I think back to those blissful days coated with ignorance, I almost wish I could have gone back there and stayed. But then, if that vision was anything to go by, I knew whether I wanted it or not, it wouldn’t have changed the outcome… 
 
    Nothing would.  
 
    So, I took a deep breath and continued on with my plan, which started with making it down the hall and to the elevator. I continued to look behind me checking he wasn’t stood there like an imposing force that would soundlessly prowl his masterful body towards me and throw me over his shoulder. Something that had happened once and at the time was enough to knock the air from my lungs and have me gasping the second he placed me back down in front of my room. I remember the one worded order he gave me as he pointed to the door.  
 
    “Bed.” This had been the only thing he had said to me before crossing his arms and telling me sternly,  
 
    “Now, Ari.” I remembered huffing like an unruly child and storming off, slamming the door to the bedroom behind me. That night I didn’t hear him leaving the suite but instead found a discarded blanket over the sofa where he had obviously thought it safer to sleep to keep watch over me.  
 
    That had been over a week ago and I hadn’t tried leaving since, hoping that I had led him further enough down a road named false sense of security. Well, from the look of things I was starting to think it had worked, for I made it to the elevator doors without him appearing. I couldn’t help that little twinge of disappointment as I stepped inside the lift and watched the doors close, doing so with my eyes as I let the guilt swallow up my heart. I hated that I had to make it this difficult for him, but sometimes I knew that when you loved someone that the best thing for them was to let them go.  
 
    And in this case, it was a lifesaving decision… 
 
    His life.  
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but allow my cruel mind to take me back there. Back to that torturous place I had once called Heaven. I screamed over and over again, begging for mercy the second his hand was ripped from mine. I pleaded for a soul that wasn’t my own but telling them to take mine as payment, for I would have done anything in that moment to spare his life… 
 
    To spare his wings. 
 
      
 
    I reached out and hammered a hand against the black gates of death the very second reality hit me. I opened my eyes to see that same hand now against the metal doors in front of me, ones that belonged to an elevator in this time. I swallow hard and tore my eyes from the sight of my useless hand, one that hadn’t had the power to stop it. Because this had been my vision.  
 
    A vision of pure and undiluted heartbreak.   
 
    One only to come to me days later after first having it. I didn’t know why my mind had seemingly delayed the inevitable but the second I had touched the massive black gates leading from the graveyard, this was when it had hit me with the force of the Gods. Gods that now seemed to be as cruel as the hands that had taken him from me.  
 
    But at the time I didn’t fully understand what it all meant. And if I was being honest with myself, then I still didn’t understand the full depth behind those haunting images. I did, however, know one thing for certain and it was without a doubt the most important. Being with Vincent wasn’t just bad for me but more to the point, it could be fatal for him. I didn’t know how I knew this for certain, it was just that I did and it was a feeling strong enough to make me do as I did now.  
 
    To make me… 
 
    Turn my back on love.   
 
      
 
    I only opened my eyes again when I heard the doors opening and once again I was half expecting to see Vincent’s disappointed face staring back at me. Of course, he had tried to talk to me about why I continued to make things difficult, but I had remained a closed book. The reasons to this he had no clue, only knowing that something had happened for me to change so much since he had taken me to visit the graves of my former self and Katie’s.  
 
    That day had been by far the most difficult of what I could remember of my life so far. But considering my memories had only been real for the last ten months, then really, I had no clue if that was true or not. All I knew was that the second I got off Vincent’s bike my legs felt like crumbling beneath me and it had nothing to do with the long journey.  
 
    But Vincent hadn’t been my only rock that day and once again I felt the tears streaming down my face when I saw my sister running towards me in the rain. Vincent had known that I had needed to do this without him, but that hadn’t stopped him from producing two white roses from thin air and handing them to me, telling me what they represented. 
 
    “They stand for innocence, purity, Heaven and silence but above all, they simply mean that I am thinking of you.” The second he said this I had felt the first of my tears start to fall for I knew that from the heart and mind of this incredible man, the inner meaning was there, 
 
    He was thinking only of me. 
 
    In that moment I felt like taking the roses from him and letting them fall to the rain-soaked earth as I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him. Because throughout all of this heartbreak he had been the calm skies that were constantly breaking through the storm that raged on in my mind.  
 
    But I didn’t do this, not then anyway, as something held me back. So, instead of giving in to my impulse, I simply nodded my silent thanks and took the roses from him before walking up the slight hill towards the end of my fate. I will never forget the first moment I saw those headstones carved with our names upon them. The eeriness that creeps over your skin like a sick veil of fear was unlike any other. It was like looking down at your future only from the eyes of another. As if you were some kind of ghost unable to cross over to the other side and this was the punishment you gave yourself in order to prove you were no longer of this earth.  
 
    I remember I had been so close to breaking when Katie had shown up by my side. I hadn’t fully realised the strength I had needed right then until I felt her hand in mine.  
 
    After that day I knew that although we may not have been sisters by blood we were certainly sisters by fate. 
 
      
 
    Shortly after this and after the best pancakes in existence in some crummy diner, we said our goodbyes knowing it wouldn’t be for long. I was so happy for her and even though the man that turned out to be her ‘Demon’ was someone who terrified me, I knew the most important thing was all that mattered and that was he utterly adored her. That much was blindingly clear if the way he looked at her was anything to go by. I could barely believe that they were actually married, and the thought made me a little sad for selfish reasons. Don’t misunderstand, I was beyond happy for her as I knew how much she deserved to be happy but there was some part of me that wished I had been there with her to share in that happiness. To see someone who I had never known as anything other than a twin sister, getting married to the man of her dreams, literally! Well then, I could think of nothing better. 
 
    But then when Vincent had asked what was on my mind, I told him that night when we were staying in a hotel on the outskirts of Minnesota. He laughed making me frown before he explained,  
 
    “Oh, don’t worry sweetheart, there will be a wedding alright and I can promise you that we will be there for it.” Hearing this I couldn’t help my reaction as I threw myself into his arms and hugged him, taking him completely by surprise the second I did.  
 
    But after this sweet moment was when it all changed as I decided this was to be the second time that we kissed, and unbelievably, it was a kiss I wished I could have forgotten. 
 
    A kiss that sparked a thousand other lost kisses…   
 
      
 
    “I am going to kiss you now.” A man’s voice spoke to me through the darkness as my eyelids closed on a gasp as I felt the first touch of his lips knowing deep within my soul that it wouldn’t be the last. Then the spark ignited, exploding behind my lids as an array of blurred colour. At first it felt as though I was drunk from the emotions such a tender contact was taking me to, but then as the blurred lines we had once crossed started to come back into focus, I knew that this kiss had been one of many.  
 
    At first, I couldn’t understand what it was that I was seeing as this moment seemed to play out in a thousand different scenarios. It was as if we were a hundred different versions of ourselves being filmed just to be put on fast forward until this moment. There I was in dress after dress, style after style and stood, sat and lay in a hundred different places throughout time. And every one of those connections was made by a different Vincent.  
 
    There were suits, top hats, ties and cravats. There were jeans, flares, shirts, sweaters and jackets from every era I could think of, but no matter what we looked like, each kiss happened with the same passion as two people in love.  
 
    His hand would move to my face, my side, my hair or simply hold me to him, locking me in his embrace and from the sight of me kissing him back, I looked as though I never wanted him to let me go. As if someone had taken a picture of every first kiss we’d ever had and every time the Gods had granted me a new life and created a flicker book of lost memories.  
 
    The only two questions I was left with were the most important… 
 
    Did he too remember and if so…why?  
 
    Why was this stolen from us? 
 
    This of course prompted a million other questions which all seemed to end with the words, how, when, why or even who?  
 
      
 
    I pulled away from him so shocked by what I had seen and I suddenly realised that I was once again falling as the world seeped into a black hole of confusion. It was almost as if my brain had been switched to an overload of information and had crashed not knowing how else to cope with the influx of memories.  
 
    I remembered waking a little time later as I had done in the bike shop and the first question I asked myself was where was I this time? I looked around in a fluttering of my lids as if testing their ability to still function as it was obvious my mind wasn’t. But the second I saw the generic white cotton sheets, modern furniture and a city view framed by thick, grey blackout curtains I knew that I was in another stylish hotel room.  
 
    “I must say, you will soon have me doubting my skills when kissing a woman if you continue to faint every time I do so.” The second I heard Vincent’s voice I couldn’t help my reaction as I jolted, now seeing something different when I looked at him. He frowned as if he knew it too because the fact was hard to get away from. Now when I looked at him I didn’t just see the man that consumed my dreams but also the one that seemed to consume too many lifetimes to count.  
 
    I shook my head as if this would help in getting a barrage of memories out of my mind, but it was useless. I couldn’t understand it. What did it all mean?  
 
    “Arianna?” Vincent said my name in question but even hearing it had me doubting its very existence. Because I knew that it was a name stolen but now the biggest question was just how many stolen names were there in my past?  
 
    “What is it?” he asked when I didn’t respond.  
 
    “Before the Colony, had we ever met before?” I blurted out suddenly as if it was close to bursting from me if I hadn’t. Little did I know that at the time this would be the only hint I would give him to what was truly going on in my mind and why from this point on I would pull away from him.  
 
    His face answered his question before his perfect lips did. 
 
    “Other than seeing you in my dreams then no, we had never met until that day,” he answered assuredly, shocking me with the knowledge that he too had dreamt of me. But right then, instead of focusing on this, I left it alone and continued with my question, still needing more.  
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “Undoubtably. Trust me on this Ari, I would have remembered you,” he confirmed making me frown when really I should have been smiling at the warmth his reply brought me. But I couldn’t because confusion was the main emotion playing on my soul right now.  
 
    “What is this about, Ari?” he demanded suddenly and with that stern authority lacing his words. I couldn’t help my reaction as I suddenly threw the covers aside and ran to the nearest bathroom, telling him I just needed a minute, when really it felt like I needed another lifetime full of them.  
 
    “Ari? ARI!” Vincent shouted my name as I ran. I knew I wasn’t being fair on him, but right in that moment it just felt as though I needed to get away. I couldn’t concentrate as every time I looked at him I would merely see him as something different. A well-dressed man wearing a suit and top hat. A man in ripped jeans and biker t-shirt. A man wearing flared trousers and a brown flight jacket with cream lining. Trilby hats, bowler hats, cowboy hats and baseball hats. It was leather jackets, dicky bows and ties, aviator glasses, denim shirts and an array of men’s shoes and boots in every design and material. Hair worn in long styles, short styles or gelled back in an attempt to tame a mass of blonde curls.  
 
    In a nutshell, it was an historical account of the vision of Vincent shown to me in what felt like less than a minute. And the scariest part being that he was never alone because right alongside him there I was, dressed in the same era as he was.  
 
    But as I looked at my face in the mirror seeing the vision of me right now in this time, I placed a hand to my reflection and let out a silent sob as my memories of him shattered into a thousand pieces as just one hopeless thought entered my mind…  
 
    He didn’t remember me. 
 
    I slumped over the sink, holding myself upright with my hands gripping the rim, hanging my head down and asking myself why. I could hear him behind the door calling my name and knowing that he could quite simply have broken it down with little thought or effort had he wanted to. So, before that happened I cleared my throat and told him,  
 
    “I…I just need some time, Vincent.” After this I didn’t hear his reply but neither did I hear him trying to get through the door, so I knew that my wish had been granted. What I hadn’t known at the time was that Vincent would go as far as grant me this time for as long as I seemed to need it. And after that vision and then the one the next day at the graveyard gates, a place I had requested to go back to before we left…well, then nine days later and that time seemed to grow into an eternity.  
 
    Which was why I left. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes I would think back to that day and wonder what would have happened between us if he hadn’t have kissed me. Had I not seen the visions I had the next day at the graveyard when touching that gate and being catapulted back to the first I’d had at the bike shop. Would I have allowed myself to grow closer to Vincent instead of pulling away like I had? Would I now be spending my time with my arms wrapped around a lover as opposed to the protector his main role had become? The questions were maddening and frustrating to say the least.  
 
    A large part of me wished I could just get over it and let it go so that I could simply allow myself to be happy. But something deep down within me was telling me that if I did that then I could possibly lose him forever. I couldn’t understand it really, but I just knew that the visions of our many past lives together was shown to me for a reason and I couldn’t help but ask myself if it was a warning. As if somehow all those times before we had been forced to forget and until I could find the key to breaking this vicious and cruel cycle, then we would simply continue to do so forevermore.  
 
    No, in the end I knew that I loved him too much to risk it, not this time. But Vincent knew none of this as I half feared his ridicule or disbelief on the matter, knowing that if that happened he could quite possibly convince me my worries were false and tempt me into doing something I could regret for another lifetime to come.  
 
    No, I needed to be sure. I needed to find out who I was and the only way I could do that was without Vincent. Because the truth was my resolve was cracking every time he looked at me. Every time he touched my skin, I wanted to just melt into him and never leave his warm embrace. I wanted to kiss him again and again and never stop. It was hard enough just being around him and experiencing these stolen touches but having to be pressed up against him on the back of his bike for hours on end was near torture.  
 
    In fact, I would find myself wishing for another sharp bend or faster stretch of road just for the excuse to grip onto his body tighter. And half of me, the hopeful half, also believed that he too would do things on the ride that would prompt the same reaction. As if he too relished the feel of me giving in to my impulses and finding comfort and safety by wrapping myself tighter around him. I would smile to myself when I felt his glove covered hand cover my own at his waist, patting it once or twice when he stopped at a crossroads or stop sign.  
 
    It was a simple touch that spoke to me as if to say, I am thinking of you sat there behind me and silently asking me if I was alright. And even though we had a way of communicating through our helmets, we rarely did as it was only ever used to ask me if I wanted to stop for food or needed a break. And it was the thoughtful times like this that I would allow myself to forget that I shouldn’t be getting close, but instead find myself simply getting as close as I could get.      
 
    Which was why I needed to continue this journey alone in the hope that one day I would find him again after first discovering who I was. Or more importantly finding out the answers to my visions and seeing if I could break what seemed to be our curse.  
 
    So, with a heavy heart that still managed to pound in my chest, I left the hotel like a thief in the night. Well, I guess in some way I was, considering what I was about to do…or should I say, what I was about to steal.  
 
    I made my way down to the underground parking lot and stopped to stare at the sleek beast that was the black Kawasaki ninja ZX 1400 Vincent had bought in the shop that night. I remembered the first moment I had held onto his shoulders as I took the seat behind him feeling the strangest form of déjà vu. In fact, it was that déjà vu that would begin to fester and grow until roots formed enough to convince me that I had not only been on the back of a bike before but could in fact ride one.  
 
    Well, this was the hope I had anyway or else this runaway plan was going to be cut short and end in the form of a taxi ride as far as a few hundred dollars could get me. I hated myself enough that I had no choice but to take the money from Vincent’s wallet as it was, writing a quick note in exchange telling him how sorry I was. Also promising him that I would pay him back one day, telling him without the exact words that there would be another day for us, for this wasn’t the end. 
 
    I would make sure of that.  
 
    So, with my mind set, I had started to put into place my plan which included sneaking my leathers in the side boxes which I now started to put on. I already had my jacket in hand and was zipping it up before I sadly reached for Vincent’s helmet, one named a Shoei RF-1200 Diabolic and was perfect for the angel it protected.  
 
    It was a black helmet with a blue and silver design, with a perfect mix of angelic and Gothic designs swirling around the back, with two angels holding a blue skull. A blue cupids arrow was at the sides and a couple of silver fleur de lis on the top. It was perfect for him, so much so that it pained me to have to lift it from the bike’s seat and place it on the ground. Then I shook the guilt from my mind and lifted my own to place over my head.  
 
    I remember how touched I had been that Vincent not only picked my own in the same colours as his own, that being a black helmet with a blue and silver design, but also with it being named the ‘Qwest Goddess’. I could barely speak when he lifted it from its stand, read the name and said one word… 
 
    “Perfect.”  
 
    Then he motioned me forward and swept my hair back from my neck before winking at me. He placed it on my head and strapped me in under my chin, moving it around slightly as if checking it was snug enough, something I knew was important when choosing a helmet. I had no clue how I knew that, but just that I did. Just as I knew that the clothes had to be tight so that they wouldn’t tear if you came off your bike. Oh, and I remember once someone telling me to ‘ride like everyone is trying to kill you’ and ‘lifesaver checks are named that for a reason, so always check your blind spot’.  
 
    So, with all this in mind, I pulled out the keys I had also stolen along with his money and once I was ready in my motorcycle gear, I straddled the bike, first getting used to its weight between my legs. I frowned looking down at all the controls asking myself once again how I knew what they all meant. I tried to tell myself it was from the many hours watching Vincent riding it but deep down I knew better.  
 
    So, I kicked up the stand, got a feel for the machine between me and the ground and then started the engine, not even startling when it rumbled beneath me. Then I knocked it into gear, let out the clutch and flew into action. 
 
    I roared out of the parking lot and up into the street to check it was all clear and in doing so I noticed only one thing… 
 
    An Angel was watching from his window.  
 
    I winced when I saw the pain cross his features before anger took its place. I even found myself mouthing the word ‘sorry’ before I took off down the street, unable to help myself from looking in the mirror as I allowed the distance between us to increase. But then I could barely believe my eyes when I saw his body disappear a second before then smashing through the glass jumping from the window and landing on his feet from a whopping twenty stories up. In fact, I was so shocked that I nearly lost it on the bike, swerving and righting myself just in time before it was too late to get a handle back on the beast.  
 
    The last sight I saw was Vincent raising a hand up to his ear, telling me that he was making a phone call. Dread started to fill me as the only question I had now to ask myself was a simple one… 
 
      
 
    Who had he called?                
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    5 
 
    Running from Vincent’s Law 
 
      
 
      
 
    It didn’t take me long to realise who Vincent had called on the phone as I must have made it all of ten miles before I recognised the flashing of blue lights behind me. I was so shocked to find that he had called the cops on me that in pure instinct I nearly twisted my right hand to out run them.   
 
    Thankfully, I had a better idea knowing that it was safer to give them what they wanted and pull over to try and talk myself out of it. Katie had always said that I could have talked my way out of a paper bag. Or should that be more like Keira had always said that? Damn, but I needed to keep remembering that she wasn’t my Katie anymore, she was…well she was his Keira.  
 
    Well, whatever my sister’s name was, one thing had been right and that was I could talk the talk when I really put my mind to it. My trick was easy, believe in your own lies and others would do the same. Now of course, my problem was simple…which lies do I convince myself of first? 
 
    I waited for a break in the road and pulled over to the side, cutting the engine as I knew this was what they would ask. But again, how did I know that was the procedure? Had I been pulled over before?  
 
    “Licence and registration,” the cop said after making his way over to my bike. To be honest I knew that my last resort would be to just speed away as their patrol car would have been no match for the 186 miles per hour this bad boy could do but then again, the one thing that could outrun me was a helicopter. No, I needed to play this smart, starting with taking off my helmet and putting on the charm.  
 
    “Hello officer, I am sorry but was I speeding or something?” I asked innocently after shaking my hair free of the twist I had placed it in so I could get it inside my Qwest Goddess helmet. I then bit my lip and looked up at him with what I was hoping was a flirty way. Well, I would say with the wide eyes and sharp inhale he took that it was working.  
 
    “I believe we have had a complaint that this bike might be stolen, so please Mrs, if you will comply with my request and hand me your…” 
 
    “Oh, it’s Miss and please call me Ari, handsome,” I said now letting him know that yes, I was trying to flirt my way out of this. 
 
    “So, you’re not denying this is a stolen bike?” he asked making me want to shout ‘Shit’ and thanking the rational side of my brain that I hadn’t.  
 
    “No, I am not denying that, as I gather it was my ex-boyfriend who called you?” I asked quickly allowing the lie to flow off my tongue with ease. 
 
    “Ex-boyfriend?” He couldn’t help but ask.  
 
    “Fortunately, yes, as I soon came to my senses, but that’s just the thing, see, this isn’t his bike at all but it’s in fact one that he stole from me,” I said leaning closer after first unzipping my jacket a little, allowing just the hint of skin to be shown.  
 
    “That is a serious claim, so you can prove this is your bike?”  
 
    “Sure, can, honey,” I replied but now slightly unsure as to where the southern accent had come from, not how I was going to prove I hadn’t stolen it like I claimed.  
 
    “Because you know when I go back to my car and check who it’s registered to it will tell me…right?” he asked me in a gentle tone giving me one last option to tell him the truth. I decided to nod thinking this was it, the second he saw who it belonged to, I would be screwed.  
 
    “Alright, I will just go and check and then maybe you and I could get a drink after my shift to talk more about this Ex of yours and the benefits of dating a cop acts as a great incentive for a guy to get lost.” I smirked up at him and gave him a wink, feeling bad that I was flirting just to try and get out of here as fast as I could. I hated the idea of leading the guy on, especially when I knew Vincent was out there somewhere going crazy with worry.  
 
    But when needs must and all I thought with a hidden grimace.  
 
    So, I reached out and touched his uniform covered bicep and giggled,  
 
    “Sounds like a date to me.” He grinned back at me and after asking for my name he then left to go do his job, telling me that I didn’t have long until he found me out. For starters, I was surprised that he hadn’t cared all that much when I couldn’t produce my licence. Of course, I had first made up some excuse at how I had forgotten my purse in my haste to get my bike back and get away from my ex. Again, I think this worked as he seemed to feel sorry for me at this point.  
 
    Now how long that was going to last was anyone’s guess, but I think I knew what side a smart man would have bet on and it wasn’t the one I was stood on, that was for sure.   
 
    I held my breath and stared at him now sat in his cop car obviously typing in the bike’s details. I couldn’t help but concentrate on what he was doing and silently prayed that it wasn’t registered to anyone yet, as that way I might have been able to con my way out of why that was.  
 
    Then he unfolded his large frame out of the seat after only a minute or two and I didn’t know if that was a good sign or not. I was even getting ready to drop my helmet, start the engine, kick it in gear and speed off whilst he still needed to get back to his car. But then I saw the smile on his face and had to school my features into not looking shocked and mask my questioning frown.  
 
    “Well, for some strange reason it looks like my system is down, so I can’t check,” he said shaking his head a little as if this had never happened to him before and he was embarrassed by it.   
 
    “Oh,” was all I managed to say calmly whilst I secretly screamed hallelujah and jumped up and down in my mind like an excited girl with a pet puppy. 
 
    “Oh heck, alright look, you seem like a nice honest girl and as long as you bring me in your licence at the station tomorrow then let’s just say I never saw you,” he said after looking me in the eyes and suddenly making this decision as if he could read I was a good soul or something. In truth, I kind of wished in that moment that it was true, and I could have repaid his kindness for honesty. But I knew I couldn’t. My future relied on these next few moments of escape. At least this was what I told myself when I reached out to touch his arm and give it a squeeze in thanks, telling him,  
 
    “Oh, thank you! Thank you so much,” I gushed making him slightly blush. After this he made me promise to turn up just before his shift ended tomorrow so that he could take me out, this time making me blush. Then, after promising that I would ride safely, he watched me pull away, with me mouthing the word sorry at him after I had passed, knowing that was another level of guilt I could add to the mounting pile.  
 
    I didn’t know what had happened to the system in his car, but I couldn’t help but thank whatever technology god there was out there for getting me out of that mess. Now all I needed was to make it to the State line without getting caught by another patrol car and I was free and clear.   
 
    Now, it was just for me to get to my next destination and thanks to seeing an antiquity of kisses between a mystery of lifetimes, then now I knew where I was heading… 
 
    To find a world of lost history. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, since I had visited the graves in Minnesota, our journey of discovery had only taken us as far as Iowa after spending a week not far from where the body of my stolen identity was buried. The thought process being that this could have been where I was when the cult leaders had first found me. But with no name to go on other than the one we knew didn’t belong to me, then it only led to one dead end after another. After all, the only thing we had was how I looked, and it wasn’t as if we could just go around from place to place asking if anyone recognised me.  
 
    So, after this it was decided by Vincent that we make our way to Kansas as he knew someone there who might have been able to help us locate this Oracle person.  I had asked him once how could this person help us and his only answer had been as simple as my question,  
 
    “She knows things.”  
 
    And that had been it. That had been his explanation. Now this had been enough for me to play along with his decision for now, as until I had made sense of my first vision then I had little choice of where else to go. It wasn’t exactly as though I could just grab a dart and throw it at a map of America hoping fate would intervene.  
 
    But then that all changed one night when sat in another generic hotel room, flicking through the channels of the flat screen that still amazed me even after gorging myself on hours of watching TV each night. In truth it was the news I was fascinated with as it was like trying to relearn half a lifetime of history that I had missed out on. And it wasn’t just the question, what was happening in the world? As it seemed war, corruption and greed still played the biggest parts of these stories with innocents getting caught in the crossfire just as they always did. But mainly it was catching up with technology. Names like Google, Facebook and Twitter were a constant mention.  
 
    However, when I saw a news item on some exhibit coming to a place called Walter Library located at the University of Minnesota, I knew I had hit the memory jackpot. It showed a grand building that was mainly a red brick façade with grand roman columns at its entrance.  
 
    But it was a sight that I knew. That had been the main thing and it wasn’t just down to it being in my second vision when kissing Vincent. It was because it was a place I recognised from a real-life experience and not a dream…my first real one.  
 
    Alright, so technically speaking it was something I saw during this flicker book of kisses with Vincent, but the second I saw it on TV I knew I had been there…I just knew.  Which in the end only managed to cement the knowledge that Vincent and I were headed down a destructive path, one that it would seem we had travelled down many times before. A path that appeared to dissolve and unravel seconds after our footprints had left the memory behind us.  
 
    So, I knew after this that I had no choice but to continue my unsure path alone. After all, it was the first big lead I’d had so far and now knowing what I did about our forgotten history together, I knew I had no choice but to try to find some of its lost answers.   
 
    Which was why I was now stood in front of its imposing entrance looking up at it as I had done at least once before in my life. I gazed all around wide-eyed and like a child at Christmas, near giddy at the thought of what I could discover. Could this be it? Could I have really just found my first clue? Even better, could it be possible that people here might have known me…had I attended this University?  
 
    A million questions were now buzzing around my mind like a flickering electrical current firing sparks here, there and everywhere and adding more questions to the long list as they lit up my brain.  
 
    Well, there was only one way to find out and that was to go inside and see what happened. So, I did just that and gasped when I did for it was exactly as I remembered it. I couldn’t help but appear to be led into the grand space as if a ghostly image of my past was pulling me through by the hand.  
 
    “I know you,” I whispered to myself as if I was now being reunited with an old friend for I knew this place as well I would have known a place called home. But how was that possible? For even the smell of the place was familiar, yet my own image staring back at me in the mirror was one I had only known for ten months. As I knew everything before that was a lie, so how could I trust it? The truth was that I couldn’t.   
 
    But this…well now this was something else! This was something I could trust, for it was my own. This was something I could reach out and touch…something that was finally real.  So, as I wandered through the vaulted ceilings, ornate columns, gold leaf interiors, pilasters and marble staircases, I marvelled at the distinguished marriage of old and new when seeing the latest in computer technology dotted around the place. But then I had to ask myself what had I been doing in a library of science and engineering? What had drawn me here enough to recognise the feel of the wooden grain framing the staircases? I had no answers yet, but I had enough hope to drive me forward into finding them.    
 
    However, in the end it took hours of nothing looking around the place before giving in and deciding to give myself a break. So, after recognising my way to a small on-site coffee shop that was named the Wise Owl Café I took a seat after ordering myself a cappuccino, something I seemed to do out of habit. Which made me ask myself if this was something I usually ordered for myself and was a favourite of mine? See, this was the thing about not remembering who you were. It was the little things like questioning your own mind on the simplest of things. Like this frothy coffee I was currently staring down at and making random patterns in the dusted chocolate on top with my nail.  
 
    “So, what’s with all the owls in this place?” I overheard a girl asking from the next table to mine.  
 
    “I don’t know, maybe the guy who built it had a thing for them,” her friend replied with a shrug of her shoulders, which was when instinct seemed to take over as I leaned closer and said,  
 
    “It’s supposed to represent wisdom and knowledge as there are an estimated 225 owls throughout the library.” After saying this I don’t know who looked more shocked, me or the two girls that were reacting to my own astounded reaction. 
 
    “Oh, okay thanks,” one of them mumbled gesturing silently to her friend that she thought I was weird. Well, she wasn’t the only one as I was asking myself where on earth that had come from. In fact, I was that freaked that I stood up and quickly left my table with a waitress shouting behind me about me leaving my coffee and did I want it to go. I waved back at her in some half-hearted attempt at telling her no, it was fine as my mind was clearly elsewhere.  
 
    I don’t know why but I felt myself being pulled towards the front of the building and to where I just knew something would be there waiting for me, ready to give me an even bigger clue. So, I rushed through the halls trying not to knock into anyone in my haste. 
 
    I don’t know what had gotten into me, but it suddenly felt like the most important thing in the world was stood just out of my reach and if I didn’t hurry I would forever miss my chance.   
 
    So, just as I burst from the main doors and saw the only thing that mattered, I had to ask myself how I could continue on my journey alone after now knowing there was only one being alive that filled my empty heart the way he did. An emptiness that only started to grow as the miles I put between us did.   
 
    For there he was.  
 
    My Angel had found me…  
 
      
 
    Vincent.  
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    Literally Literary Fiction.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Year 2011…   
 
      
 
    “Oh, excuse me, I…I…” I started to make my apologies to the stranger I had just nearly fell into in my haste to escape yet another run in with Simon. I swear if he asked me out again I would tell him I was a lesbian who collected whips and chains just to get him to stop. But then this was when all my intelligent thought process left me as I looked up only to find the face of an angel. 
 
    Literally.  
 
    Now I didn’t really believe in God, as I’d had far too many years asking myself the simplest question…why?  Why he would do what he did to me and never once guiding me to find any of the answers I searched for? But right then and there, I felt for the first time that I simply had no choice but to believe in him, for the being that stood in front of me could have only been made in one place and that was Heaven.  
 
    It was the only way to describe him. Even if the sun hadn’t been shining behind a halo of blonde curls and even if the smile he gave me hadn’t felt like a wave of euphoria had just crashed into my soul. I still would have looked at him and thought he had been created by the Gods, for there was no other explanation for such a being to exist. Now, if it had been him who had asked me out instead of Simon, then I certainly wouldn’t have been running down the steps trying to get away from him…my own rules be damned!  
 
    For I had a secret and one so big that it had been one I had been running because of for so many lifetimes, it was hard to count without giving it serious thought. You see it was easy enough to remember your age without needing to ask yourself how old am I? But for me, someone who suspected they were very much immortal, well then remembering how old you were required some thought. And that thought brought me to the number… 
 
    I was 493 years old, give or take a few years if my calculations were right as time back in the 1500’s wasn’t exactly documented as well as it is today. Now for the most important question of all… 
 
    How was I immortal?  
 
    Well, the answer to that was a sad and simple one…I didn’t know. 
 
    In fact, I had been searching for that very answer for most of those years and never once had I even come close to discovering why or how. Some decades I would even give up, finding myself near depressed in my weary search and no longer having the mental strength to continue on in what I knew would only result in a disappointing end.  
 
    So, I would just stop but then I would have a dream of another life I hadn’t yet lived and once more my search would rise from the ashes from where I had burned the urge years earlier, one obviously not buried deep enough. And now was one of those times as I had my book in hand, one I hadn’t noticed until now had slipped from my grasp and would have crashed to the floor had it not been for my handsome stranger.  
 
    “A little light reading perchance?” he said looking down at the large book in his hand, tilting it to the side so that he could read its title. I blushed, and it wasn’t anything to do with the question but more what the sound of that timbre smooth voice did to my insides. It almost felt as though he could caress my skin with his words alone.   
 
    I had no idea what was wrong with me… okay so that wasn’t completely true as he was undoubtably one of the handsomest men I had ever seen before and that was saying something when you were as old as I was. But still, my reaction to him was verging on the ridiculous. I even found myself trying to tuck my hair behind my ear even though it was currently up in a high ponytail so there was little hair to move.  
 
    All of a sudden, I felt like looking down at myself, wishing I had worn something better than this light grey, hooded sweater dress, black leggings, my floppy grey boots that had seen better days, but were as comfy as wearing slippers. To this I had added a denim jacket as it was warm out with only a slight breeze. A cute scarf that was covered in pink and grey zebras completed the outfit as it was gift from my friend at work.  
 
    She thought it was funny as she was called Zara, but we all called her Zebby at the old people’s home I worked at, because she always wore Zebra patterned accessories. The old people thought she was a hoot, especially when she started singing ‘Can’t Buy Me Love’ by the Beatles. Then she would add at the end, ‘But I can certainly give it as a gift’ with a cheeky wink, which is precisely how she had bestowed on me ‘this little piece of her’ when giving me the scarf.  
 
    Now it was a cute story for sure but right now when you are stood in front of who you think is the most perfect and gorgeous human being alive, then trust me, cute story or not, it didn’t make it any better. Especially when you caught him smirking down at my neck line as if a full-blown smile was playing at his lips and just waiting to break out any minute because your cute scarf had caught his attention. And now all I was asking myself was, ‘did he find it cute?’ 
 
    Now, what he was wearing was as far from cute as you could have found. But now words like sexy, gorgeous, handsome and striking were definitely a good start in describing what this man looked like in a pair of dark jeans and a light grey t shirt covering what I knew was an array of hard muscles. But it was the panty melting leather biker jacket that had me swallowing hard, just to stop myself from drooling. It had an old rough patina to it that made it look as though it was definitely a favourite of his. Like the way the dark brown leather was more worn and strained around his large biceps, arms that I really just wanted to see naked. Hell, even the parts of tightly piped leather at his elbows and the diamond stitching at his shoulders made me want to run my fingertips along it. Even the stand-up collar was sexy in the way it framed a strong corded neck that was just begging to be licked.  
 
    Jesus, what was wrong with me! Was I in heat or something?       
 
    “Dorland's Illustrated Medical Dictionary?” He read out the name of the book with a playful glint in his eyes and I suddenly wished I was wearing long sleeves so that I had something to do with my hands. It was my little habit when nervous, only one hard to do without wearing the right outfit. Damn my decision to roll up the sleeves of my jacket and sweater, I thought absentmindedly. But then he looked at me with a question in his features no doubt wondering why I hadn’t yet spoken. So, not exactly wanting to portray myself as too dumb to read said book, let alone speak words of the English language, I decided to answer him.    
 
    “Yy…yes, it’s the 32nd edition,” I said finally finding my voice again but not before having to find a louder volume than the whisper I had first started off with. This for some reason made his eyes widen as if the sound of my voice had its own effect on him as his had done for me.  
 
    “Is that right, well then let me guess, medical student?” he asked turning his head to the side in that guessing expression people often did. This time it was my turn to smirk as I shook my head telling him he was wrong.  
 
    “Well, it is either that or you’re learning the quickest way to kill your victims.” I couldn’t help it as I burst out laughing at his joke.  
 
    “Of course, there is the more admirable reason,” he mused tapping one strong looking finger against his lips for added affect. It was such a sexy look I almost forgot the roll I was supposed to play for this playful encounter to continue.   
 
    “Which is?” I asked back to playing the game.  
 
    “You simply wish to learn how to help people should the unfortunate need arise,” he answered, and I couldn’t help but be taken back by his words. Not only was he spot on considering my past years as a nurse, but it was also the old-fashioned way in which he spoke. Almost as if he too had lived through a time long ago lost to the modern day, but as with me those old days still lingered on your soul.  
 
    “Well done, that was a good guess…let’s just say it’s a bit of a hobby of mine,” I replied trying to be as cryptic as I could and masking the nerves just standing here with him were invoking. He grinned at me as if he knew my secret and for a moment I nearly asked him who he was. It was almost as if he knew something about me that was impossible to know. Which suddenly made me very wary, something I think he knew the second my smile left me and I took a cautious step back. He watched every move I made as if it was feeding his curiosity and he liked what he saw. Well, that was until I took a step away from him as the hint of a frown marred his handsome features.    
 
    I knew then that I had to make sure to cover my tracks in every way possible as let’s just say that I had learnt that lesson the hard way long ago.  
 
    But just as though he had heard the impossible, which would have been my hidden thoughts, he looked back down at the book’s cover and said,  
 
    “’The first and last word in medicine for over 110 years’…well now, that is quite a claim indeed.” 
 
    “A claim proven to be true I think,” I replied confidently as I had been reading that book since it was first published over a 110 years earlier.  
 
    “I would think The New England Journal of Medicine as a better read personally,” he replied this time causing my eyes to widen in surprise.   
 
    “Are you a doctor?” I asked in awe and once again making him grin down at me as though he was back to enjoying himself. However, I was simply asking myself how tall he must be for he was clearly over six feet tall as he easily towered above me.  
 
    “No, I am not a doctor but let’s just say that I have had many an opportunity to study the human form,” he replied making me snort a surprised laugh and I would be the first to admit that it wasn’t the sexiest sound.  
 
    “I bet you have,” I scoffed making him raise an eyebrow at me.  
 
    “I was, of course, referring to my own hobby in medical research,” he replied smoothly making me regret my outburst and hoping I hadn’t insulted him. I looked down at my feet and mumbled,  
 
    “Oh…sorry I guess.”  This was when I felt his touch for the first time as a bent finger hooked under my chin and applied pressure there, so I had no choice but to allow my head to rise. It was such a confident move for a guy to make that I found a small surprised gasp escape at both his brazen gesture and the feel of his skin making contact with mine.    
 
    “What’s your name, beautiful?” he whispered the question down at me making me swallow hard before opening my mouth ready to tell him, when just at that moment we both heard it being shouted, only it wasn’t from my own lips.  
 
    “LILY!” The second I heard the sound I couldn’t help my reaction as I muttered,  
 
    “Oh no, not now.” Hoping my mystery man hadn’t heard but from the looks of things he had as I couldn’t help but sneak a peek at him. Which meant I didn’t miss the frown of displeasure before I turned to face my dread that was Simon. I watched as the arrogant man came rushing down the steps towards us wearing what I thought was a pair of jeans that looked so tight, they seemed painted on. I knew he liked to think himself the height of fashion, a trendsetter he would say and he did, often in fact.  
 
    Now, it wasn’t that he was a bad looking guy per se, it was just he was definitely not my type. But trying to tell someone who liked to believe the entirety of the female population fancied them that they weren’t interested, then that became only one thing in their mind…a challenge accepted.   
 
    But what could I say, that up until this blonde God in front of me, no one had ever been my type before. Well, not unless they were blind so they couldn’t see that I never aged, oh and also willing to move states or countries every ten or fifteen years, so that no one would get suspicious. Needless to say, that I didn’t date much…as in EVER.  
 
    However, the second I had tried to tell Simon that, then it had meant only one thing…Game on! Now generally I would have considered myself a good person, but I swear I was three coffee’s and one donut away from telling him to get lost, (I often needed the mix of caffeine and sugar rush to do anything that was even remotely considered rude.)  
 
    “Simon, what are you…” I started to say with my voice tense and not at all the ease it once was when I had been solely speaking with my angelic man. Simon reached us and started to speak over me and I couldn’t help but notice the way the man behind me shifted so that he was not only next to me, but now slightly in front as if needing to put himself between us. And I wasn’t the only one to notice this as Simon’s face seemed to drop a little before a facade of confidence overshadowed his own annoyance.  
 
    “Ah, there you are little Lily pad…” I groaned when I heard him call me this and when I felt a pair of intense ice blue eyes studying me I shifted uncomfortably. I hated it when he first started calling me this, making me wish my fake name had been anything else…preferably one that couldn’t have been changed into anything cute…like the Welsh name Blodwen, that meant flower.  
 
    See, every hundred years I decide to pick each name with one theme, like Lily. I was currently going through my flower theme as before this I had been Rose, Jasmine, Daisy, Poppy, Holly and even Iris. But now I was thinking about cutting out the flower name early and switching back to a Royal females throughout history theme. It would be like I had originally started back with when the Royal blood was everything in England, a place where this had all begun.  
 
    Of course, there had been other themes, like girl’s names inspired by place names. Which included being an Alexandria, Aspen, Dakota, Florence, a Sydney and even a Savannah.   
 
    “I bet you are ready for your coffee by now aren’t you…? Well let’s say goodbye to your little friend here and go on that date you promised me.” Simon finished off making my mouth drop open in response. I swear if a bug had flown in there and set up camp I still wouldn’t have had the strength in that moment to close my mouth, I was that shocked.  
 
    For starters, my mystery man was clearly bigger than Simon’s five-foot nine stature and even if not, then the serious amount of muscle showing through his t shirt was enough to tell me this guy must have spent a good portion of his life down the gym. Now I wasn’t saying that Simon wasn’t fit but it also had to be said that just because you were skinny and had zero body fat that it meant the muscles that showed were ones you earned. It just meant you were skinny and they had nothing to hide behind.  
 
    But now my mystery man was something else as they were there through sheer strength and willpower to lift weights and keep fit. Hell, it looked as though he swung swords on a battlefield in his spare time and let’s face it, I had seen a few of those days gone by in my near 500 years on this earth. In fact, that was what he reminded me of. Some heavenly warrior come to fight against the likes of evil… 
 
    And speaking of evil…  
 
    It was when I heard the chuckle next to me that I finally jolted out of my frozen state and looked back at that villain to see he hadn’t appreciated the amused sound coming from his opponent.  
 
    “Is delusion a common side effect of anything serious in that book of yours?” he asked, looking down at me with a wicked grin.  
 
    “Now listen here you…” Simon started to say but the man just lifted his hand up pointing a finger at the sky like this silent demand he was used to issuing and promptly finding it obeyed.   
 
    “Uh, I don’t know, why?” I asked quietly making him once again smile at me before dropping a bombshell and quickly turning his attention back to Simon.  
 
    “Because I would hate to hit a dead man walking,” he replied in a cool deadly way that felt like someone had just flipped a switch from Heaven to Hell. I even gulped for Simon who had now paled considerably. He had also seemed to be frozen to the spot and for nearly a whole minute he just stood there as if too afraid to move. So, with a roll of his eyes the Angel at my side stepped forward a single step and said,  
 
    “This is when you leave and don’t come back.” This was enough to snap Simon out of his mind freeze and back into action. He opened his mouth about to say something to me when the man at my side simply shook his head telling him no in a silent but deadly way. Simon didn’t need anything more as he quickly turned on his heels and nearly ran back up the steps and into the library. 
 
    “I…you…” I started to say still in shock when the mystery man decided now was the time to interject with a question.  
 
    “How many times have you said no to him?” I looked up at him still with what I imagined was a truly bewildered look on my face.  
 
    “A few,” I admitted making him frown a second before nodding to himself in acceptance, looking back over my head to where Simon had run off with his tail firmly between his legs. Then as if another thought had just entered his mind he looked back down at me and brazenly asked,  
 
    “Are you going to say no to me?” I couldn’t help but bring my hand to my mouth and bite my thumb nail before smirking when I replied,  
 
    “No.” This made him smile in such a way it was near blinding and all other smiles witnessed in my life became shadowed in the pure light that was this one. It was amused, it was happy, and it was above all…carnal.  
 
    Almost as if he knew where this was all heading before it even began. But I couldn’t let myself think about it for if I did I knew I would have walked away right there and then. So instead, I resisted the urge to blush at my feet and braved a look at him, nodding as if silently telling him I was taking a chance here.  
 
    Then he took my hand in his own and turned me so that now my back was to the building I loved to visit, becoming a vague memory as I stood next to an even more beautiful sight such as this man. I let him lead me away down the path framed by lush green grass and half shadowed by large trees as he told me the only thing that mattered… 
 
    His name.  
 
      
 
    “Nice to meet you Lily, I’m Vincent.”               
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    Lily in Me  
 
      
 
      
 
    Present Day… 
 
      
 
    The second I saw Vincent standing there at the bottom of the steps I had stopped dead and been hit with the memory of a me and him in another time. Only this time it wasn’t just another version of me, it was a version of me with an actual name… 
 
    The Lily in me. 
 
    I suddenly became so overcome with emotion that I couldn’t have helped my reaction if I had tried. I quickly ran down the steps to a very pissed off looking Vincent and took him off guard when I threw myself at him. Thankfully, he got the hint the second he registered what it was I was about to do so opened his arms ready to catch me.  I wrapped my arms around him and buried my head in the crook of his neck before allowing the tears to overflow. 
 
    “You’re here…you’re really here, Vincent,” I whispered becoming too lost in my own happiness to hold it back.   
 
    “Arianna.” He whispered my name making me shiver as the wrong name was spoken over my skin making me hold on tighter as I let the emotions slam through the hard shell I had surrounded myself with.   
 
    He gently pulled me back so that he could see me and what he saw made him use his thumbs to wipe away my tears.  
 
    “By the Gods you’re beautiful,” he told me softly making me close my eyes for a moment as I tried to hold back the urge to kiss him and forget all the reasons why I couldn’t do that yet. Because deep down I didn’t just want to add to a long list of lost and forgotten kisses. No, I wanted to start making new ones we would never forget and would be immortalised in our memories forever.  
 
    But until I knew for sure how to do that, then I couldn’t chance it. I couldn’t chance triggering whatever it was that would make him forget me, as the next time it happened who was to say that we would get another time again? 
 
    “Why did you run from me?” he asked me the second I opened my eyes again and I could hear the undercurrent of both anger and pain in that single question. But really, how could I tell him? How could I explain the ‘why’ without first telling him the ‘how’ behind that question…the ‘how’ I didn’t yet know. Because that was what I was trying to discover.  
 
    How had this been done to me, been done to us?  
 
    I knew the reasons ‘why’, if the Hexad had been behind it all and those answers all included greed, hate and Hell combined. But knowing the ‘how’ was where the real power lay, because if I knew that then I might discover a way to reverse it or at least to stop it continuing.  
 
    However, one look at him and I knew I had to give him something and who knows, if he reacted well, then maybe he could be trusted with more.  
 
    “I didn’t think you would understand,” I told him quietly, trying to soften the blow I knew he would feel had been inflicted. And yep, with that one eyebrow raised I knew I had been right…it was a blow well and truly hit upon its mark. So, before he said anything in response I blurted out,  
 
    “I know my real name, Vincent.” This was when he stopped with whatever he was about to say and just looked down at me in shock and for a split second he looked as if this wasn’t the best news he had heard like I had. I knew this when his only response was a clipped,   
 
    “How?” I took a deep breath knowing this was the truth I was going to have to give him.  
 
    “I had a vision…a vision…of us,” I said finishing it off as if it needed to be dragged from me. Now, if he hadn’t reacted the way I had wanted before then now he certainly did and this time it wasn’t just shocked with a hint of disappointment, no now it was a whole lot more surprise. He suddenly grabbed me by the arms as if he was scared I would bolt any second and I couldn’t help but question why? Was I not the only one holding things back from him? 
 
    “You saw us…together?” he asked after first closing his eyes before uttering the last word as if it was a lifeline he had been praying for. That’s when I knew, I knew for definite that I wasn’t the only one with a weight of the past lying upon my shoulders. Which now begged the question,  
 
    Was he scared of losing me like I was with him? 
 
    “Yes, I saw us together, but I don’t know when or how. All I saw was us both stood outside this library and it seemed as though it was the first time we met,” I told him and after showing his initial shock he looked around as if searching for something and only finding it when he nodded over to the steps. I let him take my hand and lead me over to sit down, all the while wondering who’s benefit this was for, mine or his?  
 
    “Alright, Ari, let’s start from the beginning, shall we?” he suggested in a way that I knew he was trying to keep his voice even and calm. It was in that moment that I realised that back in my vision he was far more flirty and carefree than he was now. But then again, I guess seeing as what I must have put him through in the last two days it had taken me to travel up here, then who could really blame him for being tense.  
 
    So, knowing that I needed to give him a break, I went on to explain all that had been said between us. I wished I had been in the girl’s head, (that girl being the other version of me) that way I might have learnt something useful. But all I had seen was the exchange between us as if I had been a ghost locked in the past for a short time.   
 
    However, it wasn’t hard to know what I had been thinking for most of it if my blush and nervous fidgeting had been anything to go by. But then with the sight that was Vincent stood opposite me then who could have blamed either version of me. Thankfully though I had the good foresight to leave out the encounter with Simon as I didn’t think it wise to poke the bear when he was hungry, or in Vincent’s case, frustrated. 
 
    “So, this vision, you believe it to be a memory and that seeing me standing there triggered it?” he asked, and I couldn’t tell you how relieved I was when it wasn’t said in a sceptical tone as I had expected.   
 
    “I think so, because otherwise why would I have it?” I replied with a slump of my shoulders.  
 
    “Hey, I’m not doubting you okay, I am just trying to make sense of why I too wouldn’t remember such a time,” he told me reassuringly and giving my side a nudge, making me look at him. And like that day, he was so devastatingly handsome he was almost painful to look at. It was like looking directly at the sun when it was about to be eclipsed. You were so tempted to look and just experience the rarity of it for yourself, but you were also too scared of getting burned. Well that was what it was like looking into Vincent’s eyes that you knew you would get lost in, being held captive until he was ready to let you go…something you hoped would be never.  
 
    “Well, you are old,” I replied with a cheeky smile making him frown at me in a way that I knew he was only another teasing joke away from smiling.  
 
    “And, well, I am sure in that time many girls have come and…”  
 
    “I suggest you not finish that sentence sweetheart, for if you think that I would ever forget the day I first met you, then I will tell you now that no measure of lifetimes lived through could achieve such a travesty…not without supernatural intervention that’s for sure,” he told me firmly and making me once again want to melt against him for his sweet words. Words that I had no choice but to take seriously as if there was one thing I knew about my guardian angel and that was… 
 
    He didn’t lie. 
 
    “And do you really think that…? Supernatural intervention, I mean?” I had to ask. At this he released a deep sigh before rubbing a hand around the back of his neck making the muscles on his arms bulge against the white shirt he wore. This then made me wonder how he had got here or more importantly, how he knew where to come? Had he bought another bike and broken every road law there was to get here in time? 
 
    “That depends.”  
 
    “On what?” I asked turning my body more to the side so that I could look at him head on as I voiced this question. He dropped his hand from his neck and also turned to look at me as though knowing that in this moment he had the power to break me.  
 
    “Do you believe your name is Lily?” he asked me after taking a quick breath and pushing on with his difficult question. He watched my reaction like a hawk would from afar, pinpointing even the slightest movement. Like when I closed my eyes longer than normal or when my swallow was more like pushing down thick mud. Even when my pulse started to race and my hands instantly went for my sleeves to pull down past my jacket. He saw it all.   
 
    But I knew my answer, so there was no use prolonging it because this was crunch time. He could either believe me or not. And no matter which one of those I hoped for more, I would only know when I finally gave him my own answer first. So, with my resolve firmly set in place, I looked him in the eyes and said,  
 
    “Yes, yes I do Vincent.” Then I held my breath for not even two seconds before it came out in a silent gasp as he slapped his hands to his knees before standing at the same time saying,  
 
    “Then my answer is also the same.” Then he held his hand out for me to take as he told me,  
 
    “Let’s go.” I took his hand and let him pull me up just as I replied with the question,  
 
    “Why, where are we going?” Finally, he gave me one of those heart melting smiles of his and said the only thing I needed to hear right then.  
 
    “Where do you think? We are going in there and looking for your Lily.” 
 
      
 
    Vincent wasn’t joking when he said we were going inside and looking for ‘my Lily’ as he had called it. Now I knew it wasn’t like we had much to go on, but it didn’t stop Vincent from trying everything. Which included asking every member of staff if they ever remembered anyone by the name of Lily or if they recognised me.  
 
    We decided to tell people that I was her twin sister looking for her as we thought this was safer, or should I say Vincent did, after I asked the first girl at reception if she recognised me. It was the second she started frowning as if I was nuts and I soon realised why, considering how stupid that question may have sounded. But just before I could add my own twist on events and tell her it was a case of amnesia, Vincent yanked me to his side knowing the action would silence me so that he could explain.  
 
    “Her twin sister is missing,” he said, and I had to say, it was a lot more believable than my amnesia story. But it also forced me to take back my ‘Vincent doesn’t lie’ statement. Unless of course it was only that way with me and everyone else was fair lying game. I suppose being an immortal royal Angel badass kind of gave a person free rein to lie as much as they wanted. 
 
    Of course, in the end in didn’t matter, as no one recognised me or knew of the name Lily. But, I guess it didn’t help that we didn’t even know which year the vision was, as even though taking in the fashion at the time it didn’t look that long ago, it was still like trying to find a needle in a ten year old haystack. That was until we were in the last room and close to giving up…well, I was anyway.  
 
    “That’s it, it’s hopeless!” I said dramatically throwing my hands up as I sat down in one of the empty spaces, then putting my elbows to the desk, propping my head up on my hands.  
 
    “Hey, come now. Look at it this way, at least we have a name, which is a lot more than what we had a week ago,” Vincent said coming to sit next to me and placing a strong hand at my shoulder in comfort.  
 
    “Yes, but what is the use of a name in this place without knowing where to look for it?” I asked somewhat louder than what I should have in a library. 
 
    “Well, if you had a book to go with that name it wouldn’t be hard at all.” A voice piped up from behind a large book where a girl was stood reading at the end of one of the aisles. This of course was when my head shot up and my arms dropped with a thud to the table top.  
 
    “Ari?” 
 
    “She’s right! Oh my God, I can’t believe I didn’t think of it before!” I shouted ignoring the frown at dropping the G bomb with an Angel. Then suddenly I was up and out of my seat running over to first hug the poor unsuspecting girl to me, shocking her by shouting,  
 
    “You’re a genius! Thank you, thank you so much!” I said before letting her go as she muttered that I was welcome before having to restraighten her glasses from me practically shaking the life out of her. Then I took off running with Vincent catching me up with little effort.  
 
    “Want to let me in on the reasons for your friendly assault?” he asked keeping up with me thanks to his long legs.  
 
    “You know I told you that you caught my book but missed the first part of our conversation?” I said as I walked.  
 
    “You just remembered it,” he guessed making me shoot a massive grin his way and adding a wink for good measure. He shook his head a little as if he was asking himself what he was going to do with me…well, it was that or he wanted to kiss me senseless. Selfishly I really wanted it to be the second but knew the dangers that potentially held. I don’t know what it was, but it was like the Fates themselves were telling me he was forbidden fruit. As though if I gave into the impulse then there would be consequences just like before…just like always.  
 
    I wanted to stop and think more about these strange feelings I was having but right now I couldn’t. Because if there was one thing we didn’t have it was time… 
 
    Not if it had been stolen from us once before.  
 
    “Hi there, sorry us again…” 
 
    “Look I am sorry, but I told you that I don’t…” 
 
    “Yes, I know, but this time I wondered if you could check on your system to see if anyone by the name of Lily checked out a book called Dorland's Illustrated Medical Dictionary, 32nd edition,” I said looking to Vincent when I said the name wanting to see if it managed to spark any recognition with him. I couldn’t tell by his look if it did or didn’t but what she said next certainly had its effect. 
 
    “Okay so yes, it says here that it was checked out by a Lily Rider on June 7th 2011,” she said reading from the screen and the second the date was mentioned Vincent flinched next to me. I shot him a look to see that yeah, there were definitely some cogs turning after that one, that was for damn sure.  
 
    “Does it have an address?” I asked getting hopeful.  
 
    “It does and a number but look, I don’t mean to disappoint you, but I have told you too much as it is as this shit is supposed to be confidential…you know,” she said shrugging her shoulders and pulling the ‘Sorry, pitiful look’ at me. To this she added a pop of her gum making it slap back over her pierced lips in an annoying way. But to be honest I think if it had been a cookie selling girl guide stood in front of me right now then I would have still wanted to rip the gum out of their mouth and demand the information I wanted after sticking the ball of spit to their forehead!  
 
    But thankfully I didn’t have to do this or get on my knees and beg which was coming next as I had something most detectives didn’t have… 
 
    I had a Vincent.  
 
    “Look at me girl,” he demanded making her obey as if he was using some crazy mind trick on her.  
 
    “You will write down the details of address, phone numbers and email address I know is on the screen right in front of you. Then you will forget you ever saw us…understood?” he demanded making her nod as if her head was attached to a bungy cord and Vincent was yanking the end. 
 
    “Good. Do it now!” he snapped making her also snap into action by grabbing a pen and piece of paper so that she could do as instructed. I couldn’t help but fire a look of shock at Vincent making him shake his head a little at me as if to tell me what his whispered words did shortly after. 
 
    “Not now, beautiful,” he said after first stepping up to me and pulling me into him so that he could wrap an arm around my waist as if to secure me to him for a passing moment. The feel of his touch even through my leather jacket was still enough to cause my body to shiver at the brief contact. Thankfully, I had folded the rest of my leathers in the bike boxes and just hoped that no one would steal my helmet. I definitely had a soft spot for that helmet and found myself randomly hoping Vincent had found his own without leaving it behind in that underground parking lot.   
 
    After this he stepped back looking reluctant as he did, but he clearly had something else on his mind as I watched him pulling a phone out of his pocket. He pressed a few buttons and seconds later he spoke a name I was starting to know well.  
 
    “Dom, I need your help.” I frowned wondering what on earth could have prompted such an action. Vincent looked at me before nodding to the assistant as she was holding out a piece of paper that potentially held my other life literally in her hands. I took a deep breath and took it from her as if it held the recipe for the elixir of life on it.  
 
    “I take it you found your prey?” I heard Dominic Draven ask on the other end and the look Vincent gave me was one I wanted to cower away from. Of course, it was also one that made me want to throw away my underwear as it was clearly now useless considering I was now soaked over my girly parts. I swear can anyone say the word smoulder and sexually frustrated in the same sentence because I know I could! Hell, by the time Vincent was finished with me I could have probably been able to spell it out across the skies in Armenian!   
 
    “Yes, I found her,” Vincent replied still looking down at me and the current cause of all his trouble.  
 
    “Then what is this about?” His brother asked and now instead of the sound of a nightclub in the background, it was silent, thanks to King Draven finding some peace in which to have this conversation.  
 
    “Do you remember the summer of 2011 when you sent me to Minnesota to oversee the deal we made with United Health Group?” I heard Vincent ask and only just made out the reply on the other end.  
 
    “Vaguely yes, but why do you ask?”  
 
    “And do you remember any reason I would be at the University of Minnesota, specifically the Walter Library?” Vincent asked in such a way that his brother obviously knew better than to continue to ask him why. No, instead he simply answered him. 
 
    “Well, if my memory serves me well enough, I remember us loaning them some of the rare blueprints of our Venice home, along with some others in France, Spain and maybe the castle in Germany…I believe it was for an exhibition of some sorts and I also remembered that you were guest of honour at the reveal party.” Vincent and I both gave each other a similar look because if what his brother was saying was correct, then technically we could have been here at the exact same time. I think we both knew it was too much of a coincidence for it to be otherwise. But the last question on my mind was the most important… 
 
    Why didn’t Vincent remember it either? 
 
    “And do you remember if I attended?” Vincent asked making his brother laugh.  
 
    “Vince, upon my word brother, if you don’t remember yourself then you will soon have me questioning the age of your sanity.” Vincent groaned in response and ran a frustrated hand through a chaos of golden curls making me only wish that I could have done the same. I knew now was hardly the time, but I couldn’t help asking myself if they were as soft as they looked.  
 
    “Give me a break Dom and just tell me what you know,” Vincent said sounding exasperated which was when his brother started to get serious. 
 
    “Vince?” His brother spoke his name in a questioning way that now sounded worried and serious.  
 
    “Please, Dom,” Vincent responded telling his brother that this phone call was important.  
 
    “Of course, but first I want to know what is happening, do you need me to send you some of our people?” I made a face as if this was the last thing we needed and thankfully Vincent must have thought so too as he shook his head out of habit and said,  
 
    “At the moment it’s nothing I can’t handle but if that changes I will let you know.” 
 
    “Very well. So, are you going to tell me what is going on with you two?” Dominic asked now taking things more seriously.    
 
    “Let’s just say that there are some seriously complicated events unfolding over here and it looks like Ari’s memories weren’t the only ones that got messed with.”  
 
    “Fuck Brother, I don’t like this, not one bit! Do you think it involves my Keira?” Dominic asked, and I couldn’t help but smile a little at how protective he sounded over someone who I still considered a sister, happy that she had that in her life.  
 
    “At the moment I have no reason to think so, although it is clear that her memories were altered along with Ari’s but if they were involved, then to what gain to alter mine also and years earlier, long before they were to establish the Hexad Colony…it makes little sense to me,” Vincent replied after first pulling me further out of ear shot of anyone that may be passing us by. I, on the other hand, was just marvelling in every stolen touch between us wishing every time it was just that little bit more. 
 
    “I am not so sure considering who…” It was at this point that Vincent turned his back to me so that I never heard the end of that sentence and I was pretty sure this was done on purpose. Especially as he only turned back once it was all said it and his brother had moved on to say,   
 
    “…let me do some more digging my side and see what I can find as we still have people left to interrogate.”  
 
    “Yes, and right now trust me when I say with my mounting frustrations, then I wish I was the one extracting those answers.” Vincent said with a deadly anger lacing his words making me want to suddenly take a step back seeing just how dangerous this calm facade could turn into. However, his brother just laughed and replied,  
 
    “Yeah, I bet you do. But have no fear for I will find out all I can Vincent and make no mistake, they will pay for the crimes against our Chosen.” The second Dominic said this last part Vincent looked down at me and for some unknown reason tilted my chin up so my head had nowhere else to go but look up at him.  
 
    “Mortem ulcisci fimus, Brother,” Vincent said speaking what I knew was perfect Latin. At the time I should have been asking how I had known that but the second he ended the call after his brother had repeated the same words back to him, there was only one thing on my mind.  
 
    “What did that mean?” I asked still locked in his gaze and unable to move away from his hold on me. This was when he grinned down at me and there was nothing comforting about it as it looked this time to belong more to a demon than that of an Angel I thought I knew.  
 
    But then his head descended, and I knew I was powerless to stop what was coming next. And if I were honest with myself I was too tired of trying to stop what I knew was so right, it felt like I was going against God by denying myself his touch.  
 
    So, he lowered his lips to mine and whispered over them the dark words of death I never expected to ever hear before being kissed by an angel… 
 
      
 
    “Death and revenge for our Chosen.” 
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    The Lily Wilts  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It turned out that the address we had been given wasn’t far from the University and instead of taking the bike, Vincent informed me that he had driven here. Which I guess explained the lack of leathers, unlike myself. I had to say I wasn’t disappointed as the second he told me this I took my heavy jacket off. I asked about the bike, doubting it would be safe being left for so long, when Vincent also told me in a vague tone,  
 
    “It’s been taken care of.” Of course, this had me asking myself who and how exactly it had been ‘taken care of’, wondering if Vincent didn’t have his own people just waiting in the side lines ready for an order to come in from one of the royal family. I was quickly getting the impression that the Dravens were a very powerful family and not just physically, even if Katie hadn’t already informed me of such. Damn it, but I really needed to get into the habit of calling her Keira! 
 
    “Holy cheese on a cracker…is that a car or a spaceship!” I had shouted the second I saw the sleek sports car that almost looked as if it had the ability to fly. He smirked at me obviously finding my comment funny as he came around to my side of the supercar that looked as though it was more suited for space travel than the Minnesota roads.  
 
    “Just wait,” he said with a sexy bad boy grin and I watched him, secretly inhaling a deep shuddered breath when he winked at me. Then he ran his hand under the natural line of the sportscar’s body until pressing something I couldn’t see. The door then opened, and in my case did so as if by magic considering I couldn’t see your usual door handle anywhere along the car. But this wasn’t the coolest part as the doors actually lifted upwards not outwards as I had been expecting. It was only now that I understood his ‘Just wait’ comment as it actually now made the car look as if it had wings as soon as he opened his own side to show me the full effect.  
 
    “Wow, that is seriously the coolest thing on a car I think I have ever seen,” I said enthusiastically, getting totally suckered in and falling in love with what no doubt cost ten people’s fortunes. But my comment obviously made Vincent happy as he replied in a cool tone,  
 
    “I am glad you think so, of course the only reason I acquired it was that I needed something faster than the Kawasaki and this just so happens to be the fastest car out at the moment and beats the bike by nearly a hundred miles per hour,” he told me as he took my hand and helped me into the low beast with wheels. Then he shut the door, folding it back to how it was before. I then watched as he walked around to his side thinking just watching him walk should be illegal considering how sexy a prowl it was. It had to be said but the man knew how to fill out a pair of stonewash jeans and a white shirt that was folded back showing his powerful forearms.   
 
    But then I glanced around the car, thinking it looked more like I had just entered the cockpit of some sci fi fighter jet from the future.   Well, at least that explained how he had caught up with me so quickly, even with my head start and him having to first acquire it. Okay, so now I was wondering how he would even find a car like this for sale as I doubted they had them sat around in a dealership just waiting for a passing millionaire to come along and grab one.  
 
    However, this wasn’t the question I asked when he too folded himself into the car, now sitting behind the controls as if he were more like some captain of the Enterprise than a licenced owner of a car. 
 
    “How fast can it go then?” I don’t know why I asked but when I saw his handsome grin come out to play again, I knew that it had been the right one, as it had certainly gifted me with a heart pounding view.  
 
    “Over 270 miles per hour,” he replied in an easy tone, one that would have been forgiven for being said in more of a smug and arrogant way. But not Vincent. No, he was too controlled and calm to have ever had the need to sound arrogant.  
 
    In fact, it kind of made me want to see what would happen if I ever had the courage to push his buttons. Okay, so thinking about it I guess I had already accomplished this considering running away from him had made him jump out of a top floor window for God’s sake. Then his second impulse had been to travel across a few states after first having to spend a carbon fibre bucket load on the machine we were now sat in…one that could travel at rocket speeds! Alright, so maybe pushing his buttons anymore wasn’t the wisest thing to do again any time soon.  
 
    But looking at its impressive beauty and hearing how fast it could go then I couldn’t help but let loose an impressed whistle. And once again this made Vincent give me a sideways glance with the hint of a smirk lurking there, one I knew was just waiting to break free into a full-blown smile. Then I watched as he placed what looked like a fancy key fob missing the key bit in one of the holders at the centre console that looked like the car’s emblem. It was one I didn’t recognise. Not that I would recognise many, but I knew enough that it wasn’t a Ferrari, Lamborghini or a Porsche, which were the main three sports car manufacturers I knew about.  
 
    He then pressed a start button that was in the centre of a larger circle of lit up buttons, again making it look very space age, when a screen illuminated above it.  
 
    “You still don’t remember this type of technology, do you?” he asked as the look of awe on my face must have been distracting him. Because I looked from the screen that now showed an x-ray type image of the car as if it was first doing some kind of diagnostic test before allowing the car to drive away.  
 
    Vincent was looking at me as though he was fascinated by my reaction to everyday things, although I wouldn’t have exactly called this car your average every day item. Having a miniature TV screen in a car then maybe. Of course, he also no doubt asked me the question after remembering back to my reaction when I saw his cell phone for the first time. Something I was now used to seeing as everyone seemed to have one permanently glued to their hand.  
 
    But then I thought about his question and started to frown because I couldn’t help but think of the things the cult had stolen from me. Because it wasn’t just memories of the modern day we lived in. It wasn’t just the simple things like what my favourite coffee was or what food I liked. It wasn’t even the places I had lived or the things I had seen. This I could have lived with and moved on from, ready to just make new memories and enjoy life. But in my heart, it was all about the people I had lost. All the friendships I had potentially made.  
 
    It was the family that I could have had or as far as I knew, still had. One that could have been still holding on to hope that one day I would come home. And thanks to the vision I’d had of us meeting on those steps, it was also the love that I could have found that day. Those pinnacle moments in life that stamped a brand on your soul, marking that day as one of the first days that managed to shape the rest of your life. The one you looked back on and treasured with every bit of love you possessed because it was the one that really mattered. The one that led you to finding your one true love. That soul mate you couldn’t possibly imagine ever being without.  
 
    That was what they had stolen from me. 
 
    “No, I don’t remember,” I said quietly, looking out of the window so that he wouldn’t see the tears there that threatened to overspill. I wanted to say so much more. I wanted to turn to him and break down the walls I had built up around my soul, ones that I knew were only the first layer of protection I held in place to save my heart from getting broken. There was only one person who I allowed in and that had been the only sister I had ever known.  
 
    “Then how about we make you a new memory?” Vincent asked in a playful tone obviously knowing that right in that moment this was what I had needed. I swallowed down my internal struggle and looked back at him with more composure painted on my face than I actually felt. 
 
    “Yeah, what did you have in mind?” I asked amazing myself at how steady my voice sounded.  
 
    “How about breaking the speed limit?” Vincent said with a wink as he pressed the start button again and allowed the beast to awaken with a roar of its engine. I jumped at the sound and for the first time in what felt like a lifetime, I threw my head back and laughed.  
 
    And he was right.  
 
    Creating new memories was a great way of forgetting about the all the lost ones.    
 
      
 
    *************** 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean you sold all my stuff!?” I heard myself shouting as I stepped around Vincent and got in the fat guy’s face, hating the smell of Cheetos on his breath that mixed with stale beer. He even had cheesy orange dust speckled on his sweaty T shirt that should have been burned as a lost cause about ten years ago. For starters, I think if Levi's ever knew what a guy like this had done to one of their products then they would have ripped their hair out and screamed about only making crop tops from now on! I know that’s what I would have done. Although on this guy it was quickly becoming more of a crop top than a T shirt thanks to the strip of hairy belly that could be seen by the hemline. I shuddered at the very thought of how long he had been wearing it, as let’s just say from the smell of things personal hygiene came well after Judge Judy that was blaring on in the background.   
 
    “Look Bit…” he started to say in response only finding himself cut off pretty quickly when Vincent stepped in front of me.  
 
    “I wouldn’t finish that sentence if you consider your tongue an important part of your anatomy,” Vincent warned in a scary voice that I knew to take as serious as a heart attack in the middle of the desert. Of course, sweaty Cheeto man was obviously lacking in the brain cell department as he didn’t recognise the threat when it was stood right in front of him. A mistake he would remember no doubt as what came next was a calm and deadly storm from heaven.  
 
    “Why, what you gonna do about it Dickhe…?” He never got to finish that insult just like the one before it as Vincent quickly had his flabby neck in his grasp before either of us could finish a blink. He started gurgling as Vincent amazingly lifted the massive guy off his feet and he must have weighted over 300 pounds!  
 
    “I will simply rip it out if it continues to move in a way I do not like,” he said in that deadly calm voice of his that made me shudder and take a step back. Jesus, but if I thought his brother’s anger was something to fear then Vincent’s was the next level. Because sometimes it was easier to fear the obvious you could see but with Vincent it was what you didn’t see that was more terrifying. It was the hidden fury and deadly intent that was waiting to break loose at any minute that had me taking yet another step back.  
 
    “Vincent…please don’t…” I started to whisper when the guy started to go purple in his hold. Vincent looked to the side and down over his shoulder as if listening out for me to say more. When I didn’t he simply looked back at the man in his death grip, which was when Vincent must have thankfully sensed he had hit his limit. Because let’s face it, with the amount of strength it must have taken to lift that much weight one handed then I doubted the guy had many options of the way of begging for his life.  
 
    Vincent suddenly dropped him, taking a step back to allow the slob room to collapse to the floor as he gasped for breath. Then Vincent held his arm out as if protecting me from getting too close as if it was done out of instinct.  
 
    “Now, let’s try this again should we?” Vincent said looking down at the man he had very nearly killed just for the whisper of an insult. The guy started to nod rapidly as if too afraid of not answering him and what it could mean if he didn’t.  
 
    “You say you sold her things, yes?” The guy nodded with a wince thinking this would only end up angering Vincent further.  
 
    “But surely there were things that wouldn’t have been of much value, paperwork and such…what of these things?” Vincent asked continuing his interrogation with eerie calm. The guy started to frown as if deep in thought and then the second his eyes got wide we both knew he had started to remember something.  
 
    “Speak!” Vincent demanded obviously losing his patience.  
 
    “I…I was…going to throw them out but Mrs Miller from 5B took the stuff from me and called me a pig for my troubles the little Bit…” he was once again about to slight another female in front of us when Vincent had hit his limit on assholes and their foul mouths. So, he simply picked him up off the floor as if he weighed no more than a bag of chips and threw him back into his apartment. Then he slammed the door with enough force for it to rattle on its hinges abruptly cutting off the cry of pain.  
 
    The second Vincent turned back around to look at me I knew in that murderous gaze he was fighting with himself and his temper. That’s when I knew that the whole thing was done as if to save him from Vincent’s wrath and to stop himself from going too far.  
 
    “Let’s go,” he clipped keeping his back to the door and the heavy man behind it that was still complaining from hitting the floor unexpectedly. I hadn’t said another word and even now I was too afraid to as I didn’t want to be next in his firing line. Not that I thought Vincent would ever lay a finger on me in anger. But let’s just say that lions were nice to look at with bars between us, however I wasn’t stupid enough to stand next to one even after its meal had been consumed and it was no longer hungry.  
 
    But then we had only taken three steps when Vincent stopped and walked back to the door. For a second, I thought he was going back for more and I was about to say something to stop him as I think the guy had more than his fair share of lesson learned. In the end it turned out that thankfully he stayed clear of the door handle and had no intention of opening that murderous can of worms again.  
 
    Instead I watched as he raised his hand to the small plaque on the door that said‘Superintendent’ and looked to be one of the only things in this building that wasn’t broken. I couldn’t help but frown wondering, why on earth I would have lived here?  
 
    “What are you doing?” I hissed looking around the empty hallway as if we were going to get caught any minute by a cop or something. Of course, my times for being cautious were obviously slightly off if I thought vandalism was worse than Vincent’s assaulting someone and threatening to rip off a body part.  
 
    At first, he didn’t answer me but then again, he didn’t really have to, as after running two fingers casually over the lettering I watched in awe as it started to change.  
 
    “For Mrs Miller,” he replied after he had finished, walking past me and snagging my hand as he did, leaving me smirking when I read the new plaque name… 
 
      
 
    ‘Super Pig Bitch’ 
 
      
 
    Well, wouldn’t you know, it looked like Vincent had a wicked sense of humour after all. So, it was in this moment just as he had led me to 5B that I had an overwhelming urge that I couldn’t help even if I had tried. I tugged back on his hand to get his attention and the second his head turned I leaned in on tip toes to kiss his cheek, telling him,  
 
    “You’re funny.” Then just as my lips were supposed to make contact with his cheek, he turned further, and they ended up on his lips. I was so shocked at first that I pulled back and started to apologise.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry I didn’t…” I started but I never finished as Vincent’s eyes darkened into night topaz and this time it wasn’t from anger… 
 
    It was from pure lust.  
 
    Suddenly I found his hand at my neck and I was being yanked forward the same second that he stepped forward into my body. His lips found my own just as I was being pushed back against the wall so that he could trap me with ease. His other had slammed to the wall as if needing to get out some of his mounting frustration and not wanting to do so against my body.  
 
    I vaguely remember hearing it crack under his palm, knowing then that the plasterboard obviously wasn’t up to the task. But to be honest, I was more concerned to what he was doing to my body at the time, for it definitely didn’t feel like it was my own.  
 
    No, it was now his.  
 
    Our heads slanted so that we could deepen the connection as much as physically possible and other than ripping his jeans open and tearing off my underwear then I didn’t think we could have achieved it any better.  
 
    Oh, heaven on earth, could the man kiss and until now I realised that he had held back in every way possible. But not this time. Oh no, not now as his kiss felt like no other ever had. It made me feel like I wasn’t just experiencing a kiss for the first time but more like I was experiencing life.  
 
    The first breath taken in his own. The first touch as my hands found his neck and the soft strands of his curls. The first taste which was like taking your first drink from a cool stream when near dying of thirst. Even the feel of his tongue duelling against my own was igniting something deeper within me. I could feel myself losing any will that had been reserved against moments like this.  
 
    But I couldn’t stop it. My will was like holding a hand up to a hurricane and asking it to stop before it had the power to destroy me. For he was that hurricane and I knew deep down that he could have torn me to pieces from inside out if he only chose to. Oh yes, he had the strength and power to obliterate my heart into shreds but the biggest question of all was a simple one… 
 
    Would he ever do it?  
 
    Well, from the way his hands held on to my face right now, as if trying to keep me captive, then I would have said never. That slight bite of pain the second he embedded his fingers in my hair and pulled enough to get me to strain my neck back so that he could command the kiss. One that was done more from above as I could feel my body slipping down the wall knowing my legs were on their way out. Thankfully, it was as if he knew because he wrapped an arm around my waist to hold me steady and the strength there made me want to start panting.  
 
    Now this was what first kisses were all about. Not about fainting or heart-breaking visions of past kisses lost. But of course, all good things must come to an end and this one was no different as this Lily was about to find herself wilted in the arms of an Angel. 
 
    An Angel who didn’t want to let go.  
 
      
 
    “Lily, is…is that you?”  
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    Wishful Boyfriends  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lily, is…is that you?” The second we both heard my other name being spoken my heart for some reason sank as if each letter had been made of lead. I don’t really know why…well that’s not entirely true as it certainly meant that my time kissing Vincent was now over.  
 
    So yeah, that was obviously a big enough reason for my heart to drop. And from the looks of things it didn’t seem like Vincent was all that keen on letting me go either as he seemed to be struggling with himself on what he should do and what he wanted to do. I knew this when he reluctantly pulled back and instead of looking towards the woman who had spoken, he bent his head over my shoulder and held himself ridged for a good long minute. I could feel the air around us grow thick and I wondered if his breathing was as laboured as mine?  
 
    I then looked over to a lady in her seventies that even though she lived in a slightly broken apartment building she was well kept herself. Her mint green skirt and top to match was ironed in crisp clean lines that told me she no doubt ironed her bedsheets with the same amount of precision. There also wasn’t a single cat hair to be seen, even though there was a box of cat treats sticking out of the top of her brown paper shopping bag, so she clearly had one.  
 
    Her hair was the same, as there wasn’t one curl out of place and she even still did her make up as though she hadn’t spent a day without it. I could just imagine even if she had been ill or had her heart broken it wouldn’t have changed. Of course, I didn’t know what this felt like (at least I didn’t think so) but even I knew of the usual sobathon cry fest that usually meant no makeup, a bottle of wine and a pint of ice cream for at least a week of hiding in your PJ’s.    
 
    But even without the make-up and perfect hair, she had kind eyes and a warm smile, and I knew instantly that I would have wanted to know her.  
 
    “Oh, my goodness! It is you, Lily, oh my Lily!” The woman shouted after taking a step forward, which meant now the time had definitely come for Vincent and I to part. I shifted slightly from under his hold and he took the hint and moved his arm allowing me room to move. The second I was no longer in his hold the older woman threw herself into my arms and started to get emotional. In that moment I couldn’t help feeling that familiar pull towards a memory I was trying to chase. It was even the smell of her perfume that was trying to trigger it, as if tempting my mind and saying, ‘come on dear, can’t you see it, don’t you remember me?’. But even as familiar as it all seemed I still couldn’t reach it, no matter how much I tried.   
 
    So, in the end I simply hugged her back and held onto the hope that it would still come. That I would remember this stranger that held onto me now as if she had just been reunited with someone she cared deeply for. And right then and there I wished more than anything else that I could have given her that. That I could have gifted her kindness with a love returned. 
 
    “Oh dear, would you look at me, blubbering like this but I just…I just can’t believe you’re here,” she said making me feel so guilty for what I knew was coming and as if Vincent could sense how hard it would be for me, he stepped up to the plate.   
 
     “Hi there, so sorry to suddenly spring this on you but we are looking for Lily, my girlfriend Ari’s twin sister,” he said sounding so polite and respectable that it was the complete opposite to only moments ago when he was threatening bodily harm to another. I swear I even saw who I assumed was Mrs Miller blush as she looked at him. I had to say I could sympathise as after a kiss like that, then I didn’t think it was possible to ever look at him again without becoming red faced.  
 
    “Twin sister?” she asked after her face suddenly dropped as disappointment washed over her features. It was in that moment that I felt awful for her and even though I didn’t remember her, it didn’t mean that I hadn’t once spent time with this woman and called her my friend. But I could also understand why Vincent had said it, sticking to the same story we had told Mr Pig Bitch, sweaty Cheeto man.  
 
    Okay, so that was a little long winded for a nickname, but sometimes in life it was needed as some people were just too vile for only one word to be enough. I remembered a few we had made up from the Colony that I and my sister had come up with for some of the Fathers. Although, if we had known what they were at the time then I think we would have added on a few vile extras for good measure. Of course, we would have been shouting these names whilst holding pitch forks and flaming torches trying to get people to join us in the revolution. Although how far we would have gotten over a bunch of blood draining vampires I didn’t know but I could guess, and it wasn’t a pretty one.  
 
    “I think we need to explain,” I told her in a gentle tone and one that I hoped she didn’t mistake for the guilty undertones I was feeling. I know I didn’t know her, but the Lily in me had and that was enough to make me feel sorry for the possible loss of her friend. 
 
    “Oh yes, yes of course, please won’t you come inside,” Mrs Miller said trying to find her keys and still keep hold of her shopping. This was when Vincent stepped closer and said in a gentlemanly voice,  
 
    “Please, allow me.” Then he simply took her groceries from her so that she was able to find her keys in her purse and open the door.  
 
    “Why thank you dear… my what a nice man you have there, definitely a keeper. It’s hard to find such gentlemen these days,” she said looking to me and giving me a wink as Vincent held the door open for the both of us. The second I walked in after her he too gave me a wink, only no offense to Mrs Miller, but hers didn’t make my knees weak at the sight like his had done.  
 
    I smirked and shook my head a little as I felt my blush, one that was set aflame instead of cooled when Vincent wrapped an arm around my waist and held me back so that he could whisper in my ear,  
 
    “Definitely a keeper.”  Then he let me go before Mrs Miller could notice and closed the door. Meanwhile I was still stood there with my mouth open wondering what he had meant, whether he thought I was the keeper or that I should be the one to do the keeping? 
 
    “Come on in my dears, take a seat and make yourselves comfortable,” Mrs Miller said after taking off her lightweight jacket and kicking off her heeled shoes before then pushing her feet into a pair of fluffy slippers. I walked further into the room and saw Vincent placing things from the brown bag inside the refrigerator after first placing the bag on the small breakfast bar that separated the kitchen from the living space. I had to say I was surprised to see Vincent looking so domesticated, knowing that I would definitely be teasing him about this later.  
 
    The apartment was small and compact, but I had to say Mrs Miller kept the place in pristine condition like I suspected would be the case. In fact, it looked as though she could have been the first person to move in to this apartment back when it was brand new and kept it in its original condition ever since. Even her sofas had plastic covers over them which squeaked as I sat down. 
 
    “So, you say you’re Lily’s sister?” she asked now getting up to usher Vincent out of the kitchen, thanking him for putting her groceries away. He walked back into the small but quant sitting room, joining me on the sofa. I smirked at him when the plastic squeaked and groaned just like it had done with me.  
 
    “Yes, I’m Ari and my…um…” 
 
    “I’m the boyfriend and my name is Vincent,” he added helping me out with the terminology. Of course, now all that was going through my head was how nice that sounded and the warmth that coursed through me when hearing it. As far as I knew I had never had a boyfriend before but then again, if my visions had any truth to them, then maybe I was wrong. Because let’s face it, if they had brought me to this building and now to a woman who had known me, then it was starting to seem as though these visions were actually trips down memory lane.  
 
    Was I really starting to remember?  
 
    “Now where have I heard that…Ah, yes, ‘To conquer’,” Mrs Miller said after seemingly taking herself back to a place we couldn’t see, like a memory that was plucked from her mind without all the pieces to make it whole. It made me frown in question. However, I looked to Vincent who was smiling at the lady before then turning to me and answering my unspoken question.  
 
    “Vincent is derived from the Latin name Vincentius, meaning ‘conquering’.”  
 
    “Or was it the Latin Vincere meaning ‘to conquer’?” she said before making a clicking sound and arching an extended finger from her temple at him in one of those ‘think about it’ expressions. Vincent smiled at her and said,  
 
    “It’s nice to see that some still remember Latin.”  
 
    “Ha, not as nice as it is to see someone as young as yourself knowing it, so I am guessing you’re a doctor of some kind,” Mrs Miller said after filling her old-fashioned kettle and placing it on the stove to heat up before coming back into the sitting room and joining us on the sofa opposite.   
 
    “Very clever,” Vincent replied as way of answer and I noticed this was his way around not actually committing to anything. Mrs Miller shrugged her shoulders and replied.  
 
    “Not really, as these days unless you want to be an historian or a doctor of some type then it’s not a useful language. But still a beautiful one if you ask me…and men sound so handsome speaking it, don’t you think?” she said winking at me and making Vincent chuckle before lowering his head. Wait a second, was that him blushing slightly? It was such a shock to see that I couldn’t help but chuckle myself as I nudged his arm in a knowing way, telling him he had been caught. He first looked taken back by my playful manner, taking a few seconds before doing the same and nudging me back.   
 
    “So how is Lily, I do so miss her and I have been so worried about her but then if you’re here…” She let that sentence trail off as if speaking it aloud now made her realise that by us being here it wasn’t as positive as it first sounded. I could even see the tears in her old soulful eyes start to form and I knew I couldn’t just sit here and let her believe something awful had happened…even though, thanks to the Cult of the Hexad, it already had. 
 
    “She’s fine!” I blurted out making Vincent tense next to me, all playfulness now gone. Mrs Miller’s eyes shot to mine from where they had been focused on her lap and where her hands had been locked together.  
 
    “I think I had better explain,” I said, this time in a calmer tone as I tried to ignore the raised eyebrow Vincent was currently giving me. If I could have gotten away with giving him a ‘give me a break’ look back at him then I would have.  
 
    “She had an accident and hit her head…” 
 
    “Oh no! That’s terrible.” Her wrinkled hands flew to cover her mouth in horror. I swallowed down the hard lump of guilt, now no longer sure if I wasn’t just making it worse but knowing that I had no choice as I had come too far not to continue with my story.  
 
    “It was…terrible that is… and even though she has recovered physically, it affected her memory, which is why we are here,” I added quickly after trying to jump past my first hurdle.   
 
    “That makes sense as to why she never came back,” Mrs Miller mused to herself after taking a deep breath to process everything I was telling her and wiping away a few stray tears that she was trying to hide.   
 
    “We spoke to the Super and he mentioned that you kept some of her stuff, we just wondered if you still had any of it?” I asked and the second I saw her wrinkle her nose in disgust I knew it was in reference to the vile creature we had first encountered.  
 
    “You mean the poor excuse for a human being! I caught him only a week after her rent was due selling everything he could get money for. I am afraid to say but I lost my temper and threatened to call the police on him if he didn’t give me her personal effects right that instant. Then I called him a pig and left,” she said crossing her arms and huffing as she got up from her seat when the kettle started to whistle. 
 
    “And I can’t thank you enough for that,” I said but she started to just wave it off as if such a good deed was natural for her and meant she didn’t need the praise from it.   
 
    “I am just lucky that my grandson is a good handyman, or I would still be having problems with my sink! Hateful man…I hate to speak so poorly of another of God’s creatures but honestly, I really think that he must have been having an off day when he made that one, I’ll say.” At this Vincent had to stifle a laugh. Especially considering she was talking about God having an off day and had no clue that a real-life Angel was currently sat in her sitting room. The irony definitely wasn’t lost on me and nor from the sounds of things on Vincent either. 
 
    I felt a nudge from Vincent who made me want to giggle the second I saw him teasing me. He nodded down to Hell telling me exactly where he thought the douche bag down the hall was heading and I had to say, that I kind of agreed with him on that. Just so long as Vincent wasn’t the one to put him there anytime soon then I didn’t care.    
 
    However, it was also in this moment that Mrs Miller also dropped her first bombshell on us when she was carrying a tea tray back into the sitting room. Vincent being the obvious Angel he was, at least for now, took the tray from her and set it down on the coffee table.  
 
    She smiled her thanks and started to pour the tea after first asking us how we liked it, surprising me when asking if I preferred coffee like my sister did. Apparently in another life I was addicted to the stuff, a chuckling Mrs Miller informed me making me smile.    
 
    But in the end, I thought it best to try and act the part and tell her that tea was fine, even though I had no clue if it was or wasn’t. So instead of making the poor woman get back up and make something else for me I decided it was best to just follow Vincent’s lead. I did this by having it the same as he did, with one cube of sugar and lemon.  
 
    “I did always wonder though why no one came to claim her things earlier.” I frowned wondering who else there could have been in my life that might have showed up and if so, why didn’t they show up like she said. I must have had other friends, surely? Which then begged the question if I didn’t then what was the reason for this? Could it have been down to a secret I had to protect and if so did it have anything to do with the historical montage of kisses I had shared with Vincent?  
 
    Damn it! This was all so frustrating as it just seemed like the second we finally found a thread of a clue instead of unravelling like I hoped it would, it just continued to knot and wouldn’t give no matter how much I pulled at it.    
 
    “Did you know of anyone?” I asked getting past my inner turmoil enough to find the relevant question. She looked thoughtful once more and just as I started to take a sip of my tea I nearly ended up wearing the mouthful when she answered me.  
 
    “Well yes, she had friends and then of course there was her boyfriend.” I coughed and spluttered my drink before repeating slowly this time… 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry…did you say…Boyfriend?”           
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    Sweet Love 
 
      
 
      
 
    Year 2011… 
 
      
 
    “Hey Mrs M, save any more cats today?” I asked after unlocking the door and letting myself into Mrs Miller’s apartment, like I usually did when she would invite me over for dinner. I knew that she would have her hands full of pastry from the apple pie she always made me for dessert, knowing it was one of my favourites. I swear that woman had got the recipe from some sacred monk or something because I’d had a lot of apple pies in my many lifetimes but never one that tasted as good as hers.  
 
    “Not as yet, my dear, but I am still hopeful God will send them my way.” This was the same reply I got every time I asked her and had become somewhat of a running joke with us. You see the first time we met was about four years ago when I was just moving into the apartment two doors down from her own. She had been hunched over walking down the hall calling ‘here kitty’, when I asked her if she had lost her cat. Her reply had been classic,  
 
    “It’s not mine dear, its God’s…I just feed them for him.”  
 
    Well, after that I had fallen in love with her and now ended up buying just as much cat food as she did. The funny thing was that she didn’t ever own a single cat in her entire life, but she could name all fifty-six of the ones she had fed over the years. Needless to say, I adored Mrs Miller from 5B.  
 
    Now once a week for four years we had dinner together which meant in that time I’d had consumed over two hundred pieces of apple pie and I still wasn’t sick of it…that’s how good it was!  
 
    “How’s my apple pie coming along?” I teased after putting away the new bag of cat food I had seen on offer in our local store. She gave me a grin and nodded down to her rolled pastry top that she was just about to transfer over to the filled pie case she had ready. The secret she told me was a sprinkling of brown sugar to caramelise the top, which she also used when cooking the apples. Well, I was convinced whatever she said her secret was because it was yummy.  
 
    “So how was your day, did you get that new book you wanted?” she asked and for some reason I blushed. Okay, so it wasn’t really for some reason as more like one reason and his name was Vincent.  
 
    “Oh, I know that look…I’d better put some coffee on for you,” she said after doing her magic finger movements she usually did to seal the pastry top to the base. Then she filled the kettle and got herself the teabag for her own cup knowing I wasn’t big on drinking tea. Been there and done that for a few hundred years in England, so trust me when I say that it got old after a century or two. But then I moved to the US where coffee finally came into play and boom, it was a game changer! Of course, this was thanks to the 90’s when Starbucks actually became popular, even though it had been around since the 70’s. I remembered because I was one of their first customers back in 1971.  
 
    “So, come on, let’s hear all about him,” she said as she wiped down the sides, ridding it of all the flour she had used to roll. 
 
    “What makes you so sure it’s a guy?” I asked first out of curiosity because it wasn’t like I wasn’t going to tell her about him. In fact, other than my immortal secret there wasn’t much I didn’t tell Mrs M. It was a horrible thought, but I knew that one day I was going to have to walk away from my dear friend forever, maybe getting away with the odd phone call and letter here and there. But thankfully I had six years left as was my new ten-year rule. It used to be fifteen, but a few close calls later and I decided it was better being safe than sorry. And when I say sorry, what I actually mean is being taken by the government and ending up a permanent resident in some secret lab somewhere with a rat and monkey as my new neighbours.  
 
    Uh thanks but no thanks.    
 
    “Ha! I was young once you know and besides, the only time I ever blushed was when my Harold was in the room,” she said with a wink and a hidden look that also told me that she missed him dearly. I had asked her only the once if she had been married when we’d had our first dinner together. She had invited me round after I spent the rest of my moving day trying to find a homeless cat that she had seen being pushed out of someone’s door in our apartment building. Needless to say, that Mrs M didn’t get along with the lady from 3A and after hearing that story, then neither did I.  
 
    But her story with Harold was a brief one as I could see that talking about it still upset her. And why would it not when she had been in love with someone since she was 15 years old only to lose them what was considered early on in life at only the age of forty. Now I knew that years ago getting to forty seemed like a miracle and only something the rich achieved but now times were different.  
 
    For starters, thanks to the likes of Florence Nightingale who changed nursing and created awareness to the importance of sanitary conditions for patients really did mean that a spell in hospital didn’t also mean risking your life. Because believe you me, there was a time where just as many people died being in a hospital than those fortunate enough to be saved by them. Which reminded me of my date after meeting the devastatingly handsome man outside the library today.  
 
    We had gone for coffee and ended up chatting for over three hours about everything from places we loved to travel to, food we loved to eat and finally the history we both knew. To the point where if we had lost track of any more time then I would have been late for my weekly dinner date with Mrs M.  
 
    But back to the history I knew and my shock at discovering his extensive knowledge in the field. Okay, so my experience was first hand unlike his own, but still I was amazed at all he knew. And usually people got things wrong as their only source was what they read from books and trust me, they hadn’t always got it right. But for the first time I didn’t find myself having to bite my tongue or hold back in correcting someone. Truth be told, to say I had been impressed was a massive understatement.  
 
    “And I can see why, considering what a looker he was,” I said, replying to her blushing comment about Harold and looking over my shoulder to their wedding picture on the wall. It really did look like the happiest day of her life and all because she was looking up at the man of her dreams with only one thing on her mind…love.  
 
    But that was in my experience the most terrifying thing about love. That inevitable point in life when one side of a mated soul would nearly always have to go through and that was quite simply… loss.  
 
    I had seen it enough times to make me avoid it like people did the plague in the 1700’s. I had been forced to witness the immeasurable grief throughout my many lifetimes and in most cases like this one it was down to illness. Harold had developed lung cancer and ironically without ever smoking a day in his life. It was an unfair fact of life and one that no one could ever sympathise with as everyone’s pain and heartache was essentially their own.  
 
    And this was something I respected. A great deal in fact as I had been to my fair share of funerals over the last five hundred years and I can tell you that no two are ever alike. But in each and every one I had ever been to there was always one thing I never did and that was tell someone I understood what they were going through. Because I didn’t, and quite honestly, I didn’t even want to try.  
 
    Because I believed that people had the right to deal with grief however they felt they could, whether that was by being strong in front of others and crying alone in bed at night or surrounding yourself with those around you and crying each day on a different shoulder. It was called being human and I knew that each and every one of us was different.   
 
    So, if Mrs M didn’t want to talk about it ever, then that was fine with me also, because I knew that this was her way of dealing with a grief that she would likely never really get over. Some of us did and moved on with our lives, often for the sake of others. Some simply pretended to, as it was easier this way.  
 
    But then there were those like Mrs M who I knew without a doubt would simply live out their days the best they could. Doing good in the world and feeding cats, making apple pies for friends and passing the time until she could be reunited with her husband in heaven. For I knew when her day came that she would simply close her eyes, with a smile on her face as she welcomed the next world with what she believed was her true love waiting for her.  
 
    Mrs M was one of the reasons I began to really believe in eternal love conquering all, no matter whether it was in this life or the next.  
 
    “So, come on then, what is the handsome man’s name?” she asked me making me hopelessly try and hide my grin.  
 
    “How do you know he is handsome?” I teased making her wave my question off with a huff.  
 
    “Because I have eyes and I can see you, you beautiful girl, you! Heck, even my grandson comes to see me more now you live two doors down,” she said in a firm tone I knew was from kindness.  
 
    “Jamie would come here just the same even if I wasn’t,” I said trying to ignore her comment, but truth was, he did make it a bit obvious he had a crush on me.  
 
    “Pah.” She made a noise like it was nonsense and took the kettle off the hob making me wonder when she was going to get an electric one. I don’t know why but I worried about her burning herself with that one.  
 
    “So, his name?”  
 
    “His name is Vincent, which he told me today means ‘to conquer’ in Latin.” I said knowing this myself but telling her as if I had been told because let’s face it, these days there was very little need to know Latin, something Mrs M had already said to me once.  
 
    “Oh my, now I know he is handsome for sure but tell me, has he conquered your heart yet?” she asked making me blush again.  
 
    “Ha, well I can see that he has without you even needing to say anything…very well then, you will have to invite him round and let’s see if he likes my apple pie.” I laughed at this and told her in a teasing tone,  
 
    “I wouldn’t dare because after one bite of that and he will be trying to marry you instead of me!” She laughed heartily before checking on the chicken and sausage casserole she had cooking, which was another favourite of mine.  
 
    “So, you do want to marry him?” she asked in a way as if she had just caught me out. I scrunched up my nose and said,  
 
    “We have only had one date and that was in a coffee shop.”  
 
    “Trust me, that is all it takes to know if he is the one…with Harold it was when he bought me round a bag of candy instead of flowers. He told me that he didn’t want to buy me anything that would soon die but instead the candy would always remind me of him every time I tasted it from that day after. I knew that was it for me.” I smiled and made an ‘aww’ sound as it was one of the sweetest stories I had heard and a rare one as it was about Harold.  
 
    “And did it, remind you of him every time you ate them?” I asked as I rested my chin on my hand with my elbow to the breakfast bar. She grinned big and said,  
 
    “Oh yes, Charleston Chews became my new favourite that same day.” I giggled making her do the same and as she started to dish up our meal I couldn’t help but wonder what tomorrow night would bring. He had invited me to a charity event where he was guest of honour for donating some old blueprints to the university library which was his reason for being there today.  
 
    Half of me wanted to shout ‘yes’ after giving myself an uncool high five but then the other half of me, the cautious, trained part of me nearly turned him down. Because I knew that no matter how much I wanted to allow myself to fall madly in love with him (and yes, I knew that sounded crazy because we had only just met) but deep down I would always know that our time together was limited. Yes, I had heard the saying it was better to have loved and lost than never loved at all, but in my circumstances, it wasn’t just the possibility of breaking one heart here, but it was breaking two…and my heart was…well, after all this time it was…fragile.  
 
    Because the fact of the matter was simple, in six years I would have to disappear, change my name, start over and become someone new in a different place and none of those life choices included a husband…ever.  
 
    But then, what was one night and most of all, what could go wrong?  
 
    Well, there was the whole desperately falling in love part that was what I called a massive spanner in the works. But every girl deserved at least one Cinderella moment…right? Well, I certainly thought so, which was why I decided to say yes to Vincent, damning the consequences for another time. 
 
    And this was why I spent the rest of the evening with two things on my mind, one was what on earth was I going to wear for tomorrow night and the other… 
 
      
 
    Where could I get my hands on some Charleston Chews? 
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    The Last of the Firsts 
 
      
 
      
 
    Year 2011 
 
    The next evening… 
 
      
 
    “This is such a bad idea! What are you doing Lily, Rose, Aspen, Dakota, whatever your name is!” I shouted at myself in the mirror as I gripped onto the sink with both hands and tried to remember how to breathe without hyperventilating. I had just spent the last two hours telling myself I would call it off at the same time as getting myself ready in case I didn’t. Well, now I was ready and in just ten minutes time the man of my dreams would be knocking on my door ready to whisk me away to spend the evening with him. Which also meant I only had ten minutes to decide whether or not to text the number printed on the fancy card he had given me to tell him I was sorry, but I had to cancel.  
 
    “Seriously, what am I doing! I can’t go through with this…how can I go through with this!?” I said again, talking to myself, which granted was a bad habit of mine…or a good one, depending on how you look at it really because often I found this act of insanity actually prevented me from going insane. Look at Tom Hanks for example in Castaway, he had a volleyball named Wilson and he didn’t go insane…although the tooth knocking bit was pretty gross and also nearly drowning to save a ball didn’t seem like the smartest of things to do. But still, I cried when he lost that dumb ball at the end like most people did in the theatre …oh and like me, had tried to hide doing so.   
 
    “Ah, seven minutes! That’s it, I am calling it off!” I shouted this time thankful that Mrs M wasn’t directly next door as she would have marched right over here and stole my phone. She also would have probably locked me inside and waited for him to arrive before giving him the key to release me.  
 
    “Shit! Okay six minutes, so that might still mean he is in the car on his way over here, I could still text him to cancel…plenty of time to…” I had just retrieved my phone when I froze the second I heard the knocking on the door, then dropped the bag I had got it from, spilling stuff all over the floor.  
 
    “Um…hello?” I asked timidly as if I was the babysitter in some dumb slasher movie answering the phone.  
 
    “Lily? It’s Vincent, is everything alright?” he asked making me suck in a breath and mouth the F word whilst throwing my arms down like I was having a mammoth girl paddy. Of course, the hussy looking for fun part in me was waving her hands around like life was one big party and she just got invited to live it for the first time in half a millennium! 
 
    “Um…yeah, just…umm… be right there,” I replied looking around my small apartment as if there was something that could save me…maybe a hidden Wilson to kindly make my excuses for me.  
 
    “You’re so dumb, flower girl,” I muttered to myself, using my own christened nickname for this century as calling myself Lily or anything else I had randomly chosen never felt right. I only had one real name but had sworn to myself never to use it ever again until the time was right and as weird as it sounded, that time was when I was finally granted the bitter sweet kiss of death.  
 
    I had an image in my mind, almost like a premonition, that the next time it was ever used was on my own gravestone. I know it sounded depressing and even a little over dramatic, but I couldn’t help the feeling I had that one day I would find myself looking down at the gravestone and seeing my real name there. I just hoped that this was done from Heaven and not as me as a ghost finding myself still stuck here, only this time without a body to go with it! Now that was what I called depressing!  
 
    But the strangest thing about this freaky flash into the future was that every time I saw it I was never buried alone. I would have liked to have said that I had been buried next to the other half of my soul and his name had been Vincent. But unless I had suddenly decided to become a lesbian in the future then this hadn’t happened because the name on the gravestone next to mine was female and it was, 
 
    Katie.  
 
    Needless to say, that I had spent a maddening amount of time thinking about this and the answers I came up with ranged from the ridiculous to the absurd. I think time travelling had been my favourite explanation prompted from a three movie binge when watching the Back to the Future trilogy…oh and the six glasses of wine and a shot of vodka might have had something to do with it. 
 
    But some days thinking back to my name and it felt like so long ago that I couldn’t have even remembered it if I tried. Then there were the dreams and an alluring voice in them that would whisper it to me and it would bring it all crashing back to my mind, never letting me forget its importance or his.  
 
    Okay, so this was not exactly the time to start thinking about it, as it was time to face the beautiful music that was Vincent in all his harmonious glory and tell him that I couldn’t go. Maybe I could pretend to be sick? Nah, that wouldn’t work because why would I have just spent the last two hours trying to become the most beautiful woman in history, even if my dress had been bought on sale at JCPenney’s. Had I achieved it? Well my hair looked nice, shiny and blonde and my makeup had all gone to plan without screwing up my eyeliner flicks so they were wonky. But most beautiful woman in history? Nope, definitely wouldn’t have claimed that prize, but I felt like a prettier version of myself at the very least.  
 
    My blonde hair was swept up into a chignon, with wispy bits framing my face in a slight curl. My makeup I had done quite dramatic for once with a smoky shade in the arch of my lid over a silver base colour. My lips were dark too, in a deep plum colour that made them look fuller and more like a cupid’s bow. A sweep of blusher to highlight my cheeks and an hour later I had been done. Alright, I had played around with colours for a while and there had been the trial run where I looked more hooker than hotty and definitely more easy than elegant, meaning a whole load of face wipes later and I was back to square one.  
 
    But after a quick look at my reflection in my single window and I thought I had won the getting ready game. My dress was a black A line style to my knees with a black spotted sheer material over the top that went down to the floor in a floaty material around my ankles. Then the top layer gathered at one shoulder with a thick black ribbon as a belt at my waist that tied as a big bow at the back. Now, if there was one thing this dress did and that was fit me like a surgical glove.  
 
    It was tight enough to accentuate my curves and the biggest of these had always being my bottom, no matter how many diets I had tried. It had been the bane of my very long life but after I don’t know how many spin classes, step aerobics and booty boot camps I did, it was going nowhere. So, I finally gave up, well for at least this decade anyway. Although I knew I couldn’t complain too much as at least I had managed to keep my belly kind of flattish and my D cup breasts weren’t anything to scoff at, even if I secretly wished for a few shades darker in the nipple area.      
 
    But overall at least the dress had fit as I hadn’t had time to try it on in the store due to my shift pattern. I had just been thankful at the time that I hadn’t been on the evening rota but now I was taking that back. Especially as nerves started to get the better of me now I knew he was here. Maybe I could just not open the door and tell him I was sick with a barrier in between us, that way he wouldn’t see me.   
 
    “Lily, open the door, sweetheart.” Vincent’s voice suddenly made me jump as if he had been in the room with me and there wasn’t a panel of wood between us. It was this stern but gentle command that made my body move and before I could stop myself I was unlocking the door.  
 
    “Lily, by the Gods you look…” 
 
    “You’re beautiful!” I said interrupting him by blurting out the first thing that came to mind and in sight of him, then really, even I couldn’t blame my stupid and traitorous mind. He grinned down at me, which was a little less down than yesterday thanks to my strappy black heels. Then slowly started to back me up so that he could invite himself in.  
 
    “Umm, well I…I…I’m so sorry…” I started to say but from the grin he was now casting down at me I couldn’t help but stutter my words. He was simply breath-taking when he smiled like that.   
 
    “Well, I’m most certainly not, for you look stunning tonight,” was his smooth reply and it was said in such a way that I knew there was hidden desire there waiting to be allowed free. At least the wishful half of me hoped it was even if it was wrong to think so. But hearing this sweet compliment coming from those flawless lips of his and when he was smiling at me like that, well then, I found my reasons for saying no were quickly fading way and giving way to two words, want and need.  
 
    But then here was the most handsome man I had ever seen and now he was stood in my apartment wearing the sexiest tux ever created for a man. Seriously, he just wasn’t playing fair on the irrational side of my mind. Even the way he had styled his hair made him look even more striking than usual, making me want to throw my hands up and shout, ‘Oh for God’s sake, I have no hope!’. 
 
    It had been styled back in an attempt to tame the mass of curls, but I was happy to see that it hadn’t been overdone by ending looking slick or anything. I hated seeing when men had more products in their hair than women did. Like Simon for example, who must have spent longer getting ready in the morning than I did. Which reminded me of another good reason to cancel tonight seeing as he would also be there as he was on the board of governors at the university.  
 
    Yep, now was the time to cut the cord and say goodbye.   
 
    “I…I was going to say…”  
 
    “Thank you?” he said smirking and finishing off for me...again.  
 
    “Um, yes of course, thank you for saying that but I really do need to…” 
 
    “Relax?” I frowned this time making him chuckle.   
 
    “Forgive me sweetheart, for I am teasing you. Now let’s go and see what the night holds,” he admitted after doing it one last time and looking highly amused at that.  
 
    “But that is what I am trying to tell you. I am sorry, but I will have to cancel,” I said finally getting it out and not feeling any better for it when he raised a questioning eyebrow before grinning at me as if he knew something I didn’t.  
 
    “Is that so?” he asked with such self confidence that it had me doubting my own words. So, instead of speaking, I simply nodded not trusting myself with words right in that moment.  
 
    “And this beautiful dress, was it not picked with me in mind?” he asked reaching out and brushing the back of his fingers down my side making me try hard not to shiver against his gentle touch.  
 
    “Uh…I…well, yes I bought it for tonight… do you like it?” I replied after first having to compose myself from his abrupt question and the lingering feel of his fingers that seemed to leave a heated trail against my skin.  
 
    I could see his grin deepen enough to darken his eyes and those sexy laughter lines appeared at the corners of his eyes. It made me wonder how old he was, because he looked in his early thirties, which was older than the twenty something I looked. However, I doubt the age difference between us could have been anything close to what he was thinking as I could have probably been his grandmother ten times over, which was certainly a depressing thought.  
 
    “On you…most definitely,” he replied with a torrent of sexual undertones as he first took the time to slowly look me up and down like he was eyeing up his next meal. I swallowed harder than even before when he suddenly took a step closer to me making me take a smaller one back out of instinct. But the distance between us wasn’t enough to stop him from reaching out to me as he raised a hand to my hair. Then with two fingers working together he wrapped a loose curl around them before letting it go and spring free. 
 
    “And your pretty hair…was this elegant style done for me also?” he asked giving me yet another compliment but in no way sounding insincere or said as a throw away comment. No, it was a tone that you had no other choice but to believe in as he just had that way about him. He spoke, and you sat up and took notice because his words mattered. This was when I knew if I wasn’t careful with my heart then I could quite easily fall deeper and harder than I ever thought myself possible…and I was already falling as deep as I wanted to go.  
 
    “Lily, I asked you a question,” he said in a firmer tone that contradicted the soft and gentle touch he bestowed as he now pushed those loose strands of hair back from my face. It was also one of those tones that instead of finding rude or far too abrupt for my liking, instead I found myself getting turned on and becoming hot and flustered by it. I couldn’t explain why as I had never looked for that dominant type of man before, but now he was here stood in front of me, I found myself unable to deny him what he wanted. I knew this the second I answered him instead of showing him the door like I should have been doing. 
 
    “Yes, it was for you,” I said in a quiet and timid voice, one he seemed to relish in if his pleased grin was anything to go by. And boy didn’t it just cause my body to flutter at the sight, knowing I had been the one to put it there and please him with my answer.  
 
    “And lastly, what of these…” he said, pausing to run the pad of his thumb so gently over my lips that the touch was barely there and not enough to even smudge my lipstick.  
 
    “…were they painted this sinful shade just to tempt me?” he finished making me suck in a shuddered breath as he then took another step into me. But this time wrapping an arm around my back so that when I tried to take a step back this time I was surrounded by his strength and unable to do so. Then he lowered his head closer to mine and it was enough for me to freeze in his hold, asking myself what he would do next.  
 
    “I’m waiting for an answer, my beautiful girl,” he whispered down at me making me hold onto my next breath as if too afraid to release it in fear it would break the spell he had over me. But then I knew as his eyes darkened dangerously that I needed to let it out if I was to answer him and answer him I would, for I was powerless to do anything less than what he desired of me.  
 
    “Yes, it was,” I whispered back but with it I started to feel brave and for once I wanted to be the one to ask a question. So, with just three little words said I pushed them past my nervous lips knowing that the second I did it was passing the point of no return… 
 
    Now where had that sentence come from and why did it feel like a profound memory that had been lost and unwillingly forgotten? 
 
    “So, does it?” I asked before I lost the reckless need I had for him, one that was nearly overflowing ready for him to catch it all.  
 
    “Tempt me?” he replied for clarification, one I could only nod as my answer. This was when I knew the full extent of the dangerous game I was playing when my first sign was his bad boy grin, one I hadn’t seen until that moment. Then he suddenly yanked my body harder towards him, eliminating all remaining space between us before giving me his firm answer on a growl,  
 
    One that was swiftly followed by another  
 
    Fateful first kiss… 
 
      
 
    “Yes…it fucking does!”        
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    Important Memories 
 
      
 
      
 
    Present Day… 
 
      
 
    “Oh dear, is she alright?” I heard the murmur of a question being asked, that once again sounded more like it was being asked from beyond a place I could reach right now. As though I had been running through some void in my mind trying to find a door or exit out of there. I was sure the second she’d said that I’d had a boyfriend in my other life, I hadn’t only found it hard to breathe but found it hard to force my heart to continue to beat, for everything inside of me had frozen. This reaction was swiftly followed by blacking out the second she remembered his name, a name that only meant one thing… 
 
    To conquer.   
 
    The second she had said the name Vincent my mind had become lost. It then decided whilst stumbling blindly through an abyss of darkness to show me a light that led me back to only one place…into an Angel’s arms of the past. I had once again been made to witness a lost world that was seemingly centred around one man. A man that I had quickly fallen in love with, making me ask myself only one question as I started to escape from the cages of my past… 
 
    Just how many times had I fallen in love with an Angel?       
 
     “She will be fine, she just needs a few minutes…Ari, come on now and wake up for me, beautiful.” I heard Vincent whispering this sweet command in my ear and I swear the second I knew he was by my side it was as if my mind started to follow it back to reality.  
 
    “She’s coming around…maybe some water would help.” I heard Mrs M say and Vincent replied in agreement. But wait, why did I just call her Mrs M? This was the question that led me back to my vision so that the second I opened my eyes the first thing I said,  
 
    “I knew you, Vincent…I knew you in another life. You were Lily’s…” I paused a second as I fought with myself on whether or not to cross a line, one that Vincent would force me to do the second he touched me.  
 
    “What was I, Ari? Tell me.” His soft demand had me looking away from him but the second his hand cupped my cheek they were right back there, being consumed by his deep blue eyes. Eyes that felt powerful enough to see through any lies waiting there to be told. Eyes that felt as though they could have extracted even the deepest of secrets from me, ones that even I didn’t know I possessed. So, before I could stop myself I found myself whispering my answer, once again denying him nothing. 
 
     “…first love.” I knew the second I said it that I shouldn’t have as I had told him too much. I knew this when I saw his eyes flash with shock before they then darkened, and anger seeped in and filled them. I would have moved away from him out of fear if it hadn’t been for the undiluted fury I saw ready to burst from him at my first push. But then he shocked me back by grabbing me to him, holding my head to his shoulder as he vowed,  
 
    “They will pay Ari, they will fucking pay!”  His finished this off with an angry hiss that was felt, as long as it was heard. It was as if the clean air in the room had all been sucked out and replaced by that of the thick air in Hell.  
 
    “Here you go, my dear.” Mrs M came back into the room at that moment and he had no choice but to release his hold on me. She handed him a glass of water before he then held it to my lips. I smiled at him in thanks and took the glass from him not trusting myself from spilling it thanks to the slight tremor of my lips.   
 
    “Does she faint often?” Mrs M asked, and I couldn’t help but let my shame do the talking for me as I turned my face from them both. I felt like some kind of broken doll that was missing the key in my back and therefore my words were lost forever and with it the ability to ever be understood.  
 
    “She just has low blood pressure and sometimes loses consciousness. She will be fine once she is hydrated,” Vincent answered for me, sounding very much like the doctor Mrs M thought he was.  
 
    “Must be a family thing,” Mrs M said in an off handed way that made me wonder what she meant. I was about to ask when Vincent beat me to it.  
 
    “What do you mean, did her sister also suffer with fainting often in the time you knew her?”  
 
    “Oh yes, sometimes I would mention something, and she would kind of black out a little. It’s why I am not surprised when you said about her accident as I used to go on at her about getting checked out by a doctor, as I told her that it could have happened whilst crossing the road or something…oh, how I worried and for good reason it seems, poor girl,” Mrs M recalled causing me to worry further.  
 
    Just what had been done to me for that to happen? I tried to think back to the brief vision I’d had when I passed out this time, but other than seeing me sat with Mrs M and then later having Vincent showing up at my door in a tux before kissing me, then there was nothing else to pinpoint. Was Mrs M right…had he been my boyfriend for a time? And if so, then why didn’t he remember either?  
 
    I knew what had happened to my memories after this point as the Fathers of the Hexad had stolen them, but did that mean they had stolen Vincent’s as well? Had we been a couple at the time I had been taken and therefore they had needed to take away Vincent’s memories for them to succeed. It was starting to point that way because really, what other explanation was there? And what about before I was taken, why did I black out then? There just seemed to be a never-ending cascade of questions adding to the immense pile of them that were already there blocking us from going any further. To say it was frustrating was an understatement to say the least and from the look on Vincent’s face now, then I would say that I wasn’t the only one who was frustrated.     
 
    “I’m feeling better now,” I said sitting up more now that Vincent would let me, giving me the space to do so. Of course, he also gave me a look to say that he didn’t believe my comment, however it wasn’t for his benefit, it was for Mrs M’s.  
 
    “Thank you for everything but I think we have taken up enough of your time. I will keep you informed about Lily’s progress and get her to call you as soon as she remembers, if that is alright?”  
 
    “Oh, yes please, here let me write down my number and address for you. I won’t be a moment,” Mrs M said rushing off into another room to fetch what I assumed was a notepad and pen.  
 
    “What did you see?” Vincent asked getting straight in there with his questions. I suppose I couldn’t really have been surprised as I think I would have been the same. But what could I say? That I saw you walk into what must have been my old apartment, yank me into your arms and kiss me just like you did in the hallway seconds before Mrs M found us?  
 
    “Ari?” he said my name in a warning and it was the same tone he used to get me to answer him every other time. So, before I could think I released a deep sigh and told him.  
 
    “You pretty much barged into my apartment and kissed me until it looked like my toes were close to curling,” I blurted out thinking that well yeah, it looked like I could say it just fine. My eyes widened in shock at my own outburst as did his for a second before he grinned at me. Then he ran a thumb over my lips just like he did in my vision and I had to close my eyes and take a breath from how much it affected me.  
 
    “I would very much like to taste these sweet lips of yours again and see if I can achieve toe curling status once more,” he whispered before leaning in and biting his own thumb that was now held immobile over my lips. I couldn’t help it as the breath I had been holding onto like a sexual prisoner hissed out of me in a whoosh of air. And his reaction was simply to press his thumb more firmly against my mouth. However, it wasn’t until he opened his own mouth and nodded to mine did I understand what he wanted from me. I knew this was a test as much as he did, because my eyebrows nearly shot to my hairline before then focusing towards where Mrs M had disappeared to.  
 
    Vincent decided to assert his power over me once more and this time with a firmer look he nodded to my lips and mouthed my name in warning. I swear my panties were near on fire from the sexual tension he was building like a storm. I swallowed hard and couldn’t believe my own actions when as if against my free will, I started to open my mouth to let him in. Then I watched him close his eyes this time as I finally saw what I myself had the power to do back to him.  
 
    So, I sucked his thumb in deeper and swirled my tongue around his skin, tasting the salty sweetness that was Vincent’s hot flesh. In that moment I couldn’t help myself but visions of me on my knees doing this elsewhere flooded my mind and I knew it was nothing to do with an actual memory but only the new one that I wanted to create. 
 
    The second I started to moan around it was when I knew I had gone too far as I suddenly felt his hand grip my hip in a bruising hold. It was both as if he feared I would suddenly be ripped away from him or back away myself from taking this any further. It turned out however that it was to end as now Mrs M was walking back into the room thankfully with her head looking down at the pad in her hand, which gave us enough time to part.  
 
    I didn’t miss the second he put his own thumb in his mouth to suck clean as if he wanted to taste my own flavour there off his skin. The sight was sexy enough to take the breath from me in the form of a whispered moan…unfortunately, one he didn’t miss.  
 
    “Here we go, and if you need anything, anything at all then please don’t hesitate. I would… do anything for that girl,” Mrs M said having to first pause so that her emotions couldn’t prevent her from finishing. And because of this I didn’t even think before I was up out of my seat and embracing her as the friend I once had.  
 
    “Thank you for your kindness towards my sister.”  
 
    Shortly after this we were out of the door and walking down the hall with us both asking ourselves what we were going to do now, when Mrs M came running back out of the door.  
 
    “What about the box?” she asked once she had caught our attention. I turned back to her and gave her questioning look until it finally dawned on me…the reason we went to see 5B in the first place.  
 
    “Then you have in your possession some of Lily’s things?” Vincent asked and for a second there you would have thought he was from the 1800’s or something.  
 
    “Oh yes, I have a big box full for you to take with you and you never know, it may help in getting back some of Lily’s memories,” Mrs Miller said ushering us back inside. Once there Vincent took about two seconds before taking on the role of handyman as he lifted down a dusty large box from inside her hall closet. In fact, it was so dusty I couldn’t help but ask,  
 
    “How long has it been up there?” Now this seemingly innocent question ended up being the next big bombshell dropped on us by Mrs M, as it was the one thing I never expected.  
 
    “Well, since she went missing of course, which is why I was so surprised no one came to claim it sooner seeing as it was so long ago.” I frowned wondering how I could ask her how long that was without seeming strange considering I should be the one to know seeing as she was my ‘Sister’.  
 
    “Please remind me what date she went missing again?” Thankfully this came from Vincent who looked to Mrs M for his answer as if he had just read my mind.  
 
    “Oh well, I wasn’t sure when the accident was, but I know she went missing coming up for nearly six years ago now.” At this I gasped unable to help myself from reacting. Mrs M thankfully didn’t notice as she had been busy bending down in one of her kitchen cupboards to retrieve a cloth so that we wouldn’t be carrying a dusty box away with us. Vincent and I exchanged the same look, although I was sure mine was verging more on panic than his worry.  
 
    “Are you alright dear, only you look like you just saw a ghost?” Mrs M asked me when she saw my pale face as I could feel my blood running cold. Saw a ghost was right, as the moment I walked past the next mirror I came across I would be seemingly staring back at one.  
 
    That’s how I felt every time I took a step forward only to find myself ten steps back and being knocked on my ass when I heard something like that. So now I had a six-year void to contend with and only a box of random stuff to pin all my hopes and dreams on. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fi…actually, to be honest I am just finding this all a lot harder than I thought it would be,” I said deciding to be as honest as I could be given the circumstances. I don’t know why but the second I said this I looked to Vincent, worried he would have thought that I had said too much. But to my surprise all I found in his expression was the warmth in his eyes and the slight nod of his head I knew was meant to ask me silently, ‘if I was okay?’  
 
    “Oh sweetie, come here dear,” Mrs M said throwing the cloth to the counter and hurrying around it to come and embrace me. The second she did I couldn’t help but feel comforted by what I knew was a long-lost friend. Even the smell of the lavender moisturiser on her skin felt familiar and I couldn’t help but hold her back and take a deep shuddering breath, trying to keep in the tears. I also closed my eyes tight and tried to will my mind to take me back there. To take me back to this other moment in my life so that I knew it was one I could hold onto of this sweet woman. For I knew this had happened before. This very second had been relived in a different time only showcasing tears of a different kind.   
 
    I would have bet my broken soul on it.  
 
      
 
    ***************** 
 
      
 
     After this sweet moment between us we soon left for the second time only now we had a lifetime in a box to go through. So, there I was, now sat with this old cheap cardboard box on my lap in this new expensive car and looking to Vincent as he drove us to the nearest hotel, feeling far too fragile. Because no matter how many times I tried not to look at it, it didn’t change the staggering differences between us.  
 
    For our lives were mirrored in the two. Whereas I felt like this dusty old box filled with uncertainty, there was Vincent who was like this expensive and exclusive car that was perfect in every way. But even without the extreme wealth, above all, well…he knew who he was. There were no life questions for him to ask himself in the mirror when he woke every morning as I did. There was no asking himself if he would like that coffee being placed in front of him because he couldn’t remember ever having it before. And there was no doubting himself when it came to stepping out in the world, one he knew well and became the master of.  
 
    But here I was, unable to even say for sure what was real and what wasn’t. My visions had slowly started to blur with a mix of fantasy and reality. How could I be sure they were even real and not just planted memories that had morphed somehow with real ones?  
 
    “That looks like a heavy mind you have there, darlin’.” The sound of Vincent’s voice startled me and my ‘heavy mind’. But then I wasn’t so out of it that my heart didn’t skip a beat with the way he called me darlin’, one that came out as more of a sexual purr. Which made me wonder where he was originally from because even though he didn’t have an accent per se, he sometimes sounded…I don’t know, maybe the right word was…exotic. So, I couldn’t help but blurt out the question.  
 
    “Where are you from?” At first Vincent looked surprised, shooting his baby blues my way and off the road far longer than what I would have considered safe. Then he burst out laughing, throwing his head back and letting go for the first time since I had met him. Of course, this time my heart didn’t just skip a beat, but the bloody thing nearly started beating to the sound of the wedding march! I swear if I had ever believed there was a time to fall in love at first sight with someone as handsome as Vincent, then well, let’s just say that this was something else because falling in love just didn’t seem a strong enough description for it!  
 
    Seeing him throwing his cool persona out the window and just letting go with an amusement I myself had the power to grant him was like getting high on life. In a nutshell he pretty much just hit a new level of handsome, but even then, I think the word wasn’t strong enough to describe the sight before me now. Hell, but even the sound of his deep laughter was sexy enough to make my girly bits stand up and take notice!  
 
    “What…what did I say?” I finally asked when it had simmered down into a chuckle.  
 
    “I guess I just realised that you don’t really know much about me, do you?”  
 
    “Well, in that case then I think it’s safe to say we are even,” I replied making him smile before nodding down at the box sat awkwardly in my lap thanks to the car having zero boot space.  
 
    “Not for long,” he replied in a confident tone I would have liked to have matched with my own, but instead I couldn’t stop myself from correcting him.   
 
    “You mean we hope not for long.” His pointed look told me not to be so negative and have more faith.  
 
    “Knowing my luck this thing is filled with coffee house receipts,” I said as a joke and in reference to what Mrs M had told me about liking coffee and I had to say that after the tea, it seemed to be at least one thing I could call absolute in my weird and vague life.   
 
    “That maybe so but each would have an address and be dated,” he said after a short laugh.  
 
    “So?” I asked not getting where he was going with this.  
 
    “So, that means we check them all and hope at least one has a security camera,” he replied after first mocking me with his own ‘So’. But then I thought about how sweet this gesture was and the lengths Vincent was obviously willing to go just to help me discover my past. Oh, how simple it would have been in that moment to tell him to pull over, open my door and just dump the box on the sidewalk, saying to Hell with it!  
 
    To have the freedom to say, ‘I have you and don’t need anything else’. And I wanted this…by the Gods how I wanted it! But the problem and reason were one and the same…Vincent. Because no matter how much I tried to tell myself to just let it go and not care, deep down something was telling me he was the reason I had to keep searching. He was in fact, the only reason. Because the reality was simple, I hadn’t been the only victim in this.  
 
    “Persia.”  
 
    “I’m sorry?” I asked as I was once again miles away and when I say miles away I meant somewhere between the past and the present.   
 
    “You wanted to know where I was from…well, I am from Persia.” Vincent replied making me do a double take. He looked as far from Persian as you could get! Now his brother was a different matter as I could totally see the exotic heritage in those tall, dark and handsome looks. But if Dominic Draven was the dark, then Vincent was most definitely the light and the Yang to his Yin.  
 
    But like that Yin and Yang symbol, I also knew that Vincent had a dark side. A black spot in his soul that he kept hidden from the world. Well, I wouldn’t have been surprised after what Katie had told me about his parents and how one had been a high-ranking Arch Angel and the other a Prince in Hell. I even asked her which prince he was the second after she told me. However, her answer was as frustrating as it was confusing when she simply shook her head, blushed a little and said,  
 
    “You really don’t want to know.” 
 
    Of course, this had just made me want to know even more but at the time I took her advice and didn’t ask again. I think she had been trying to save me from information overload as it was hard enough learning of this new world I had quickly found myself thrown head first into. 
 
    But what he just told me I hadn’t known, which was why my reaction was shock making him laugh.  
 
    “But you don’t look Persian!” He gave me a sideways smirk before overtaking a car in front of us with relaxed ease, as if we weren’t travelling at killing speeds.  
 
    “I take it you know of how my siblings and I came to be here?” he asked making me fidget as I didn’t know what to say. Was I supposed to know?  
 
    “I will take that awkward pause and worried look upon your face as a yes,” he replied with a deep chuckle that again seemed to fill me with warmth.  
 
    “It’s fine Ari, I want you to know me and well, like any good story it usually starts at the beginning,” he added making me release a held breath named relief.  
 
    “Katie told me,” I said and for a minute he frowned in question before it registered with him.  
 
    “Ah, you mean Keira. I understand it must be difficult to let go of something that has been so ingrained within you,” he said with understanding, even if he said it without looking at me as he concentrated on the road ahead as he weaved in and out of the traffic on the road. Well, I guess if he got pulled over for speeding then he could talk himself out of a ticket better than I could. Which reminded me,  
 
    “Hey, were you the one who called the cops on me?” Vincent responded to this with a raised brow no doubt wondering where that random question had come from.  
 
    “Sorry, I kind of have this thing where the second I think of something I just seem to blurt it out even if we are having a different conversation…I guess it must be annoying,” I told him then looking down to say this last part in a deflated way.  
 
    “Ari look at me,” he ordered sternly, and I swear it was like having someone snap their fingers in front of me because my neck tensed, and my eyes shot to his. And I didn’t miss the pleased expression moments before he spoke, knowing it was down to my submissive response to him.     
 
    “I think it is endearing and enjoy it immensely,” he told me utterly shocking me.  
 
    “But why?”  
 
    “Because when you are as old as I am, encountering the unexpected is a rare treat and you, my beautiful Ari, are the sweetest treat of all,” he said making me suck in a sharp breath at hearing what I thought was the nicest compliment I had ever had...or at least remembered. I swallowed hard and started twisting the ends of my sleeves around my fingers with nerves. But I had to say something in return. Even if it wasn’t ever going to be the perfect response to what that comment deserved.  
 
    “Thank you, Vincent,” I whispered. He nodded his head in acceptance of my thanks.  
 
    “Now back to your question,” he said after first manoeuvring the car around a bend and making me momentarily feel as though we were on a race track.  
 
    “Erm?” I made the noise trying to remember which part of the conversation he was referring to as with me constantly changing it, well let’s just say it wasn’t making it easy for either of us to follow.  
 
    “Yes, I was the one who called the cops on you, but we will be discussing that and your disappearing act later, right now I think it best we stick to a more neutral topic,” he said cryptically, and I couldn’t help but notice how tense his jawline looked when saying it.  
 
    “Why?” I asked as I was curious and decided to push. Then I watched as his hands on the steering wheel became clenched until his pale skin got whiter at the knuckles. His eyes also seemed to flash a darker shade of midnight blue that was verging on indigo.  
 
    “Because I am driving,” he replied sternly making me frown.  
 
    “What does that have anything to do with it?” I pushed again making him slip it into a higher gear and speed faster pushing the engine even harder after that question.  
 
    “Why do you think?” he snapped making me flinch before my anger began to set in.  
 
    “I am not sure, I mean if anything I should be the one pissed off, not you…you called the cops on me, remember?” I snapped back unable to help myself and the shocked look he gave me had me both nearly laughing nervously and then cowering closer to the window just to get away from that intense stare.  
 
    “And you were the one that ran from me…remember?”  he replied in an eerie calm that sounded cold enough it could have had the power to create ice to cover the windows. He also had mimicked the way I had said it but the way he did it sounded a lot less playful than the way I had done.  
 
    “I can explain that,” I defended myself.  
 
    “Then please, be my guest and do so…” 
 
    “…And preferably before you crush the steering wheel,” I added quickly and when he shot me a look I nodded to his hands that were going whiter still. He looked down at his own hands and as if shocked by what he saw, he quickly flexed them a few times over the wheel.  
 
    “Look, I was confused okay. I have been having visions of the two of us together, only from other times. I didn’t know what it meant, and I still don’t. But I think one thing is clear and that is someone has not only messed with my mind but yours as well and I didn’t…” I was about to go on and say that I didn’t want to lose him again but decided that wasn’t the best idea.  
 
    “Go on,” he pressed, nodding for me to continue. I took a deep breath to re-evaluate my words before carrying on.  
 
    “I didn’t want to get you anymore involved in my mess than you already are. You’re important to your world, Vincent and I would never forgive myself if someone took important memories from you because of me,” I said instead of what I really wanted to say, but then it wasn’t exactly lying either. It just wasn’t saying it all.  
 
    At first, he looked at me with a slither of disappointment but one he masked just as quickly. As if he knew there was more that I wanted to say but knew that I was holding back, something a dominant man like Vincent no doubt found hard to accept.  
 
    “They already did that Ari, for they took you from me,” he said softly and once again a shuddered breath suspended itself inside me only allowing its own release after I had processed his words. He knew they had taken them from him, how could he not. But this wasn’t a surprise to me as we both suspected as much.  
 
    What was a surprise was hearing him admitting to how much they meant to him, even without his words, his tone had said it all… 
 
      
 
    I WAS his important memories.       
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    The Many Faces of an Angel 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vincent 
 
      
 
    Just breathe Vince, just breathe… 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how many times I had spoken this internal mantra to myself over and over again in the past few weeks, but it’s effectiveness was wearing thin, for it wasn’t working like it once had. Losing my cool or my head for that matter wasn’t something I did…ever.  
 
    Gods, even on the battlefield I was better known for keeping my head and delivering death with a swift and, what many considered, an eerie calm. I would be precise and methodical with a blade in hand, never once giving into my other urges. I speak of that which was inherited from those with an opposing nature to my own…that being of course, my father’s nature.  
 
    You see, as much as I was an Angel through and through, it still didn’t mean that I didn’t fight against the internal battle that was locked inside my soul and was one that always wanted out.  
 
    It was, simply put…the demon buried in me.  
 
    And up until now the only place he had been allowed to sate his natural thirst for dominance was in the bedroom behind locked doors. Oh yes, I was my father’s son alright, I thought with an internal smugness on one side and a wince on the other. 
 
    And this had all been fine until there was her.  
 
    My soul’s Achilles heel and my strength of will’s utter weakness.  
 
    In the not so distant past, I had been the one to keep my brother’s quick and often lethal temper in check. And did so, all the while stood on the side lines in quiet contemplation, congratulating myself on conquering that side of me where my brother often failed. Now I know that his own battle with his demon was one far closer to the surface for a reason, for his side of our father was what made up half of his own soul. Whereas, unlike Sophia and I, who had a clearer picture to follow, Dom had always struggled with which side to let dominate his mind, as was his nature. 
 
    Of course, that had been until his Chosen One had entered his life and therefore changed the future for us all. But even as the prophesied end of days was looming closer on the horizon, this wasn’t the change of which I spoke.  
 
    We had both spoken about it once, Dom and I, and back when the cruel decision had been made to leave her. But even against my wishes for him to reconsider what walking away from the girl would mean…for both of them, he simply refused to see reason.  I remember not only witnessing that of Keira’s pain when finding her that day sat upon my brother’s chair at the club, but mainly that of Dom’s and the torturous months that would follow after for him.  
 
    However, until now I had never fully understood the utter depths of pain, anguish and heartache that another had the power to inflict. Nor quite what the loss of a love and soulmate could truly mean. I had even been foolish enough, at one time, to believe myself in love with the girl.  For Keira was and always would be, one of the most unique people in all the world. And if I was completely honest with myself, then it was true to say that she had been my first weakness. Finally, after all this time, I gave into something I knew was wrong as she was always destined for my brother. However, I had to make sure, and in the end, it was in that moment of weakness that I had found my answer. 
 
    I knew in that very second my lips touched hers, in what was a forgiven moment of passion, that she had never been meant for me but would only lead me to the one who was.  
 
    She would lead me to my Arianna.  
 
    And I had been right. But at the time in a way I never could have imagined. See, at first, I had scorned my brother’s actions in his decision to leave Keira, seeing nothing but the pain that it brought them both. But now seeing the reasons why and feeling for myself the level of love I can feel growing daily for Ari, well now I finally understood it. Because just seeing her for what felt like the first time, strapped to that altar with her life held in my brother’s hands, was enough for me to understand the power another life can have over you.  
 
    Which was why when I finally made it back to my hotel I wanted to simply carry Ari up into the room, lock her inside and swiftly leave. This was for a number of reasons, but the main one had been down to that kiss. That one kiss that caused me to feel more life seeping into my old bones than I had for over a millennia…and I wanted more. 
 
    By the Gods how I wanted more!  
 
    Fuck, how easily I could become addicted! Or should I say how easily I was already becoming addicted. Hell, I had wanted to tear the fucking door off any hotel room that contained her, throw her over my shoulder and tie her to the bed to use for hours on end! But knowing that days, weeks and months wouldn’t feel like enough to sate the urge I had to erotically abuse her body, marking it as my own. I felt like a caged beast around her, just lying in wait and moving slowly, ready for the moment in which I could attack. I wanted her unlike any other being before her and now that I’d had a taste, I wanted to gorge myself on it and drown my senses in her scent.  
 
    She was mine.  
 
    She may not have let this realisation sink in yet, but she was mine and this time no one had the power to take her from me. Not even the Gods themselves could do so, for they would find themselves facing a very different me at their door demanding I take back what is mine. I would sooner fall from Heaven’s grace and be reborn into one that only Hell would embrace as a fallen son, before returning to the gates of the Gods with a demonic army at my back. It wasn’t as if I didn’t already have that power within me.    
 
    But that was what the girl did to me. She had me ready to give up everything I had ever known and believed in, just to see her safe and unharmed. She had me ready to fight against my own kind and renounce all responsibility to each and every one of them with little thought. For she was all that consumed my mind since the very first dream I’d experienced shortly after Keira was first stolen from us.  
 
    Dom had been out of his mind with rage and worry at the time and rightly so for the very thought of such a thing happening to Ari had me clenching my fists and nearly crushing the box in my hands.  
 
    We had pulled into the underground parking instead of trusting some mindless youth with the keys to an almost two-million-dollar way of getting them killed. I had then silently exited the fastest car I owned before opening Ari’s door and ridding her of her burden. She had asked me if I had been alright a few times since walking towards the room I had checked into before finding Ari at the library. Unfortunately, right then all I could do was nod and give her clipped replies that I knew were only to get me so far before she snapped. But what could I say,  
 
    ‘No, I am not alright and won’t be until I have buried myself inside your body and bound your soul to my own for all eternity’…yeah, a little heavy that Vince, even if my last name was Draven.  
 
    So, instead of giving into my sexual and dominant urges, I remained silent and as tense as a plucked bow and arrow ready to fire as we made our way up to the top floor suite. And all the while I couldn’t help but remember what happened the last time we had stayed in a hotel together. Waking up with the haunting feeling that something was wrong. It was as if my Angel had been ripped from my host and was drowning in an icy lake. I had the strangest vision of Keira crashing into the freezing abyss and in that moment, it was as if she was warning me something was wrong. I knew right then, in that second, that she was connected to all of us in some way that not even she or Dom would fully understand. As if she were some kind of guardian for the Kings of this Afterlife we lived in. The connection to our Chosen Ones each of us needed to find.   
 
    And this was her way of telling me something was wrong without even knowing it.   
 
    I woke instantly, and my senses took not even a second before they were homing in on the sound of my bike. I ran over to the window and ripped the drapes off, seeing what I knew was the other half of my soul speeding down the road away from me.  Before I could think further of my rash actions, I found myself backing up enough so that I could run straight through the toughened glass. I barely just remembered to mask the sight of a man dropping from twenty stories and landing on one knee as glass shards rained all around him. Undoubtedly, that sight would have made the papers, I thought wryly.  
 
    I had even been tempted to release my wings and catch my prey that way from the air and just like a Peregrine falcon who could reach speeds of over 200 mph, I was the fastest Angel amongst our people. But then what would that have achieved in the end other than scaring the wits of a confused girl who believed this was her only way? At first, in my haste to stop her, I had called the police, telling them that she had stolen my bike. Something I was still amazed she had been able to talk herself out of!  
 
    Anger and frustration had been an uneasy friend to me in the last few days, one that kept me company as I hunted her down. I admit that I was curious as to where she thought to go, but even more so to her reasons why. I knew she had changed around me after the second time my lips had touched hers in a mere whisper of a kiss. However, it seemed as though it had been enough to ignite some fear within her as what she didn’t know was that her thoughts weren’t as private as she thought. It was true that without even knowing of her own power the strength it took was near exhausting in trying to extract even the hint of a thought from her. But then there were those times that it was as though she had unknowingly switched off this ability and became an open book for me to obsess over.  
 
    Which was how I first learnt of her visions and her true feelings for me. Of course, it helped cool my mounting temper the second she saw me standing at the foot of the steps of the library and threw herself into my arms. Doing so with the only one emotion flowing from her like a sweet caress…it was relief. After that I could do nothing but let her past’s discovery draw me in ever further until we came right back to this moment now.  
 
    By the Gods, but I had even found myself close to breaking one of the cardinal rules and taking a mortal life just from the shitty way he spoke to Ari. I swear the satisfaction I would have found with that useless skull crumbling in my hands was one of the reasons I needed to stay away from getting back in my car, knowing it would only take me back to the apartments.  
 
    As soon as I found myself on a level playing field filled with the enemies of my own kind, the ones that had taken our memories from us, well now that was the day I could finally put my anger and frustration to good use and enjoy myself. I was in need of a good fight right about now and unfortunately my only equal in a fight was another one of the Kings.  
 
    “I doubt that box will last till we get to the room if you carry on holding it like it’s your enemy.” The sound of Ari’s voice jarred me out of my murderous thoughts for a moment and when I looked at her only to see her flinch back, I knew I had unconsciously done so with death in my eyes. Just seeing her fear towards me was like being kicked in the gut by an angry brother when he found out that you kissed his ex-girlfriend. Hell, if I hadn’t been holding this fucking box then I would have rubbed my stomach at just the memory alone. It had to be said, my brother knew how to kick.  
 
    “Ari I…”  
 
    “It’s fine, let’s just get this over with,” she snapped suddenly interrupting me and this time, making me flinch from how sharp her tone sounded. Not that I could blame her considering my abrupt behaviour in the last ten minutes, when all she had done was show concern for my feelings. So, as usual, I took what I wanted and demanded her attention.  
 
    “Ari, look at me.”  
 
    “No!” she snapped back, surprising me and making me frown at her defiance. Had she understood my sexual nature better, then she wouldn’t have dared be so brazen as to deny me anything. And what a shame that was, for the act of defiance from one who belongs to me was a rare treat indeed. Oh, how I did enjoy seeing my punishing hand imprinted against the creamy pale skin of an innocent submissive in my bed as I took them from behind. And right now, the thought of doing so to a soulmate was an image that nearly fucking consumed me! To make Ari mine in that way would have been my idea of a personal heaven and a different kind of addiction altogether.  
 
    But as I looked down at her now, standing taller in her annoyance and her stunning sky-blue eyes staring back at me in challenge I found myself nearly giving in to a different impulse altogether. One very much out of character and that emotion was laughter. Which was why I found myself smiling, which in return granted me the cutest frown in history. A small line would form in between her brows that I just wanted to smooth out with my thumb, seeing if it was possible to tame with my touch.   
 
    “Look, Vincent, you can’t just…” she started to say in response to what she no doubt considered was strange behaviour, but I decided to take the wind out of her sails, knowing her responsive face wouldn’t disappoint in granting me further amusement.  
 
    “I am sorry,” I said quickly and one look at her wide gaze told me that I had accomplished my task.  
 
    “I…uh…you are?” she eventually asked me, making me want to bite my lip to control the smug smile I could feel playing at the corners of my mouth.  
 
    “I am, for I fear that my mind has been elsewhere. Forgive me for being curt with you,” I replied ready to drink in her response like another gift she would unknowingly bestow…and once again, she didn’t disappoint.  
 
    “Oh, well…uh… that’s alright. It’s been a long day for both of us and well, I guess this means that even Angels can get grumpy,” she teased giving my arm a nudge and me a beaming smile that nearly took my breath away every time I saw it…A gift indeed.  
 
    “There is a cure for that, you know,” I said teasing her back and I knew with one look where I had intentionally led her mind to. Needless to say, this pleased me greatly. Especially when I noticed her breathing becoming slight laboured and her mouth had unknowingly opened slightly making me once again want to place my thumb against it. And this time it wouldn’t be done as a test, one at the time, I was pleased to say she passed with flying colours.  
 
    No, this time it would be done to sexually tease her. Something without knowing it, she managed to inflict upon me daily. But I wasn’t surprised by this response when jumping to the more carnal cure that she believed I was speaking of. After all, we had been sharing the same dreams for close to a year now. So, I knew that she wasn’t living in the shadows of naivety without knowing where my sexual preferences were lay in wait for her.  
 
    I was what the world would have labelled as a dominant lover but really, it went far deeper than that. Demanding submission from a sexual partner was what sated only half of my needs in the bedroom and in truth, I had never known it any other way. The conventional ‘love making’ was beyond my capability to the point where it became an utter foreign concept for me. As for me, sex and love never went hand in hand, but then I found myself asking the internal question, was this because I had never been in love before? Which then forced another question to be born in my mind and take flight, asking myself what had the power to be the most important of all… 
 
    Would it be different with Ari?    
 
    In the past, asserting my will onto others was as easy as breathing when you were a King. A status that came not only by being a Draven in name but being a ruler because of the immense power we each held. I had never known anything else and nor was I likely to. Which also meant that throughout my many years on this earth, I wasn’t long without a female to warm my bed or a willing ass to be warmed by my hand.  
 
    But that was all before Ari came into my life and since that first dream of her, I hadn’t found the pleasures in the opposite sex like I used to. Hence my frustration, because now that I had finally found her, I still couldn’t take her like I craved. But even if I hadn’t yet taken her to my bed, where I must say she would remain for quite some time if this sexual frustration was anything to go by, the truth was one she couldn’t get away from, even if she didn’t yet fully understand the depths of it.  
 
    Because she knew this darker side of my soul thanks to the dreams she was tied to…dreams she had no idea we shared, meaning I knew everything. I knew of the submission she would give me willingly, even though she would try and fight against what her soul was also craving. Because as much as I had the need to dominate her, she also had that same need to submit. And I knew that when the time came it would be a submission unlike any other… 
 
    Simply put, it would be fucking glorious!  
 
    “A cure?” she asked as I knew she would for her curiosity would get the better of her. I decided to put her mind at ease and answer her.  
 
    “Food sweetheart, I meant food.” I told her once again trying not to laugh when I saw her foolishly trying to hide her disappointment from me. Didn’t she know by now that she could hide nothing, for I wouldn’t allow it. In fact, I had taken great lengths to ensure that I knew all I could and even with little to go on, there was one very important piece of the puzzle that even Ari herself didn’t know. And this was my own secret I was keeping from her and to be honest, when it was to be revealed that I had been the one to keep it from her I knew that it had the power to destroy everything.  
 
    It was my biggest fear but one that I continued to risk simply because I knew she wasn’t ready.  
 
    And to be honest… 
 
    Neither was I.   
 
     “Food…food, of course…food,” she said murmuring the word again as she walked past me, obviously thinking that I wouldn’t have heard the breathy sound. A sound I had to admit was beyond cute and made me want to suddenly drop this fucking box, kick aside her past and kiss even more cute and breathy sounds from her. But, like most times around her, I couldn’t yet give into my impulse as I wished.  
 
    And once more I found myself being able to sympathise with my brother when he too met his Chosen. The immeasurable frustration I knew he felt when first meeting Keira had once been something I found amused me greatly. But now, well I felt like calling him on the phone and offering him my eternal apology if it would only help in getting karma off my back and give me a fucking break!  
 
    “Umm…which number is it?” she asked after first looking both ways down the hall and making me fight another smile at her adorable lost expression.  
 
    “1205,” I said nodding ahead of her to the end of the hall and to the last of the five suites that were on this floor.  
 
    “Oh, okay…so what is it with you and always wanting to be on the top floor anyway?” she asked as way of conversation, something that was a nervous habit of hers when she knew I was silently watching her like I did often. But I didn’t give a damn that I made her feel uncomfortable, as in all honesty, I relished the fact that I did. Using this to my advantage by knowing that I could get under her skin and stay there. So yes, I cruelly wanted her to be nervous around me. For at the moment it was the only control I had, and I wasn’t giving it up until I knew I was as cemented in her heart as she already was in mine. After all, she had already run from me the once, so I knew from this point I needed to tread carefully. Even if just watching the sway of her curvaceous behind was slowly hypnotising me enough that I felt the box fold at the corners as my hands involuntarily made fists. I swear I could hear my cock almost begging me to bend her over something, tie her to it and make her ours for the hours it would take to sate both his thirst and mine. 
 
    By the Gods, but I felt like the fucking teenager I had never been given the chance to be!  
 
    “It’s a family thing,” I finally replied after she looked back over her shoulder at me, no doubt wondering why I hadn’t yet answered her. But what could I say, I was getting far too lost in the delicious view of your ass and all the carnal things I wished to do to it. Although, to be honest, I think this was a given considering how she had caught me freely drinking in my fill of her alluring movements. 
 
    “Because you’re all rich,” she assumed with a small frown and a tone that said it was possible she disapproved of our wealth. Now that was interesting and something I would be pressing further as to the reasons why, but for now I took the opportunity to tease her further…that and getting a taste of what I craved. So, as we approached the door to our hotel room I lowered the box slowly to the floor so that she wouldn’t be alerted to what I was doing.  
 
    Then, as she still faced the door, waiting for me to open it with the key card I had in my pocket, I stepped into her. I couldn’t help but grin the second her body tensed when she felt my arm band around her waist before I pulled her body back to mine. The surprised whoosh of her breath leaving her lips made me close my eyes and try and hold my erection at bay. One that she would have had no problem in feeling pressing against her back the second it made its appearance…which felt like only another breathy sigh away from doing.    
 
    “We like the height because we have wings, sweetheart, and being rich has nothing to do with it,” I told her on a stern whisper just so that I could feel her body shuddering against mine, something I knew having me so close I could count on. Of course, I couldn’t then help the cocky grin she could feel against her neck after my lips had finished speaking so close to her ear.  
 
    After this she jumped, flinching against me and therefore unknowingly pressed her bottom into my crotch the second she heard the beep of the door. She then looked down to find my hand close to her side where I had just slotted the key card into the lock, wishing I had in that moment been slotting something else into parts of her sinfully hot little body.  
 
    But, instead of this, I decided to give my already damaged willpower a break and I did this by stepping away from her. The second I broke the connection by forcing some distance between us she nearly stumbled a step into the room and it took everything in my power not to use the excuse to haul her right back into my arms.  
 
    I also wanted to tell her to be mindful of her step, knowing that I would be in for a treat with her reply, but then thought better of it thinking it best to cut her a break. Besides, I was playing with fire every time I pushed her, knowing that it would only be so long before my will crumbled and I would end up punishing her for lashing out at me again with that sharp wit of hers. And boy how I couldn’t wait for the day I could do so freely, knowing how I too could lash out at her in my own way…mainly with my tongue latched firmly against her clit and grinning around it as she begged me for mercy.  
 
    Fuck Vince! Get a fucking grip and your head into the right fucking gear!  
 
    In the end I repeated this a few times, scorning myself over the only place my mind seemed to be fixated on lately. But I knew the reasons why and also that if I didn’t sate this mounting desire soon, then I would be no use to anyone. Damn myself for letting things go on this long before taking a woman. Hell, just any woman to my bed would have done in hopes of scratching the itch that just seemed to burn hotter the longer I was around Ari.  
 
    But that was the tricky thing, as now she was in my life I knew it was too late for that, for the very thought of another woman quickly filled me with disgust. Even my stomach would turn and threaten to fill my oesophagus with bile just thinking about the past women I had taken to my bed before there was her. No, it was too late for that as the one and only time I had tried after my first dream of Ari, it had simply left me bored and disinterested, putting me in a sour mood for months later.   
 
    My brother had described it to me once after I cruelly mocked him about his own turn off women back when he finally cast aside that power hungry whore, Aurora. We hadn’t known at the time it was simply a reaction to his Chosen One finally being born into the world. But back then the very thought of being without the pleasures of the flesh had me questioning my brother’s sanity at the time.   
 
    However, now I found myself more often than not questioning my own, for I too had fallen quickly under the same bridge as my brother. Now both of us seemingly stuck beneath it instead of being able to cross over it, that was until this prophecy was finally fulfilled. And what our Chosen Ones didn’t understand was that they were the ones in the driving seat and we were merely left trapped at the back and forced along for the ride. A ride me and my brother very much wanted to take control over and remain there forevermore, as was ingrained in our dominant ways. 
 
    So, with my mind riddled with these frustrating thoughts, I picked up the box and nearly growled down into it knowing that it held source of most of my problems.  
 
    Problems that wouldn’t be solved until Ari herself started to remember who she was, but more importantly… 
 
      
 
    Until she remembered who she was to me.      
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    Being Beautiful  
 
      
 
      
 
    Arianna 
 
     
 
    As I walked through the door to our room I tried not to make it known how much his touch affected me. Of course, stumbling over my own feet and nearly falling into the room hadn’t exactly screamed smooth, I thought with a hidden grimace. Damn him, but I just couldn’t seem to help revealing to him exactly what his touch did to me. Jesus, but even the sound of him closing the door seemed to make me flinch and if the slight chuckle I heard coming from behind me was anything to go by then he knew exactly what he was doing.  
 
    But then I heard the door locking and this time I jumped because of it, especially when seconds later I felt his hand at my shoulder.  
 
    “Relax, Ari,” he whispered down at me making me swallow hard unlike last time when a breathy moan seemed to escape my lips.  
 
    “Easy for you to say,” I replied deciding to be honest and making him scoff back a humourless laugh as he moved away from me. Then I swear I heard him whispering to himself,  
 
    “You have no idea.”   
 
    I frowned at his back wondering what that was supposed to mean as I watched him walk over to the dining room table to rid himself of his cardboard burden. But even as he put down the box I found I couldn’t help but ask the wrong question instead of doing what I should be doing, which was running to that table and searching for all the right answers.  
 
    “Why did you lock the door?”   
 
    “I think we both know why, sweetheart,” he commented dryly making me blush at the same time I let my guilt manifest into annoyance. I felt the slight sting when I allowed my nails to dig into my palms as I clenched my fists down by my sides. Of course, he didn’t miss it. 
 
    “You don’t trust me?” I snapped out the question.  
 
    “Trust is earned Ari, not expected… especially not after it is abused right after it was first gifted,” he replied and once again I wanted to throw my guilt away and replace it with anger, even though I knew I had no right, not when what he said had been the truth. Because I had abused his trust the second I ran from him. But instead of demanding my reasons why, he decided to demand my submission instead…one that right now I was refusing to give him.     
 
    “You look as though you are trying to control your temper…is this true?” he asked me outright whereas most would have simply ignored the impulse to know. But no not him. No, he just nodded down to my fists and demanded to know.   
 
    “How can you tell?” I snapped sarcastically, knowing I didn’t really have any right to feel this way. But that was the funny thing about guilt. Sometimes instead of just admitting you were in the wrong and saying sorry, you first felt the need to fight your case and explain your reasons why.  
 
    However, my biggest problem with judging him and choosing this path was that in the end it didn’t matter as I couldn’t explain anything to him. Because to do that I would first need to admit my feelings and well, we all knew to do that would be like relinquishing all your power to another. It was why trust was so important in a relationship and right now with one glance back at that locked door then I knew we were a long way off that point. And really, I couldn’t blame him as it was like he said it was…trust was earned not just expected. Damn it but I was just full of contradictions, wasn’t I?   
 
    “Well, to begin with you look as though you’re at the ready to punch me, although I wouldn’t recommend it, sweetheart,” he warned making my mouth drop and in return watching him grin. Was he saying what I thought he was saying? 
 
    “You wouldn’t hurt me,” I challenged in a firm tone and in return being granted a softer side to Vincent, all playfulness gone. His eyes seemed lighter and a few creases appeared at the sides near his hairline as he smiled at me. Then he seemed to shake his head to himself a little before walking back over to me. I had to resist the urge to take a step back and seeing the way my leg lifted out of habit, then he didn’t miss this either. I knew this when he lifted his hands in a clear ‘I come in peace’ gesture before standing before me. 
 
    “No, you are right, I wouldn’t hurt you…which is why I now warn you from hurting yourself,” he replied emphasising the last two words as he pulled one of my clenched fists up from my side and held it in front of him in both hands. Then as gently as he could, he started to slowly peel back my fingers, all whilst keeping eye contact with me. I, on the other hand, stared down at my captured hand just to escape the soft but heated look he gave me. 
 
    “See here, if you hit with your thumb tucked in like this then you are likely to break it. But tucked outside of your fingers and it will only aid in the strength of your punch,” he said now folding it back in the ‘right’ way. I found myself automatically doing the same with the other hand and asking myself why he was telling me this.  
 
    “Do you really think it’s wise to teach me how to punch you the right way?” I braved asking, trying to add to it standing a little taller as I asked. At this the reaction he gave me was a grin so large it almost convinced me that it had come straight from a different side of him and let’s just say that Heaven was the very last place on that two worded list.  
 
    I knew our moment was over when he gave my fist a little patronising shake before telling me in a cocky tone,  
 
    “I’m not worried, love.” Then he walked away, and left me wondering if in that moment he felt he had no option but to put distance between us? Was he finding it as hard as I was being so close without letting go of his restraint? If I had been free to throw caution to the wind and say to hell with my past, then I would have quickly discovered what would have happened had I pushed his buttons the way I wanted to.   
 
    But the truth was, I was scared. 
 
    Not scared of a rejection or even his response in return, but more scared of the supernatural repercussions that loomed in my history. The enemy that we couldn’t see… that was what I feared the most.  
 
    “Here.” Vincent’s one word brought me out of my inner turmoil and I looked down to see him trying to pass me a slim leather-bound book. I frowned back at him after I took it and only when I turned it over did I understand what he wanted of me.  
 
    “You want me to order room service?” I asked in a shocked tone.  
 
    “No, what I want you to do is pick something from it and I will order room service, then we eat,” he corrected in a blunt tone and clearly emphasising the ‘I’ in that sentence.   
 
    “But what about the box!?” I nearly screeched in shock. Because let’s face it, we had been searching for something like that for almost two weeks now, so I just didn’t get it. Why would he act so casual about it now, unless of course, he didn’t want me to know something he did?  
 
    Okay, so this sounded a little paranoid I know but what other explanation was there? This was when he looked back at me after pulling a bottle of beer from the mini fridge and twisting off the top. Then with a causal swing of his arm he discarded the cap casually in the sink with a clatter. 
 
    “The box isn’t going anywhere, sweetheart,” he told me in calm tone, one far calmer than my own that was for sure.  
 
    “Now just wait a min…” 
 
    “When was the last time you ate, Ari?” he asked suddenly interrupting me. I folded my arms across my chest and said,  
 
    “I don’t think that means…”  
 
    “Answer the question,” he demanded once more stepping all over my reply because it wasn’t the one he wanted and doing so in a tone I knew better at this moment than to argue with. So instead I sighed, rolled my eyes and said,  
 
    “Fine, yesterday okay, but seriously, I don’t see how another five min…oh!” This time it wasn’t his words that interrupted me but his actions as he was suddenly over to me in a heartbeat.  
 
    “That’s the last time I let you roll your eyes at me, my beautiful girl, for next time you will find yourself learning a valuable lesson in just how far my restraint will stretch around you pushing my limits,” he warned as he walked me backwards, all the while doing so with a guiding hand clasping my hip. My mouth fell open in shock as I tried to process the threat made.  
 
    Now, I wasn’t stupid as I knew exactly what he referred to considering the long list of memories I had of dreams filled with delicious sexual punishment…dreams that were always fresh in my mind. But still, he didn’t know that I knew of his dominant sexual preferences, so I knew I would have to ask what he meant even if it was considered dancing dangerously along the line of ‘Pushing those limits’.  
 
    “I…I…don’t know what you mean,” I said in my weak defence and his bad boy grin told me all I needed to know…he was calling bullshit.  
 
    “Like I once said, it’s a sin to lie you know,” was his smooth reply, reminding me that this Angel didn’t forget anything when it came to me, which was why I blushed scarlet.  
 
    “I…I…” I started to try and dig for the excuse I knew would only end up burying me further, when he decided to stop me. He slowly skimmed the back of his knuckles down my heated cheek the second after my back hit a wall and told me with an intensity that took my breath way,  
 
    “You know exactly what I am talking about and if you continue to feign ignorance then these here won’t be the only heated cheeks my fingers will touch,” he said swapping to the other cheek half way through his threat, one I was now reading loud and clear.  
 
    “Now, nod your head if you understand what I am telling you,” he asked as his hand now lowered down my neck and came to rest at my shoulder, gripping it in a way that told me he could apply pressure any second he chose to. So, I decided that this had definitely been a lesson learned in not pushing it past this point, even if my sexual curiosity was begging for me to do just that.  
 
    I started nodding the minute his eyebrow raised expectantly and it was only then I noticed his body relax when I did as I was told. It was almost as if he knew himself that the threat was certainly not an empty one. But one he also thought dangerous enough not to follow through with right now. Which begged the question, did he know what teaching me that lesson could have meant for us…for our future? Well, from the deep sigh he just expelled, then evidence would suggest so.  
 
    “Good girl, now pick your food as I asked,” he added issuing one last demand in a softer tone, this time before deciding once again space was needed between us. Fortunately, I still had hold of the menu as I was now thankful to have something I could hide my heated face behind. However, even after that sexual threat, I found I couldn’t help but sneak a peek over the top of the menu. Seeing him this time just as his attention was turning away from me and I couldn’t help but wonder what he was thinking now when he shook his head a little. It was done in such a way as though he was asking himself what he was going to do with me again and I found myself smiling into the pages at the thought.  
 
    Shortly after this I heard him speaking and it took me a moment to realise he had picked up the phone obviously ready to make the order.  
 
    “One moment…Ari?” He said my name making me panic as to be honest I hadn’t read a single thing on here.  
 
    “French fries!” I blurted out, thinking this had to be on there and making him smirk at my fried food outburst.  
 
    “Anything with those fries, sweetheart?” he asked in an amused tone, making me want to swoon at hearing him call me this pet name in front of someone…well, kind of, as a phone call still counted if you asked me. 
 
    “Umm…oh, yes, this sounds nice… maybe a Philly cheese steak sub?” I asked after glancing down and picking the first thing that popped out at me. His grin grew in size before relaying my order back, obviously amused by my choice. Then he ordered a couple of sodas and asked if I liked chocolate. My reply came out of me before I even had chance to think about it. 
 
    “I don’t know, do bears shit in the woods?” The second I said it both our eyes grew wide but for different reasons as my hands then flew to my mouth and Vincent simply threw his head back and laughed. It was such a beautiful sight that I couldn’t help but stare at him. The delicious way his large shoulders shook as you wished to be holding onto them at the time. Or even the cute way his blonde curls bounced before he ran his hand through them, pushing them back where he thought they belonged.  
 
    But in truth it was the blinding smile that had me frozen to the spot and with that, combined with the deep timbre of his voice as he freely allowed his amusement to be known, then no wonder I was finding it hard to breath without panting. And to think that this glorious sight was all down to me making him laugh.  
 
    It was a nice feeling indeed.    
 
    “Yes, that will be all, thank you,” Vincent said into the phone after his laughter had simmered down into a few chuckles. But that deep smile remained which was why the second he placed the phone back on the receiver I blurted out my thoughts like a whispered confession.   
 
    “You’re so beautiful.”  And as quickly as it was said was as quickly as I wished I could have taken it back and all because of the intense look he gave me now. I swear his movements became slower and more precise, just as the tick in his jaw started to pulse with his strong features being held tense. This making me ask myself what had I done wrong? Yes, it was an embarrassing admission to make, but for me not him, so why this strange reaction now?  
 
    “I…I’m sorry Vincent I should never of…”  
 
    “You think I am beautiful?” he repeated despite the start of my apology, one made more out of awkwardness than anything else. I swallowed hard not knowing what to say other than to look down at my sleeves and pull at the ends just to free myself of his captured gaze. 
 
    “Answer m…” This time I quickly cut him off before he could make any more demands of me.   
 
    “Of course, I do.” I whispered down at my hands before braving a quick look up at him. His eyes flashed a brighter blue before they were consumed by a darker storm, making me swiftly look away again. It was only for a second but for Vincent it was long enough for his restraint to snap. Because the next thing I knew he was no longer on the other side of the room, but now right in front of me in a pounding heartbeat. I startled in his hold as his hand suddenly cupped my cheek and applied enough pressure to raise my face up to his.  
 
    “Thank you, Arianna,” he whispered before lowering his lips to my level and before I could register that he was in fact going to kiss my cheek, not my lips, I turned my head thinking he wanted more. I knew my mistake the second he tensed against me and I pulled back in shame, still feeling his brief kiss lingering on my flesh.   
 
    “Oh, no! I am sorry, I thought…so stupid of me, Vincent I…” I started to say as I shook my head, but this sentence ended on a gasp as he suddenly took hold of my face and whispered fervently,  
 
    “Shut up and kiss me, Ari.” A demand that ended with him doing the kissing and me… 
 
      
 
    Well, I just shut up and enjoyed it. 
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    What’s in a Name? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Year 2011… 
 
      
 
    That kiss.  
 
    That one amazing kiss and I was ready to say to Hell with all the rules I had made! I wanted to forget who I was or who I had been and for once, solely belong to this moment in time… 
 
    Solely belong to this man.    
 
    “By the Gods woman, what is it you do to me?!” Vincent said the second he ended the kiss, as if he knew in that moment if he didn’t, then he would take things too far. More than half of me wanted him to, convincing him to forget the night ahead or the fancy date he had planned. I wanted to simply lift these layers of material over my head and show him that the dress hadn’t been the only thing I had worn with him in mind.  
 
    “I wouldn’t look at me like that Sweetheart, for I fear my restraint won’t last much longer,” he warned, making me smile and blush a little before looking down at my arms and finding no sleeves this time to offer me comfort.  
 
    “We…well… we could…” I started to say what it was my body wanted like my next breath before he stopped me.  
 
    “I wouldn’t finish that sentence sweet girl, for you don’t know what it is you’re about to offer me,” he said shocking me enough for my lips to part. He seemed to home in on them before raising his fingers to them, confusing me as to what his intentions were. Then he placed the pad of his thumb to my bottom lip and applied enough pressure to open them further.  
 
    My eyes widened in surprise, whereas his hooded in lust the second my tongue braved a taste. Then, as if he was testing me, he dipped it past my lips a little more, until I had no choice but to suck him fully inside. The second I did I knew I had done right, as his pleased nod told me so and I felt my heart beat rapidly at the silent praise he granted me. Then he pulled a little telling me that I had passed his test and I let him go, doing so with my lips latched tightly around the length until there was nothing left. Then he raised his thumb up to his own mouth and without taking his eyes off me, tasted it for himself. He released a sigh the second he’d finished before telling me,  
 
    “Such a sweet girl you are, but I am afraid that taste was not nearly enough.” And this was my only warning before my body was once more captured in his arms and his kiss was again rendering me his willing prisoner. Because he was true to his word, as this time it became a kiss unlike any other as he tasted me as though he was my personal connoisseur.  
 
    He dominated the kiss, whereas before he simply led it into greater depths. But now, he wasn’t leading me anywhere, he was simply demanding that my body follow him into the dangerous abyss.  That fearful place called trust that I had run from all my life. But further still he lured me into becoming his and I knew this when I felt his hands fist in the material of my skirt, quickly becoming one broken thread away from unravelling me at the seams…literally.   
 
    I even jumped in his hold when I heard the loud bang next to my head where his hand had hit out against the wall as if he had suddenly needed it to hold himself steady. I would have looked that way if I knew in that moment that he wouldn’t permit me to get away so easily, so soon. How I knew this for sure was all down to an instinct that screamed at me, thanks to the tense body that was holding me as if he never wanted to let me go.  
 
    But then. all of a sudden that was precisely what he did, as one second I was getting lost in his essence and the next I was left touching my lips and asking myself why they were no longer being kissed.    
 
    “I…Gods…I…don’t…” I looked up the second I heard him start to mutter to himself and was quickly left asking myself how he had reached the other side of the room so quickly? I watched as he raked a hand through his hair in what looked like frustration and I couldn’t help but hiss through my teeth as self-consciousness washed through me like oil coating my skin. The second he heard the slight noise, one I should have been asking myself how, he found me holding my arms around myself as though I was trying to ward off the chill his absent body had now created.  
 
    “Don’t…don’t do that Lily,” he warned making me frown and ask,  
 
    “I don’t understand…why did you…?” He never let me finish which was starting to become a habit of his.  
 
    “Because as I said, you don’t know what it is you offer me,” he replied again cryptically, making me frown. I then shook my head a little as if this would help in making sense of things…but really, when did doing that ever work? 
 
    “And what if you’re wrong?” I couldn’t help but ask him, wondering where my bravery had suddenly come from. At first, he seemed taken back by the question and I could tell this by the way his body jerked a little and his eyes widened before a frown grew in its place.  
 
    “Trust me Joon-am, I know what it is you offer me,” he replied calling me a name I didn’t understand. I would have asked him what it meant had his words not affected me. Because even though he hadn’t said this in a cocky way like you would have expected, it was said as more of an absolute. Something which seemed to get my hackles up even more. This time he wasn’t the only one frowning and to back this up I folded my arms across my chest which he once again seemed surprised by.  
 
    “You seem very sure of yourself…tell me Vincent, are you usually this arrogant on a first date or are you just used to woman throwing themselves at you? Or is it because I simply kissed you back you have now decided to cast me in that ‘easy’ category?” I said letting my annoyance fuel the fire in my sharp words.  
 
    Now, if I had shocked him before then I would have said that this outright astonished him, because for long awkward moments he still seemed to be processing my words. Then the mere hint of a smirk was the only evidence I got to tell me how my words had been received and right then I would have said ‘serious’ wasn’t one of them.  
 
    I watched motionless as he strode back to me with purpose and I tried not to let it show how much this affected me.  
 
    “I think you mistake arrogance for knowledge as we both know a woman like you is far from the realms of being categorised along with any other, just as a kiss like that is far from being just simply a kiss,” he said humming this last part and getting closer to me still. However, I was at least happy that he was no longer dominating all the space around me, even if deep down I had wanted him to. Just as I wanted to ask him what he meant and how he didn’t think I could be categorised with any other woman. But in the end, this wasn’t what I asked him. No, instead I wanted to know what he meant by the kiss being far from a simple one.     
 
    “Nnno… then what is it?” I asked in a tone that let him know I was trying too hard to keep my voice steady. His smile should have come with a warning. As one second he was a grinning to himself with his eyes to the floor and then in the next instant, his gaze snapped up to me and now his bad boy grin was solely focused at me.  
 
    I gulped down the sexual fear I could feel bubbling to the surface, knowing that letting myself fall for this man was like trying to fly without wings. 
 
    I knew this when I felt his fingers cup my chin before he forced me to look up at him so that he could whisper my answer down at me. An answer to what he believed our kiss had been and as much as it was beautiful it was also, 
 
    An answer that terrified me…   
 
    “It was a promise.”  
 
      
 
    After Vincent had dropped this bombshell on me my mind became a whirlwind of unasked questions as he took over. And he started this by tipping my head further back so that this time he could bestow a gentle kiss on my lips before telling me,  
 
    “Get your jacket sweetheart, it’s time to go.”  
 
    Now I don’t know if he used my bewildered state to his advantage in getting me to do as he asked, but it was only when I was outside that I found myself asking how had it happened? How I was now wearing my jacket and stepping into a blacked-out limousine without once questioning him was beyond my comprehension. Surely alarm bells should have been screaming in my head enough for me to say, ‘well it was nice knowing you Mr Intense, much!’  
 
    But, I hadn’t done this, or even the normal, ‘thanks for the date but I think that Aunt I never knew I has just died’. But nope, not me. No, all I did was let him take my jacket from me before placing it around my shoulders for me to put my arms through. Then he took my hips in his large hands and twisted me so that I was facing him.  
 
    This was done so he could zip up the high collared jacket I wore that was ink black velvet and the smartest one I owned. It also had a leather belt attached that Vincent knotted at the front in such a way it tugged my body closer to his, making me suck in a startled breath. Something he didn’t miss, not if his smirk was anything to go by.  
 
    But once again, this should have been the moment that I said, ‘Okay, thanks but nice knowing you!’ But oh no, instead he looked down at me with heat in his blue eyes and said,  
 
    “We don’t want you getting cold now, do we?” Then he finished this with a wink as I just let him take my hand and lead me from my apartment like some new submissive pet of his. And at the time all I seemed to be able to focus on was asking myself why he seemed to be frowning at every part of my apartment building as if he was utterly disgusted that I could live there. I suppose looking at the car I was getting into then I could see where he was coming from as the price of it alone could have no doubt bought the building. Half of me wanted to ask him what he was thinking, but then again, I didn’t think I would have liked the answer, so I decided to ignore the urge for that reason. I already knew we were miles apart without him saying a word and like I said, this single night was my Cinderella moment so why not just enjoy it.      
 
    But that didn’t stop me from asking myself, seriously, what was I doing in this car? What was I doing with this handsome, rich man when I knew it could go no further than this? But more importantly, why was I freaking out about it now when I should have been doing that back in the safety of my own home? Because that was precisely what his words had done to me. As no matter how much I could try and convince myself it was only one night, I knew now as he did, that after that kiss…well there was no going back for either of us! And really… 
 
    This Cinderella was so screwed!   
 
       “That looks like a heavy mind you have there, Joon-am.” Vincent’s voice filled the small space around us and I couldn’t help but jump in a skittish way. I knew the second he expelled a deep sigh that this was yet another thing he hadn’t missed. 
 
    “Easy sweetheart, I don’t bite…not like some I know,” he said murmuring this last part at the window on his side and I knew he thought that I couldn’t hear him. But what he and many others like him didn’t know was that my hearing was excellent.  
 
    In fact, it was so good that I often asked myself if it was something to do with being immortal. As it wasn’t just my good hearing, or my ability to heal quickly, but it was also my other senses and when I say other, what I mean is of the more supernatural variety. Like the strange feelings of unease I would get when I thought I was in danger. Or even being close to someone I knew was bad or what I would consider a dark soul.  
 
    Now, I can imagine most people would ask themselves just how many dark souls there really were roaming the streets these days, but unfortunately there were more than people thought. But obviously the range of a dark soul was somewhat on a large scale and most averaged what I would have called more lost for a time than lost forever. It was quite possible for someone to pull themselves out of the darkness that seemed to consume them for a time. Just as it was possible for someone who was once happy to find solace in the shadows, soon becoming a shell of who they once were. Grief often played a big part in this and was something I saw often enough throughout my many years as a nurse.  
 
    But this was often the natural order of things and in essence was the nature of being human. However, what wasn’t natural was what I considered that, thankfully rare, evil. A deep-rooted evil that certain people just seemed to be born with. The ones who had been brought into this world and felt as though the second they took their first breath they had done so by being touched by something demonic. The ones who no matter what life threw at them, whether it be kindness, love or even fortune, it didn’t matter because nothing could shape a life that had already been shaped by the Devil’s hand.  
 
    Which is one of the reasons I didn’t trust often and also the reason I said what I did next.  
 
    “I don’t know who you are, Vincent.” The second the words were out of my mouth I let my other heightened sense reach out and the second I did that’s when I knew… 
 
    Vincent had a secret.   
 
    It wasn’t small or something he was ashamed of, like he had stolen money from another company or cheated on a secret wife he had back home. No, it was something to do with who he was in the world and whoever that may be, I knew now that it was something big. Something he didn’t want anyone to know. Needless to say, that those alarm bells started ringing again, especially when the look he gave me said it all… 
 
    Guilty.  
 
    “That may be so, but there is only one way to rectify that now, isn’t there?” he replied sounding confident and pushing that same piece of hair behind my ear as he had done back at my apartment. I don’t know what it was about a man when he did that, but somehow, they managed to make you feel in that moment as though you were their sole focus. The only one that mattered and nothing short of being treasured.  
 
    “And this getting to know each other…does that include the truth?” I asked knowing that the second I said it, that I had just become the biggest hypocrite in history because his next words back to me were ones repeated. 
 
    “It does, if you are ready to hear it but so long as you remember…” he said pausing as I held my breath the second he leaned closer only to whisper the end of his sentence,  
 
    “That truth goes both ways, love.”  
 
    Yep, I was officially screwed.  
 
      
 
    We soon reached the Library and it suddenly felt like an age ago we had been here together. Now making me wonder where this eternal feeling stemmed from, one where I felt as though I had always known him. I don’t know what it was about this man, but he wasn’t only making me feel things I never had before, but also making me question the simplest of things. Although, being stood next to this man who now led me into the building with my arm linked in his, then really, who could call life simple? 
 
    I found myself still wondering these things even when Vincent walked us through the main entrance to Walter Library and into the first-floor lobby. Even now, after seeing it as many times as I had, I could still appreciate the dramatic use of gold leaf in the restored ceilings. The geometric pattern of recessed mouldings decorated in such detail and colours was a masterpiece in its own right and gave the library a regal feel.  And, thanks to the upright wall lights along the stone pillars, it was all then reflected off the marble floor, making it look as though we were walking upon liquid gold. 
 
    Even its upturned glass domed lights that hung down at different intervals reminded me of giant half pearls lit up from the inside. But then at its centre was the unique astrolabe chandelier with its decorated interlocking circles of brass.  
 
    “Where is the exhibit?” I asked as Vincent led us to the grand staircase.  
 
    “I believe it is being held in the Great Hall,” he answered after nodding to someone else in a tux as way of hello. Something that strangely also prompted him to tuck me closer to his side in what could have been seen as a possessive action. An action I had to confess I didn’t hate.  
 
    “Wow, I have never seen it look like this before,” I said after whistling low once we made it to the second floor. The grand space had seemingly been transformed into an event worthy of the rare collection it now displayed, most of which had been donated on loan by Vincent and his family. Or at least this is what he had told me yesterday at the coffee shop. Apparently, rare blueprints and famous architectural designs by some of the greats like Antoni Gaudi or Frank Lloyd Wright.  
 
    But by far the most valuable was a piece of the St. Peter’s Basilica by non-other than Michelangelo. Or should I have said, Michelangelo di Lodovico Buonarroti Simoni as Vincent informed me in a perfect Italian accent. This impressing me enough to want to bite my lip to stop my mouth from just falling open.  
 
    One look around and I couldn’t help but smile, as even I knew that the university was buzzing due to this new addition. Heck, but it had only been the other day that I had stepped on a discarded flyer about it, thinking back to how good it would be for the library after first pulling it from under my foot to read.  
 
    I mean, even those not interested in architecture knew who the famous Michelangelo was, being not only an Italian architect but also a sculptor, painter and poet of the High Renaissance. So, for them to have on show some of his work, well no wonder they had gone to town on this party. They obviously had an image to portray to the guest of honour, which just so happened to be the man whose side I was currently tucked against. 
 
    The second-floor space was usually considered the hub of the library and where people could request books from the counter on the east side. But it was the ceiling that I loved as most of its curved design was made up of square windows, usually flooding the space with natural light.  And, like the first floor, gold leaf had been used, only this time it was on the Corinthian caps of the jade coloured marble columns that framed the room. Columns that stood out like glorious green sentinels against the pale stone walls that were made from Mankato travertine. And, like the rest of the building, owls could be seen dotted around and sometimes hidden in the designs.  
 
    “I wonder why all the owls in this place?” I mused after first taking in the added decoration of flowers, red sashed wall coverings and starched cloth covered tables adorned with plates of dainty food and rows of sparkling gold champagne.  
 
    “That will be down to Athena,” Vincent answered me, and I looked up at him in surprise.  
 
    “Athena?” I repeated in question and frustratingly admitting to myself how much I hated hearing the sound of another woman’s name being spoken by lips, that in truth, I only wanted speaking my own.   
 
    “Athena, the goddess of learning, whose talisman was the owl, which is why the creature often represents learning,” he told me surprising me by such knowledge.   
 
    “Ah, that explains Archimedes then,” I said before stopping myself when thinking back to the cartoon character without thinking. Unfortunately though, I didn’t get away with the passing comment as he had heard me and now his questioning brow was asking me to explain before his words did.    
 
    “You speak of Archimedes of Syracuse?” Vincent questioned, making me suddenly want to roll my eyes at yet another highly intelligent thing he knew. Seriously, and here I was thinking I knew a lot thanks to my many years on earth. But well, Vincent was making me question that extensive knowledge of mine because if anything, I would have said he acted more like the immortal one. Now, I could understand such knowledge had he said he’d been a professor of ancient history. But according to him he was a CEO in the family business, but what that business was I couldn’t tell you. In fact, he had been incredibly vague about it at the time, making me wonder if he had maybe believed I wouldn’t have understood it being a simple care giver at an old people’s home.  
 
    “Um, that would be a no,” I said in response to the Archimedes comment. I mean what could I say now, no I wasn’t speaking of the famous Greek mathematician, physicist, engineer, inventor, and astronomer back in the good old days of the 3rd century BC! No, I was actually talking about a cartoon owl that belonged to Merlin in Disney’s Sword in the Stone back in 1963.  
 
    Oh yeah flower girl, that wouldn’t have sounded lame at all, I thought sarcastically.  
 
    “Then which did you…?” 
 
    “Oh look, champagne, let’s get some!” I suddenly blurted out and made it about two steps towards it before Vincent caught my arm on a chuckle.  
 
    “The champagne can wait sweetness, Archimedes cannot,” he told me making me smirk.  
 
    “Well I think he could, considering he has been dead since 212 BC,” I replied with a slight snort of amusement before thankfully engaging my wit and setting it firmly back in place. I knew this had worked, especially when Vincent’s eyes widened in surprise before they softened, and his expression then told me that he was clearly impressed.  
 
    “What a clever girl you are…” he whispered, stepping closer to me and almost purring the praise.   
 
    “…But make no mistake Lily, for your intelligence is something I have never questioned, which is why you will now tell me which Archimedes you were referring to?” Okay, so the smooth yet controlled way he said this should have had me pulling my arm from his grasp and accusing him of being a hypnotist. Because I swear it was as though he was trying to get inside my head. Or Hell, for all I knew he was already in there, set up camp and had long ago started pulling on my puppet strings. Which was the reason I blurted out what I said next,  
 
    “Archimedes is Merlin’s pet owl in the movie Sword in the Stone, which is about 12-year-old orphan named Arthur who pulls…”  
 
    “I know the story, sweetheart,” he told me in a soft tone, interrupting me as he did often, but doing so in a way that looked as though he found me endearing.  
 
    “Oh, well…that’s good then,” I said not knowing what else to say and somewhat surprised that a man like Vincent watched animated movies…well that was until he said what he did next.     
 
    “Although, I must confess, I have never seen the movie.” This was when I realised that Vincent was referring to the book it was based on not the Disney cartoon.  
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me,” I said on a laugh and when he gave me yet another questioning look I tapped his chest and said,  
 
    “You don’t exactly strike me as the Disney loving type.” This was when I was rewarded by him covering my hand, locking my touch to his chest as he threw his head back and laughed so loud, it started to make people look our way. And speaking of looking our way, this was when who I assumed was the man in charge of putting this thing together, came rushing over to welcome us.  
 
    “Ah Mr Draven, we are so honoured that you could make it this evening.” This was said by a slightly red faced older gentleman who was nervously alternating between rustling papers in hands and running his right hand through his floppy grey hair. His forehead was beaded with sweat and when one single droplet ran down the length of his nose his small round glasses started to slide with it. 
 
    “The honour is all mine, Donald, and as I said before, please call me Vincent…I take it that is your speech,” Vincent replied in a cool tone and then asked the question while motioning down to the pile of creased papers. Donald released a deep breath, look down at the papers and then after a huffed laugh, he started to try and smooth them out.  
 
    “It is or at least might be if it is still legible…I am somewhat nervous at giving speeches and this…well, let’s just say that thanks to your family’s generous additions, this exhibit is the biggest turn out we have had so far…even the news crew is here,” he said nodding to the rest of the room and the cameramen that were setting up. There was even a growing crowd that were all waiting by a small raised dais that only held a microphone and what looked like a piece of artwork hidden under a red satin cloth. 
 
    “I am happy to hear that but forgive me for I am being rude…let me introduce you to my beautiful date…” Vincent said putting an arm around my shoulders as if making his claim to the room and looking down at me with a smile. A smile that was merely seconds away from becoming morphed into that of confusion and anger.  
 
    And it was all down to one name being shouted from across the room… 
 
      
 
    One that belonged to my immortal past.   
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    Patience and Time 
 
      
 
      
 
    Year 2011… 
 
      
 
    Vincent took my hand in his before looking back to Donald and just before he was about to tell him who I was, he now found the tables had turned as this time, he was the one being interrupted and me…well it was just my life that was being interrupted.  
 
    “This is Miss Li…”  
 
    “Rose! Rose Daley is that you?!” An almost deafening shout suddenly came from the buffet table at the same time a plate thudded on one of the platters, knocking pink tiger prawns over the sides and even on to the floor. Let’s put it this way, it wasn’t exactly what you would have called subtle.  
 
    “Oh no,” I muttered as my heart dropped and I couldn’t help but turn my body sideways into Vincent’s as though he could have protected me from my past. I then looked down at my feet and started praying for the world to swallow me whole. At least then I wouldn’t have to try and find a way to have to explain the shit storm of lies that was about to come from my mouth.  
 
    Because the truth was that my name had been Rose Daley, not long before I had become Lily Rider, which by my rushed calculations would make me close to my fifties…an age I really didn’t look even close to. Oh yeah, lying was really going to have to come into play here.  
 
    “Oh my God! It is you, Rose!” the larger woman said as she did some kind of hunched sneak side step as if this helped in discovering if she was right or not. I frowned and shook my head a little, trying to act like you would when you had someone assuming you were someone you weren’t. Of course, it didn’t really help matters when I had to do all of this with Vincent staring down at me in the intense way he was doing right now. It was as if he was currently studying my features, just waiting for the second I let slip I was lying. Which I had no choice but to start doing the second she practically ran over to me.  
 
    Oh Betty, why oh why did you have to leave your little farm in Texas…but that was when I started to remember…Betty had a son and by now he must have been at the age to start college. Damn it, but even back then he liked to build things with blocks. Hell, I used to find Lego pieces in my shoes on the few occasions I babysat him. I was also amazed at how fast time had gone by, but then again fifteen years was a drop in the ocean when you were as old as I truly was.  
 
    But now as I watched Betty barging her way through the crowd I couldn’t help but feel sad. She had been a good friend at the time and one of those rare ones, like Mrs M, that I let in a little deeper than I ever should. And the reasons for that were times like now…those awkward moments throughout the years when someone managed to recognise me. Thankfully, this was what I could class as a rare occasion as I was usually extremely careful. But the one thing I’d learned pretty quickly about life and that was no matter how big the world was, when you were immortal and lived forever, then year by year it would only end up getting smaller.   
 
    I tried not to smile at the sight of her and feigned a look of confusion, but it was difficult considering I often found myself wondering how she was and what she was doing now. We had met at the supermarket of all places as her bags had split and I rushed over to help her pick up her shopping. Joey, her son had been a one year old at the time and was crying in the backseat. So, when the mother herself literally started to cry over spilt milk in the form of a tub of Ben and Jerry’s, I simply picked her baby out of the car seat and took them both for Ice Cream. After that the friendship was inevitable, even if I was already coming too close to the end of my time there in Texas.  
 
    “But…but…” she started to say the closer she got, and I knew what was coming next.  
 
    “…you look like you haven’t aged a day!” she screeched making me want to wince.  
 
    “I’m sorry but I think you have the wrong person, my name is Lily,” I said in a kind tone that I hoped help ease the blow. She started to laugh as if in disbelief before she took note of my face once more.  
 
    “No, but it must be…I mean, when I say you look just like her, what I mean is you could be…well you could have been twins, unless you have an older sister?” Betty asked now more hopeful than ever and I knew now was the time that I had a choice to make. For I could either tell a lie that Vincent would know, as he had already asked me if I had family and that answer had been an easy and truthful no. Or I could tell a lie that Betty would know? As unless there was someone related to me who I could account for not only looking exactly the same as me but also having the same voice, then what else could I say?  
 
    I took a deep breath and then made my decision based on what was best for my future, a future I knew heartbreakingly, couldn’t possibly have Vincent in it. So, after looking round randomly trying to think of a name, I focused in on the only thing I could, which just so happened to be the tray of champagne flutes that were being offered out by the catering staff.  
 
    “Ah, you mean Crystal?” I said as if it just dawned on me, making Betty frown.  
 
    “My older sister is called Crystal Rose but when she moved she dropped the first name as she always hated it… our mum was a big Dynasty fan.” I added for effect and doing so trying to ignore Vincent for I could feel his eyes burning into my head.  
 
    “Rose is your sister then, Rose Daley?” she said again trying to confirm it.  
 
    “Yep, sure is and I know everyone usually says we look alike.”  
 
    “Look alike? Yeah, I’ll say, you look exactly the same…the voice, hair, eyes, everything!” she said laughing and I swallowed hard trying not to noticeably wince as she laid it on thick.  
 
    “Nope, just me, just Lily…” I was about to say the wrong last name by mistake when I stopped myself. However, Vincent did so for me and unknowingly burying me under another layer of lies.  
 
    “…Rider?” he said in question, making both Betty and Donald look on in confusion.  
 
    “Yep different surnames, I know, crazy right…I am sorry will you just excuse me a moment, I think the champagne just went straight to my head,” I said making my excuses so that I could just get out of there and take a time out so I could think clearly.  
 
    I didn’t wait for them to reply, I just put my head down and walked back in the direction of where I knew the restrooms were. But as I did I couldn’t help but notice the way Vincent’s hand fisted by his side as if he was holding himself back from grabbing hold of me.  
 
    I swear just the sight alone nearly had me letting go of the sob of desperation I could feel building up within me. Because the truth was this could now only mean one thing and that was that this Cinderella moment was up and I had to cut and run before I even had the chance to dance once in the arms of my Prince. 
 
    So, I made my way to the restrooms that I knew were close to the elevators, and if I hadn’t been close to tears, then I would have just skipped the pity stop. But the truth was I needed a place to be alone for a moment and secretly cry. Now I started to ask myself why I felt this way, wondering if this meant cutting my time here short and I was upset about the people I would have to say goodbye to, like Mrs M and Zebby at work. Even if I knew that by now you would have thought that I had been used to saying goodbye to people, having made a life career out of the painful task.  
 
    But if I was honest, it was as hard now as it had been the first time and the hundreds of people in between hadn’t made it any easier. It was true that I tried to distance myself from people, but there were only so many times you could do that without breaking. Because an eternity of loneliness wasn’t just a long time, it was more like a life sentence cast upon me by the Gods as punishment. 
 
    And now there was Vincent and suddenly that punishment didn’t just seem like a sentence from Heaven but now one sent by Hell itself. Because there was one thing about letting go of a friendship, but then there was quite another about letting go of love. And I knew it sounded crazy, but that was precisely what was happening, and I didn’t know why. I had only known him a little over twenty-four hours and yet here I was slamming open the bathroom cubicle in desperation just so that I could let my emotions cave in.  
 
    I threw down the toilet seat and rested my elbows on my knees as I held my head in my hands so I could let the tears flow freely into my palms.  
 
    I was devastated. 
 
    “What did you expect would happen, you silly flower girl?” I whispered the question to myself as I wiped my tears on the sleeves of my jacket, one I hadn’t even had the chance to take off. Maybe it was always meant to be this way? Maybe the first time I was to fall in love was meant to be a test, one that would either break me or make me stronger? Well, whatever the reason for the way I was feeling now, it felt more like something I would only spend the next lifetime trying to get over.  
 
    Finally, once I was done with feeling sorry for myself, or at least putting my emotions back on hold for now, I exited the toilets after first checking my makeup, happy to find that it wasn’t the train wreck I had been expecting.  
 
    Then, instead of going back into the great hall, I took one look at the elevators and reached out for the call button. But even as the doors opened I couldn’t find myself taking that first step. It was as if something was calling out to me when I heard everyone clapping. I knew I should have just left, I really should have, but it was as though my heart was screaming at me, over-ruling my brain just to grant us one more look.  
 
    A single moment in time to say our silent goodbye.  
 
    So, I walked back through the doors that led back into the hall and the second I saw Vincent taking his place on the dais my breath caught at the sight. He was simply magnificent, and in the end, it wasn’t just the sight of him but his words also.   
 
    “As Leo Tolstoy once said, ‘the two most powerful warriors are patience and time’. And such a quote can be applied to so many things in life. They can mean the difference between success and failure, between building an empire or watching it crumble back into the sands in which it was built upon,” he said looking around the room and waiting a moment for that to be absorbed before continuing and this was when he saw me. I was left asking myself if what he said next was for my benefit and something he in fact didn’t intend on saying.     
 
    “It can even mean the difference between giving in to finding love or painfully, giving up on it.”  After this last part was said I found my answer as it was clearly being emphasised and I found myself having to quickly blink back the tears.   
 
    “However, we must remember one fundamental rule and that is even though the past cannot be changed, it is still in your power to be shaped. And shape the world you will if you merely believe it is possible, for if there is one thing the past has always taught us and that is…We can be forever immortalised in the things we create.” This was when he pulled the cloth from the picture it was hiding and revealed what looked like two stunning sketches from Michelangelo. One of which was a detailed sketch of about six different columns that actually made me wonder where in the world I would find the real thing created by such a master.  
 
    Then my eyes shifted, and it was the second that drew me in deeper, as no doubt it did for most of the people in the room who had now all started clapping. I would have joined them if I hadn’t been as transfixed as I was when looking at the face of an Angel. The sketch was of a woman’s peaceful face looking down with her eyes closed and wearing some kind of head scarf. I knew in that moment that it was from the Sistine Chapel, having been fortunate enough to see it in one of my many lifetimes, being one of the only bonuses of living through endless time. 
 
    But when thinking of Angels my eyes shifted once more to the only person in the room who resembled the reality. And what I found in that moment was his gaze focused solely on me and the second he stepped off the raised platform I knew this was my cue to leave. So, I turned on my heel and ran to the elevators, skidding around the corner in my haste. Then I pressed the call button rapidly as if this would help in speeding up my escape.  
 
    The doors finally opened and I bolted inside, pressed the down button just in time, as the last sight I saw was Vincent running around the corner and scanning the room for sight of me. I released a revealed but heart-breaking sigh knowing that he was too far away to stop me now as the doors had started to close. So, the last thing he saw was me swiping away my tears and two words slipping through my trembling lips,  
 
    “I’m sorry.”  
 
    Then, just as the doors were about to meet and I was lowering my head in shame, guilt and remorse, I heard a bang in front of me. My head snapped up the second it happened and what I saw at first confused me, but then I soon realised what it was, telling myself it was impossible. No-one could move that fast, surely? In fact, I was still asking myself this question the second I saw the two hands that were wedged in the middle of the doors starting to push them open, revealing one pissed off face.  
 
    The second the doors opened fully I couldn’t help my response as I took a frightful step back until my body hit the wall. He looked furious, as if I had no right running from him. I knew then that this was my mistake. I never should have given into temptation to see him but instead taken my chance when I had it. Because now, with one look at this man, I knew that chance had come and gone.  
 
    Now with his arms outstretched holding the doors open he took some deep breaths as if trying to contain some darker part of him. I knew this because I felt it. I felt the way it crackled in the air like some invisible current was being supercharged and waiting for him to merely flip the switch.  
 
    Which is when, unknowingly, I did it for him. 
 
    “Vincent I…I have to go.” I uttered his name, hearing it roll off my tongue like a whispered plea for him to let me go. However, this was when his reactions turned stranger still, and it started with his next accusation.   
 
    “You never had any champagne,” he said in a dangerous tone that spoke purely from the edge he was close to being pushed over. I frowned at him trying to think back to what he meant when it suddenly dawned on me. My excuse for leaving had been that the champagne had gone to my head, something he knew had been another lie.  
 
    “I…Vincent, I can explain,” I started to say when he cocked his head to the side as if trying to see it there for himself, but after coming up empty he then thought to ask it of me.  
 
    “Why did you run, Lily?” he questioned, and I couldn’t help it, I sucked in a startled breath through my teeth. It was with this reaction he knew it was going to be bad.  
 
    “Because of you,” I whispered shamefully but no longer wanting to lie about it, not if I ever expected him to let me go. But then, just in that moment as the doors started to try and close again, I had the answer to my unspoken question.  
 
    I was going nowhere.  
 
    Because the hands that still held back the doors suddenly became invincible and my mouth dropped the second he crushed sections of the metal with his bare hands. Then he slammed them back once more to fully open and I yelped at the sight of his impossible strength.  
 
    “How…your hands…how did you do that…and… how did you get to me so fast?” I asked in a broken up, fearful tone, one that triggered another side of him. I knew this when he first lowered his head for a moment, as if battling with himself before he suddenly raised his predatory gaze back to mine, and what I saw next made me flinch back.  
 
    His eyes! His eyes had just changed right in front of me and started to seep into a colour so light, it was merely a few shades away from white. I gasped gripping onto the wall for support the second he took a step into the lift.  
 
    “I am not what you think I am, flower girl,” he confessed in a dark dangerous tone that told me I needed to run. That and the fact that he knew my secret name…but how, unless I was right… 
 
    Vincent was in my head?!  
 
    I suddenly shifted off to one side, pressing myself into the corner in the hope that I could get past him once he was fully inside. So, I watched and waited for my moment as he slowly approached, doing so as if fighting with himself from acting on impulse and being careful with me. I knew this when he held up his hands as he had done in my apartment, telling me he was coming in peace. A peace my other senses were telling me was only a few seconds away from being shattered. But I remained still letting him think I was being compliant and then the second I saw the doors were about to close, I made my move. I made a quick dash for the doors, turning my body ready to slip through when I felt a band of flesh and bone hook me around the waist just as the elevator doors did the impossible and slammed shut.  
 
    “Oh no you don’t, sweetheart, you’re not going anywhere,” he told me clamping down on his hold of me as I started to twist my body trying to get away from him. 
 
    “No! NO!” I screamed trying in vain to fight against him knowing in only those few seconds that it was useless, he was too strong to fight against.   
 
    “Let me go!” I shouted angrily, but this was when Vincent must have hit his limit.  
 
    “LET ME G…!” I started to scream again until he covered my mouth with his hand and after releasing a heavy sigh by my ear, he then whispered his confession against my skin. 
 
    A confession that confirmed two things, one was my time for hiding was up and the second, 
 
    Love had finally found me. 
 
    And I knew this the moment his words seeped into my soul and rooted themselves there for all eternity.   
 
    “Ssshh, calm yourself Joon-am, for I won’t hurt you…I could never hurt my…my…” He paused a second before spinning me around, pressing me up against the wall and then whispering the last of his confession over my lips before crushing his own lips against his… 
 
      
 
    “Immortal love.”       
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    Finally, the Flower Falls  
 
      
 
      
 
    Year 2011… 
 
      
 
    The second Vincent started kissing me I knew I was lost, for every rational thought seemed to bail on me, choosing to cut and run. And really, I couldn’t even say that I blamed myself because it was like Vincent had said, when we kissed, there was absolutely nothing simple about it!  
 
    To say that it was mind consuming was an understatement as one moment there I was terrified of him and the river of lies he knew I was swimming in, and in the next, I was giving myself willingly to him. Just the way both of his hands framed my face and held me to him as he took complete control of the kiss, one that was causing my chest to ache and my breathing to become laboured. And he must have known it too because he was soon easing his hold on me and pulling back enough to allow me time to breathe.  
 
    “By the Gods Joon-am, kissing you is like feeling your own heart beating for the first time,” he told me softly after first running his fingertips down my cheek. I couldn’t help but suck in a deep breath at how sweet that sounded.  Meanwhile he continued to trail his fingers down my neck before he then rested his palms to the wall behind me, either side of my head, locking me in place. I had to say that for me, hearing this soulful confession was also what felt like feeling your heart beating for the first time. For I knew in that moment that it had only ever continued to beat solely to keep me from dying, but never had it felt like it beat solely to keep me living for another. 
 
    Jesus, but suddenly it felt like a million degrees in here, I swear I was burning up and all because this man had kissed me the way he had. Okay, so that wasn’t strictly true as I think having someone like Vincent almost declare their love for you was enough to get even a hard-faced bitch, ice queen, hot under the collar.   
 
    “Here, let me help you,” Vincent said the second he noticed me begin to tug at the belt as though it was a snake I needed to get off me before it took a bite. He grinned down at me in a knowing way when he gently brushed off my trembling fingers so that he could take control. Then once the knot was loose, he reached up and unzipped my jacket in a painfully slow motion that seemed to echo around the small space…or was it just doing that in my head? 
 
    Seriously, but it hadn’t felt this erotic when he had been doing it up! Well duh, flower girl, he hadn’t been taking something off your body back then and hadn’t been undressing you with his eyes like he was doing now.  
 
    He continued to help me out of my jacket and he did this by first motioning with a single rotating finger for me to turn around. Then once my back was to him, he slowly peeled the jacket down my arms, making sure to brush his fingertips down my skin as he did. I couldn’t help but shudder again and this time I let my eyes close for a moment as the sensation of his touch nearly undid me. Then, on turning back around, even the sight of him casually folding my jacket over the crook of his arm had me trying to swallow down a sexual lump that had quickly formed in my dry mouth.        
 
    So, it was no wonder I couldn’t help but blush and lower my head the second I had to face him once more. I did this so I could hide how much both his words and now his touch had affected me.     
 
    “Hey, come now, I won’t allow that,” he said preventing the action when he hooked a finger under my chin and applied pressure, making me look up at him.  
 
    “Too many years have I done without the beauty before me, so I will not tolerate you hiding it from me…nor will I tolerate you running again…am I understood?” he said sounding stern once again and making my eyes widen when I thought back to what had just happened between us.  
 
    “I…I…but I ran because…” Suddenly I stopped the second he placed two fingers over my lips.  
 
    “I know why you ran, sweetheart,” he told me softly.  
 
    “You do?!” Unfortunately, this came out as more of a screech against his fingers making him smirk down at me. 
 
    “There is much we need to discuss my girl, but I would rather we do so outside of this lift,” he told me, this time making me smirk but then something dawned on me as the lift hadn’t moved, even after I had pressed the button for it to go down.  
 
    “Come on, let’s get out of here,” he said taking my hand in his as if he was afraid that if he didn’t then I could run again. Which was why I told him,  
 
    “I won’t run, Vincent.”  
 
    “Oh, I know you won’t, for I think I made my point…” he replied making me raise my own brow in question, before I asked, 
 
    “And that was?” His bad boy grin should have already told me what his words did when he quickly elaborated with such confidence making me hide my shudder when he said, 
 
    “…I can easily catch my prey.”  Then he winked at me and with a mere flick of his wrist at the doors, they opened. It was like watching magic and my reaction was a startled noise, along with my hand pulling back on his. He looked back at me over his shoulder wondering about my hesitation, when he must have realised.  
 
    “I told you, you have no reason to fear me, I promise you that love,” he told me gently.  
 
    “But you keep doing the impossible,” I blurted out making him smile.  
 
    “You’re not the only one who is different, sweetheart,” he told me conveying in that moment that this was by far the biggest turning point in my life so far and all I needed to do was take a leap of faith and step out of this lift with him. Well, not that he was giving me much option not to, as it wasn’t as if he was going to let go of my hand anytime soon. I knew this when he gave it a squeeze and a small tug, pulling me to his side no doubt to get me moving with him.  
 
    But the shocking magic didn’t stop there as I watched in amazement as he ran his free hand over the damaged part of the door once before it started to repair itself.  
 
    “But…but how did you…?” I started muttering as he pulled me back into the hallway and I almost couldn’t believe it when he started chuckling to himself.  
 
    I was still questioning everything in my mind when I let him lead me back into the great hall where people were all buzzing around the different exhibits and thankfully taking no notice of us. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked him as I noticed we were leaving the party and heading for one of the reading rooms furthest away.  
 
    “To be alone at last,” he replied just as he pulled me through the door. After that I only managed a few steps into the room and a quick scan around to check that it was empty, before the door was slammed shut making me jump. Then I felt the slight tug of my hand before I was being spun around and swiftly pressed against the door. Vincent then merely threw my jacket to one side and before I could utter a word he beat me to it. 
 
    “Patience and time,” he uttered to himself which I knew now had been part of his speech. But before I could think too hard about what it truly meant, he grabbed me by the wrists and quickly pinned them above my head. Then he kissed me, capturing not only my lips but also my startled gasp. And in that moment, I knew that it wasn’t just a kiss, but as he had said…it was promise.  
 
    The way his hands tightened over my wrists as if he was terrified of letting go. The way he would dominate my movements, leading me to greater depths as the taste of him burst across my tongue. I would moan and arch my back trying to get closer to him still, knowing that it would never just stop at this kiss…for, like him, I needed more.  
 
    “Fuck!” he hissed tearing his mouth from mine, leaving me panting in his hold and asking myself what just happened. Then, before I could let my insecurities get the best of me and start questioning my own actions and what I had done wrong, he let go of my wrists. He then watched as my mouth fell open with the question on the tip of my tongue but before it made it past my lips he spoke first.  
 
    “I can’t wait, I am sorry, sweetheart…” he told me in a fervent tone that spoke only of his desperation. Then he wrapped an arm around my waist and hauled me to him, lifting me up so that he could walk further into the room with me attached to him. I placed my hands on his chest and watched as he cast a hand out towards the door which was quickly followed by the sound of it locking. I frowned in question wondering how the hell had he done that, along with everything else that I considered magic. Was that what it was? Was he some kind of sorcerer? 
 
    It turned out that I didn’t get long to think more about it because the second he set me back on my feet, he was kissing me again. The second his lips touched my own, it was like lighting a spark within my soul and it suddenly felt as though I had started living for the first time in half a millennium!  
 
    One moment his hands were cupping my cheeks, holding my face to his as his kiss became softer, more tender and then the next moment his hands would snake down my body and grip my behind in a possessive hold, gripping on to the curvy cheeks with a handful. It felt as though he was battling against his own feelings and I was still left wondering which side of him would win?  
 
    “I need to see you,” he told me after pulling back and the second I heard another zip descending I knew this time that it didn’t belong to any jacket but that of my dress. I swallowed hard knowing what was coming next and I couldn’t help but let my nerves get the better of me, for I couldn’t look at him.  
 
    “Hey, eyes on me, sweetness,” he said once he had finished with my zip and I could now feel the back of my dress was hanging open at the side. He gripped my chin, taking hold of it between his thumb and forefinger before lifting it up so I had no choice but to look up at him and see for myself the judgement he would soon cast upon me. What if he didn’t like what he saw once he slipped this dress from my body? What if I didn’t hold up to the expectations he had of me in his mind? After all, when it came to the acts of love I wasn’t exactly what you would have called an expert. Yes, so I may have been around a long time, but I wasn’t exactly experienced in the relationship department seeing as it was a number one rule of mine not to ever let someone get that close. Which kind of came hand in hand with sex for me.   
 
    But I couldn’t tell him that.  
 
    I couldn’t tell him I was still a, well…a virgin.  
 
    I knew he was looking at me trying to read what was going on behind my worried eyes and the second his hand grazed up my side I flinched like a skittish doe. It was in this moment that he must have guessed it because instead of looking disappointed or even shocked, he simple gazed down at me in the most loving way.  
 
    “Tell me sweetheart, is it just my touch that you fear or has this beautiful body remained pure and untouched…and waiting for me?”  he asked me, whispering the last few words by my ear making me shudder against him. I felt his smile the second my reaction gave him his answer, however it turned out not enough for him.  
 
    “I await your answer, love,” he said expectantly, and my first response was to feel the heat travel up my neck before lingering on my cheeks.  
 
    “I…I…” I started to stutter out my words, but then when his hands started to slip my dress away from me I found them stuck there unable to make it past my lips.  
 
    “You were saying, sweetheart?” he hummed against me before kissing his way up my neck and I felt the last hold of my dress slip to the floor the second he snapped the fastening at my shoulder. I couldn’t help but let my head fall back on a moan, now giving him further access to the column of my neck. I felt his fingertips start caressing the other side and the second I pressed my body into his I knew then what he was doing. He was luring me into the security he created, readying me for the moment he wanted me to let go of my fear leaving me with no other option than to trust him.   
 
    “I am still waiting, my little flower girl,” he said the second he made it back up to my ear and at the same time gripping my neck and pulling me ever so slightly to his lips. I let go of a surprised yelp and once again felt him smile against my skin because of it.  
 
    “I…yes…I am…a…”  
 
    “A Goddess… that is what you are. My pure slice of heaven gifted to me by the Gods and one I will readily chain to my bed if they ever dare think of trying to take it back,” he told me passionately, once again whispering by my ear only to end his vow by talking directly into my cheek. I had to say the idea of being chained to this man’s bed whilst he had his wicked way with me had just shot straight up to my top ten fantasy list in a heartbeat, even if hearing it being said did make me shy.  
 
    “Now let me look at my gift,” he said taking a step back and seeing for himself what he considered his gift from the Gods, which was without a doubt the sweetest words that had ever been said to me. But my blush didn’t just remain on my cheeks purely from his words alone as now the way his hungry eyes raked over my body was as if I could almost feel their caress across my bare skin.  
 
    I was wearing nothing but a strapless black basque, that was made from satin with soft velvet panels up the sides. The same velvet was then used at the cups in a sweeping scallop design that was mirrored over the curves of my hips in a fan shape. It created a sultry silhouette and added to this were the adjustable garter straps that were currently attached to the black stockings I wore. These were a simple thick band of black at the top of my thighs that were rimmed with velvet ribbon to match the outfit. As for my barely there panties, well these were made from a strip of velvet in the same scallop design attached to the satin that covered my sex. 
 
    I had to say, that from the way he was looking at me right now, then I didn’t think he was disappointed. Jesus, but he now looked as though he wanted to eat me or at the very least make a meal out of a certain part of me. I knew this when he ran the back of two crooked fingers down my belly making me suck in a breath.  
 
    “And this…” he hummed before stepping more fully into me and tipping my head back with the same crooked finger.  
 
    “…Tell me my beauty, was this also worn with me in mind?” The second he asked it of me I knew I couldn’t have got away with just lowering my head and shamefully nodding like I wanted to. No, his serious face told me as much. So, I decided to be brave.  
 
    “Yes,” was my breathy answer, this time making him smile.  
 
    “You know not the pleasure such an answer brings me and one I very much consider as part of my gift.” This was his sweet reply and I grinned back up at him as he hadn’t yet let go of my chin.    
 
    “But as you know, like most gifts…the real beauty is what lies beneath the wrapping,” he added with a tone of voice that was thick and heavy with lust. Then he skimmed his fingers across my chest starting at my shoulder and trailing down to my heaving breasts that were currently trying to jump out of the underwired part of the basque and right into his waiting hands.  
 
    “So soft,” he mused to himself before he then gave me a stern order.  
 
    “Turn around.” I visibly gulped before doing as instructed as at least I was getting some reprieve from his intense stare and commanding presence. But even with this I still couldn’t help but jump the second I felt his hands come to the fastening at my back. Then I felt him peel back the sides and I sucked in a breath knowing what he would find there.  
 
    Scars of flesh and bone but not ones of the mind, as I didn’t know how they came to be. Only that they were the only mark upon my body. Yeah, so I had a few freckles here and there but other than that not one scar remained after years of accidents and life’s mishaps. Meaning there was no map of the past to follow on my skin, to one day tell a story of how each mark came to be.  
 
    There was only them.   
 
    The two lines that ran down my back with no past memory to add to them. Only the memory of waking up one stormy night in the middle of a world I didn’t remember ever being a part of.  
 
    “Wait! I…I can’t do…” I started to voice out my panic making Vincent still his fingers from moving. Then he leant closer to my ear and told me on a gentle whisper,  
 
    “Trust me.”  Then he twisted my body and at first, I didn’t understand why. But once I felt him skim the back of his knuckles along the top of one, then I knew that he had moved me further into the light so he could see for himself what I was trying to hide. 
 
    “I…I…please…” 
 
    “Ssshh,” he hushed in response and then continued how he intended, with me hiding nothing from him. So, I tensed as his fingers gently followed them down and back up again as if he was trying to extract the truth from them.  
 
    “My poor sweet baby girl,” he whispered against the skin as he kissed each side making me suck in a sharp breath of shock. I don’t know why but this affected me in such a way that I couldn’t help but try and step away from him, needing to get away from the intensity of the emotions he was forcing me to feel.         
 
    “Easy now, Joon-am,” he cooed softly as his arm banded across me from behind, preventing me from getting away and this time I couldn’t help myself from asking,  
 
    “That name…what does it mean?” At first, I didn’t think he would answer me as I felt the material encasing my body start to fall. But then, when I was turned back around to face him, my hands instinctively held onto my breasts, keeping the cups in place. He frowned down at my hands obviously disliking what I was trying to keep from him again. Because the next thing I knew he was shaking his head and tutting to himself as he took a step back.  
 
    I frowned wondering what he was doing and for a fleeting second was worried I had displeased him enough to think twice about what was about to happen. But then I watched as he removed his suit jacket before casually throwing it to the side like he had done with my own earlier. Then, as he tugged on his bow tie, I became mesmerised on seeing it unravelling before he released four buttons of his shirt and pulled the length of black satin from his collar.  
 
    I swear my mouth became dry when he ran the length of satin through his hands the once, before tucking it safely away in his pocket as though he had plans for it later. Well, it was this action combined with the sight of his bare corded neck that looked like all it was missing was my lips kissing their way up it. But then added to this sexual tension was when he slipped his expensive looking cufflinks through the holes, pocketing them also, so he could roll his sleeves up his strong looking forearms. I swear my swallow could have been heard from outside the tall panelled windows that surrounded the room.  
 
    Then he took hold of my hips and positioned me where he wanted as if I was some special doll of his. Or should I have said a piece of artwork as he held me at arm’s length so he could look at me still nervously holding my basque up. I could see the smirk he had playing at the corners of his lips before he told me.  
 
    “You are stunning my beauty, but there is definitely something missing,” he told me and then my mouth dropped when he issued his next command.     
 
    “Offer me your hands,” he ordered, once more pulling the satin from his pocket and running it through his palm like before.  
 
    “Why?” I asked knowing that if I did my underwear would fall and looking at that strip of thin satin, then let’s just say that I doubted he just wanted to hold hands.  
 
    “Because I want you to submit to me and be at my mercy,” he replied with such certainly and honesty that my mouth nearly hit the floor this time. I couldn’t help my reaction as I took a few steps back until I could feel my bum hit the side of one of the long reading tables. The room was filled with them, row after row and all topped with long reading lights that ran the length of the table, held there by the three groups of legs on a raised block of wood down the centre. They reminded me of little lit roof tops as they were that shape and added a warm glow to the room…one that did nothing to hide my blush.   
 
    His confidence was both as arousing as it was terrifying. The way he commanded both his space and mine. It was making me question my sanity as to why I was still here in this room alone with him. I wasn’t ready for this, was I? No, surely not considering I had barely even felt the touch of a man before now. Which begged the question, was this another test? Was placing myself at his mercy what he really wanted and if so, was it in more ways than one? No longer becoming about trusting my body in his hands, but more so about trusting him with my heart for him to protect?  
 
    Whatever the reason was, he seemed to allow me the time I needed to think things through and come to a decision on my own. Time, he allowed as he simply leaned back against the opposite desk so that both our emotions were mirrored. Mine being firmly on one end of the spectrum with my fear, trepidation and self-consciousness all feeding my doubt and clearly on view. And then there was him on the other side, with his control, his self-assurance and his iron will, feeding his need to dominate. Which begged the only question as to who would win the war, fear or acceptance?  
 
    In the end, I knew the second I had willingly followed him in here that I had made my choice and all I needed to do now was see it through and trust someone with a side of me I had never fully admitted to being real before. Because the reality of it was that it wasn’t only the sight of this man that turned me on. But it was also the very nature of the beast that lurked beneath the pale shadows of his skin. I knew there was something deeper to Vincent and it wasn’t just the power that he openly displayed. It was something on a deeper level, buried at the very core, just waiting for the right hand to dip in there and pull it out. And instead of terrifying me enough to run, it was in fact daring me to take a step closer.  
 
    So that was precisely what I did. Because I didn’t want to just be with this man, body, mind and soul. No, I wanted him to own all three, to keep them until the end of time and until both our bodies became nothing but dust. I wanted to belong to him, to submit every part of myself until there was nothing left for me to even class as my own.  
 
    I wanted to be his.  
 
    Forever.  
 
    He watched as I took another step towards him and the second I did, he nodded to the space in front of him, telling me without words what he expected of me. He wanted me to pass his test. I knew this as he started to visibly relax with every step closer to him I bravely made. He had been scared I would try and run from him again, I could see it in his eyes. But what he didn’t know was just how many times in my lifetime I had run. How many people, places and names I had run from, just to survive the way I needed to.  
 
    Well now, with this man, there was no more running.  
 
    No now, it was simply the time for life to begin. 
 
    And time to let the… 
 
      
 
    Flowers fall.    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    18 
 
    A Date to End All Dates 
 
      
 
      
 
    Year 2011… 
 
      
 
    Vincent seemed to take in every single one of my movements as I stepped closer to him and when there was only a few feet of space between us, I licked my dry lips and offered him my upturned hands. It was almost like one of those, ‘I’m guilty, so please take me in, officer’ moments.    
 
    Of course, doing this then meant only one thing, as my underwear slipped from my breasts and gathered around my hips. Now all that was left was for me to get the courage to step from them and complete my nakedness. After this, his gift would be complete, but even the way he looked down at me now, then I would say that it wasn’t just the sight of my near naked body that was what he considered the gift.  
 
    But mainly my offered hands and… 
 
    Symbol of my submission.  
 
    Then he leaned forward, motioning also for me to come closer so that he could whisper something in my ear. I did as I was told, still keeping my hands up between us.  
 
    “In all my years, I have never seen a sight more beautiful than the one before me, for I now have it etched to my very soul for safe keeping for all eternity…thank you my Angel of trust.” Once he had finished, two things quickly occurred to me, the first was that this had now become the nicest thing anyone had ever said to me. And the second, was that I had tears in my eyes because of it. He pulled back and I did the same, far enough for him to see the tears there for himself. So, he reached out and swiped one away with his thumb before bringing it to his lips to taste, closing his eyes as he did. It was as though it was something more to him than just the salty drop bred from emotions he was forcing out of me.  
 
    Then the second his eyes reopened they did so now as something else. I couldn’t help but exhale a shuddered breath as now his eyes had changed once more, becoming a blue so startling it was like looking at the ocean through a thick layer of glittering ice reflected from the sun.  
 
    “Perfection,” he uttered to himself before he laid the black satin across my upturned wrists making my skin become a startling contrast to the dark taboo that was being wrapped around them. Vincent was precise and methodical in his task, making me painfully ask myself just how many girls was there before me that he had done this to.  
 
    “Don’t go there, sweetheart,” he whispered to me once his job was done and his hands were free to force me to look back up at him. I bit my lip and nodded at him to tell him it had passed, something I wasn’t sure really had. But I just couldn’t help it. That bitter green snake of jealousy was coiling itself around my heart and injecting its venom. A venom that ended up evaporating the second I felt a different type of sting.  
 
    “Ah!” I screamed the second I felt the crack of a palm against my buttock jerking me to the side to get away from the source. My shocked expression snapped back to Vincent’s cool, stern one to find he simply had a raised eyebrow as if expecting that he should be obeyed… and this was what happened when he wasn’t.  
 
    “Why did you do that?!” I snapped making his lips twitch the once in amusement before he answered me.  
 
    “That is what happens when you don’t do as you are told,” was his simple answer. I frowned back at him and would have folded my hands had they not been tied.  
 
    “I am not a child!” I retaliated, raising my voice and once again receiving another slap to the behind, only this time, from the other side.  
 
    “Oww! Stop doing that!” I shouted making him raise his hand again in warning.  
 
    “I would never do this to a child, for they don’t know better than an educated woman does, especially one who has willingly submitted to the one that now owns her body…along with everything else,” he replied calmly at first, despite my growing annoyance. But then that last part was nothing short of a vow. I couldn’t believe he’d said that. Did he really consider me his…did he really consider me owned?  
 
    “You…you think you own me?” I asked in a small voice, taking a step back that spoke volumes of my vulnerability. This time he frowned at the sight and before my eyes could fully register the action his hand snapped out and he took hold of my bound hands in one of his own, before roughly yanking me back to him. I half fell into him and at the same time he gripped my backside over the handprint he had just made, in a possessive manner.  
 
    “I don’t think…I fucking know!”  He growled the last three words before letting go of my hands so that he could then embed his fingers into my hair and at the same time crushing his lips to mine for a bruising kiss. This time I most definitely felt owned. In fact, I felt as though he was trying to brand himself to my very soul, as he clearly already had my own fused to his.  
 
    “And now it’s time to show you,” Vincent said a second before he picked me up and spun me so that he could place my heated backside down on the desk he had been leaning against. Then he reached for the gathered material still bunched by my hips and in one swift action he had them over the most curvaceous part of me and down my legs to then find it being discarded on the floor. 
 
    His eyes then raked over my naked body before his hands started to follow. The second he cupped a breast and raised it to his lips, I watched his eyes flash brighter before he started to suck my nipple into his mouth. The intense pleasure shot straight down my body as if attached to my feminine core. I threw my head back and moaned making him growl around the bounty he took, pulling it deeper into his hot mouth and biting down around the taut little bud.  
 
    This I swear should have made me scream out in pain and protest against the action, but instead I found myself hooking my tied arms around his neck and securing him to me, for I didn’t ever want the mind-blowing sensation to end! 
 
    Once anchored to him I then held on and bowed my back, pressing myself further into his mouth, telling him without words what he was doing to me and how much I needed more. I was like a woman possessed and the feelings I was experiencing now were flooding my system to the point I wanted to drown in all that was Vincent.  
 
    But then his mouth left my aching nipple and I couldn’t help the small yelp of protest that escaped making him give me a knowing look. I should have felt ashamed at how openly I displayed my need for him but in that moment, I was too far gone in my lust to care.   
 
    Especially not when he lifted my arms from behind his neck and continued to raise my arms above my head so I had nowhere else to go but where he wanted me. So now with both my hands secured in his hold, my body bent back against the warm glass of the central lighting that ran the length of the table. Once there, spread out in front of him, he raised himself up over my nudity, nudging my legs open to allow him better access and all the while pinning me down to where he wanted me.  
 
    Then, with his other hand, he dipped it down between us and I felt the sharp tug at my hip before a tearing sound followed. I looked back at him in shock as he had literally just torn my panties from me, but if I thought that was going to be the most shocking part, then what he did next was beyond the realms of reality.  
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” he warned me the second I flinched in his hold because there, right in front of my eyes, I watched on in utter amazement as his clothes started to disintegrate into what looked like the finest dusting of snow. It looked like some mystical white blizzard was being blown through him taking with it his clothes. One which ended up as a cloud behind his body as it started to reveal more and more of his incredible body beneath.  
 
    Unable to help myself I looked down to find that the same now happened with his suit trousers. Only now it was tiny black fragments that end up merging with the pure white of his shirt, causing a grey mist to mix behind him. I wanted so badly to reach out and touch it, just to see and prove to myself that it was real. But Vincent still had me held captive and for good reason as the second the cloud started to disappear was when he made his full intentions known with only two words. 
 
    Two words that rocked me from the foundations of my body to the very core of my soul… 
 
    “Immortally mine.”  
 
    After these unforgettable words had been spoken he then followed this up by an unforgettable moment. The moment he thrust himself inside of me and made me his…forever.  
 
    “By the Gods!” he hissed in pleasure at the same time I let my head fall back in sheer, overwhelming bliss. I could barely believe that this was how it felt, wondering now why I would have waited so long. But then in that same instant I knew why… 
 
    Because I was eternally waiting for this man.  
 
    This magical being that made sense of nothing, yet at the same time made sense of everything. I wanted to worship at his feet as much as I wanted to see him kneeling before me. I was lost, and my heart had long ago surrendered itself to only one being in the world. It had been searching all this time whilst I was merely stumbling around in the dark asking myself what it was I was looking for.  
 
    But it knew.  
 
    It had always known.  
 
    So, as Vincent continued to take my body to new heights, my mind began to unravel in sensation and touch alone. It was like searching for an end I couldn’t see, racing towards it in hopes of finding something great there waiting for me. And with every thrust of his throbbing length I could feel it building higher and higher. Like a coil down below getting tighter and tighter and all it needed was that extra push before it completely unravelled.  
 
     “You will find release when I permit it, for it is mine and only mine to command,” he demanded in a fierce tone before his hands tightened their hold on me. Then he pounded into me at the same time his lips found my neck the second my head fell back, hitting against the glass, I was his for the taking.    
 
    After this I felt something sharp prick my skin inside his mouth and I hissed through the pain before he allowed my body to react fully to it.  
 
    “Now sweet one, I command it of you now…give me you…give me all of you,” he told me releasing my neck for a second before going back and this time biting me so deep the second I screamed in pain I soon found myself screaming in ecstasy as a wave of pleasure slammed into me, feeling as though it could quite possibly tear me in two. Then with the first pull of my essence he took I felt yet another wave hit me. And then one after another as if he was still trying to force them all from me, demanding more and more until in the end I found myself begging without words.  
 
    I could feel the walls of my sex vibrating around him as I didn’t know how many times I came. Whether it was ten, twenty or just as many merged together to create the longest orgasm in history.  
 
    But then something started to happen. In my sexual haze I felt drugged because now when I looked at him, it was no longer the Vincent I knew looking back at me. No, now it was a dark Angel belonging to what could only be described as the Wrath of God… and he had come to take me.  
 
    Huge mighty wings of blood red framed his body all around him and became so big that they seemed to grow into something else entirely. The shape morphed into a darkness as if dragging all the shadows from the room and using them to become something more. Sucking them in and bringing them forward so that they started to reach out towards my body after first trying to consume his.   
 
    My eyes then tried to focus on anything else in the room but the hallucination in front of me, for what else could it be? No, I needed to look away, to find something to keep me grounded and from spiralling any further out of Vincent’s control. I was even starting to feel light-headed, but in the end all my eyes found was the ceiling. But even that started to change from what I knew it to really be.  
 
    The way the hexagonal inset pattern on the ceiling started to look more like a giant honeycomb when my vision blurred making the blue centres of the gold pulsate. Even the upturned dome shaped lights that hung from the ceiling looked to be swaying in turn with the erotic movement of our bodies.  
 
    But then, as I was just a hairsbreadth away to fading from the room and becoming lost to this darker version of reality, Vincent released both his lips from my neck and the satin from around my wrists. Then he suddenly crushed my body to his, lifting me up in his arms as he thrust into me one last time before he roared his release over my shoulder. This was the very second that the world around me snapped back into place and the shuddered release I felt coating my insides had me quaking once again around him. I buried my head into his own shoulder, holding on to him as though any minute he too would just start to fade away like his clothes had. 
 
    I don’t know how much time had passed between us just holding on to each other, but I knew it was enough time for us both to calm our pounding hearts.   
 
    “Hey, come now sweetheart and look at me,” he said in a tender tone as he placed his hand at the back of my head cradling me to him. I pulled back a little so that I could do as he asked. Even though part of me wanted to disobey him, as now instead of now fearing the pain I knew he could inflict, part of me was actually itching to push for more of it. I didn’t know where that dark sexual urge had come from, but I knew that it must have been locked down in the very depths of me and now, I knew the one man who held the key to unlocking it all.  
 
    “Are you alright?” he asked me scanning my face as if looking for any signs of stress. He ran the back of his fingers down my cheek and I closed my eyes as if trying to burn this memory to me forevermore. I don’t know why but I felt strange, almost as if I didn’t concentrate hard enough then it would slip right through me and vanish.  
 
    “I…I am…I don’t know how to describe it,” I told him honestly after first trying to find the right words to describe something so beautiful and what was the most perfect moment of my life so far. 
 
    “You don’t need to try…for I can feel it right here,” he told me placing his palm flat against my heart and also placing his forehead to mine. And suddenly, in that one moment, instead of my reality unravelling like I feared, it simply fused itself to the most important part of me, like an important puzzle piece I would one day have to go searching for.  
 
    It was eternal love. And one way or another, I knew that it would last not only this lifetime but however many the Gods had granted me.  
 
      
 
    After this sweet exchange and a moan of protest as I lost Vincent’s connection, something that made him chuckle, I was getting redressed when he granted me a sweet kiss to the forehead.  
 
    “Don’t worry sweetheart, you will soon get it back,” he said in amusement. I couldn’t help but smirk down to myself at the thought of being with him again that way so soon. I could even see how people easily became addicted to the people they fell in love with and I found myself asking, would the feeling ever fade or simply continue to get stronger? 
 
    “Very soon in fact,” he added with a hungry look he directed my way making me blush. His trousers started to re-emerge, along with his shoes as I too started to slip my dress back on over my basque. One that was now minus any panties thanks to them becoming nothing but a snapped piece of material. Speaking of which, where had they gone? 
 
    In the end I gave up looking and decided instead to be a little playful with him.     
 
    “Then maybe I will invite you in for coffee,” I teased making him huff a displease sound which in turn made me frown, asking myself if I had said something wrong. I didn’t have to wait long before I was given my answer.  
 
    “If you think I am taking you back to your apartment then you are highly mistaken,” he told me, and I couldn’t help but notice how all the muscles on his torso tensed at the thought of me going back there. And let’s just say that there was a lot of muscles. Starting at his strong wide shoulders that looked built for carrying the weight of his world upon them…that or me naked, I thought playing out one of my new fantasies with this man. 
 
    Even his arms made me want to gulp at the sight of such strength, with his bulging biceps and triceps creating shadows in the lines curved between each of the connecting muscles. And then there was his abdominal muscles that made you want to trace each line in between the six of them with your fingertips. He was simply stunning and any artist’s wet dream to paint. But then, before I could get so completely lost in the sight, I started to process his words.  
 
    “Why not?” I asked frowning and I swear I couldn’t help but notice how his fist flexed in and out as if he was holding himself back on punishing me like he had earlier. And like earlier, I was almost tempted to push him for it. But instead of folding me over his lap to give me a good spanking like he looked close to doing, he instead folded his arms, making his muscles bulge even more.  
 
    “Because you are mine,” he answered in such a way as if this was enough to explain what he meant. I swallowed down a gulp at how possessive that sounded and tried to ignore how much I liked it, so I could carry on.  
 
    “So? Just because I am now your girlfriend it doesn’t mean…wait why are you laughing?” I asked, switching my sentence as he started to chuckle at me calling myself his girlfriend and I had to say my heart dropped. Then he walked back over to me and continued to walk me backwards until I was back at the table he had made love to me on.  
 
    “I don’t do girlfriends, Lily,” he told me firmly. 
 
    “Then what do you do, Vincent?” I asked trying to brave my way through this. Had I got it all wrong, had this just been sex and all he wanted was more of it until he was then done with me. Had all his words been just… that…empty? 
 
    “I own,” he answered me and then he watched as something in me must have looked like it broke a little but before it could shatter completely he cupped my cheek and told me,  
 
    “And until you, I have never wanted to own another. But own you I do and trust me sweetheart, when I say that I take that very seriously.”  The second he had finished I inhaled a sharp breath of shock and released it quickly as relief. Thank the Gods he wanted me that way. 
 
    “Which means that not only am I the one who decides on your future, but mainly on where you will be living within that future,” he added, this time making me have to bite my lip just to stop it from gaping open. Was he serious?  
 
    “And where will I be living, Vincent?” I asked in near utter disbelief at what I was hearing. He frowned once as if annoyed that I didn’t already know. So, he told me sternly,  
 
    “With me.” Okay so bitten lip or not, nothing was stopping my lip from dropping at that one. 
 
    “With you!?” I screeched, shaking my head a little as if this would help. Then for some reason this made him smirk and he tapped me on my chin twice indicating I should close my mouth. I did this automatically as most people would and the second it was closed, he gave me a swift kiss.  
 
    “Yes, with me.” Then I felt my dress become tight as he suddenly zipped me up at the side making me jump as I had forgotten all about the way it was still hanging loose around me. Then as if pleased with my response, he gripped my chin and gave it a playful little shake before putting space between us.  
 
    “But…but…what about my apartment, about my job and…and…” I started to trail off that question when I saw his back muscles bunch before he relaxed them at the same time he released a sigh. Then he turned back to me and in three long strides was soon boxing me in as he placed both hands either side of me on the desk behind.  
 
    “Alright sweetheart, I am only going to say this once and I want you to listen to me and listen carefully. For I think you already know what is in store for you if you don’t, after already receiving a mere taste of my palm and what it will readily do to you…again!” he said making me swallow hard at the thought of how much more of this man there was left to come. 
 
    “I don’t want you to concern yourself with what will happen once we leave this room, as be warned Lily, your life will change that I can promise you. For you are not right of mind if you believe I will let my girl live in a shithole apartment that looks easier to break into than a glass house and is not much bigger than a shoe box,” he told me again making me give into my habit and letting my mouth fall open, something he once again smirked at.  
 
    “Mouth, sweetheart,” he said tapping me again under the chin as if to remind me. Then he walked back to where his jacket was and lay it across the back of a chair. 
 
    “But what about my stuff?” I asked thinking about that locked box I had buried beneath a pile of paperwork in the bottom of my closet.    
 
    “Again, this is nothing to concern yourself with as I will have my people pack up your belongings and have them shipped to my home,” he answered making me wonder just who his ‘people’ were.   
 
    “And tonight…what…what about tonight?” I finally asked, getting my brain in gear enough to do so.  
 
    “You sleep in my bed, Joon-am, for this night and all the rest to follow, am I understood?” he said in an unforgiving tone that told me he was deadly serious. All I could manage was to nod which seemingly pleased him enough to nod in return, as if the matter was now dealt with. Whereas, in reality, my head was still spinning from it.  
 
    In fact, it was still doing this when something he said suddenly made me turn back to him and say,  
 
    “You never told me what that means,” I asked referring to my unusual and exotic sounding nickname he had christened me.  He looked back at me over his shoulder just as his shirt started to re-emerge and once more the incredible was happening right in front of my eyes. He then buttoned it up to how it was before, leaving his neck bare and his forearms on show. Obviously, Vincent had no intention of re-joining the party, one that sounded as if it had long ago finished anyway if the silence behind the door was anything to go by.    
 
    “Or more importantly, how do you do that because it’s…well, it just can’t be possible…” I said swapping my first question for one more imperative. He raised a brow at me and then shocked me further still when he confirmed as I thought…he knew far more about me than I did about him.  
 
    “You mean like being immortal, that type of impossible?” I started to silently panic, and he knew it the second he saw the way I covered my mouth and inhaled sharply. By the time he got to me his shirt was completely rewoven around his torso, so when he took me in his arms this time there was an extra layer between us, including the ocean of unanswered questions that was still there.  
 
    “Like I said, you are not the only one who’s different, sweetheart,” he said over my head as he held me to him before he then kissed my hairline. After this I pulled back a little which he allowed so that I could look up at him, knowing I wasn’t getting far with his arms still holding me to him.   
 
    “Then what are we, Vincent?” I asked him, allowing my insecurities to coat my words. I watched as his eyes searched for something deeper within mine, maybe looking for evidence that I was ready for the truth or not. But in the end, whatever he found in them was enough for him to make up his mind. I knew this when he grabbed my hand in his and after bringing it to his lips to kiss he then gave me a nod of his head.  
 
    “Alright, sweetheart, looks like our time is now,” he said cryptically. Then after giving my hand a squeeze he started to speak, only the second he did something happened.   
 
    “We are…” His few words trailed off the second he started to feel it too and he looked down at our joined hands to see that my knuckles were close to going white I was holding onto him that tight. The air around us seemed to crackle as if holding onto something thick and one match would be all it took to make it explode. Because that was what it felt like when darkness was near. That same feeling of darkness I felt when something bad was coming. Or in this case, was already here. 
 
    As it wasn’t just a troubled soul walking down the wrong path of life that I could feel crossing the road or walking past me in the shops. It wasn’t just the person that had it in them to hurt others, if even for a short time by stealing or cheating or even hitting out at those they were supposed to love. Making them bleed because they couldn’t bleed away their own anger. Because they weren’t strong enough at the time to walk away from the wrong situation.     
 
    No, this was something else. 
 
    This was that rare evil I spoke of.  
 
    One that wasn’t made of this world, but more like born from deep beneath it. A world I knew existed but never felt truly a part of. More like a witness to a secret that no one else knew, but few still believed in regardless.   
 
    A world of darkness that I felt deep within my core to be real, but more terrifyingly,  
 
    A world that…  
 
      
 
    Was Vincent’s.    
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    The Eternal Flame 
 
      
 
      
 
    Year 2011… 
 
      
 
    “Get behind me,” Vincent said in an eerie calm voice that spoke only of his strength not of his fear.  
 
    “Vincent, it’s coming…it’s…” 
 
    “Now, Lily!” he snapped as he pushed my body behind his as a protective barrier, placing himself between me and anything that was to come through the door. Then it started, the demonic laughter that chilled me to the bone.  
 
    “You think you can protect her from us… Prince?” The creepy voice then added to the unnerving sound and what followed was nails being raked down a pane of glass. My eyes shot from the door where the voice had seemingly come from, only to find a looming shadow perched behind the window to our right.   
 
    “Ah!” I screamed in a short burst making Vincent’s hand curve behind him so that he could hold on to my hip, showing me the comfort of safety, I needed right in that moment. I didn’t know if this was just for my benefit or his also, but it managed to at least sooth some of my fears.  
 
    “She will be ours, for the time of the Hexad is coming and with it the Chosen one!” The voice spoke again and the second it did, I jumped in fright when whoever it was hit at the door so hard, it shook on its hinges. It made me fear for all the people still in the great hall and what had become of them?  
 
    “Vincent, what about the people…what about…” He looked back at me over his shoulder and simply raised his finger to his lips to indicate I shouldn’t speak. It was done in such a chilling way that I was only left to hope that he had a plan and me asking questions wasn’t part of it. That and they had all left by now like I first thought. So, I decided to take his advice and nod my acceptance, making him nod in return before facing the enemy that I noticed was quickly starting to surround us.  
 
    Each of the windows now looked to have a dark and looming shadow behind them, minus the three at the end of the room. Vincent also noticed this and the second another threat was made he seemed to make his decision.  
 
    “Fight us…fight us all and she will pay with blood.”  Vincent shot a deadly glare at the door and watched, as I did, as it started to splinter around the door handle, telling us both that any second now they would be in. He suddenly looked back down the centre aisle that was a clear passage down to the three windows at the back. Windows that were the only ones without shadows. I could tell he was weighing up his options because even though I didn’t know if he had the power to fight them or not, there was one problem even if he could and that was… 
 
    Well it was me.  
 
    “Do you trust me?” he asked me and without one shred of doubt I told him,  
 
    “I trust you with my life.” I could tell the second I said it that it meant a great deal to him as his eyes softened and after pulling me in for a quick hard kiss, he then pushed me back a little and said,  
 
    “Then don’t be afraid of what happens next.” And this was my only warning as I was about to learn that Vincent was far more than what I ever could have imagined. Because no sorcerer had this type of magic nor did they have, 
 
    Wings.   
 
    “Angel,” I whispered the word on a gasp as he suddenly erupted into his true self and that wasn’t just the unbelievable but also, the incredible. As now Vincent was standing in front of me unfolding a pair of huge glowing white wings that stood at least two feet above his six feet plus height, and they reached the floor curling forward slightly as if too big for the space given. Even his skin had changed and looked now as if he had been bathed in some eternal holy water in Heaven that shimmered over his pale skin. And his hair looked as though it had been spun from gold thread. A pair of ice blue eyes were glowing with Heaven’s power, one that looked to be surging within him and pulsating under his flesh.  
 
    I was still gaping up at him when he suddenly tagged me around the waist and said,  
 
    “Let’s get you somewhere safe.” Then he lifted me in his arms and after curling his wings in tighter to his back, he started to run towards the windows at the back. I was still in utter shock at just the holy sight of him! But then I saw him nod towards the glass the closer we got and before I could wonder how we would get out of it safely, the glass exploded, shattering outwards.  
 
    I screamed as we went past each window at speed, seeing the howling demonic figures now smashing through the glass to stop us. But Vincent was quicker, and I knew that we were going to make it… 
 
    We just had to make it!  
 
    But that’s when my hopes of escaping this nightmare quickly ended because just as Vincent leapt towards the open, splintered window, he must have seen something coming at him. Because that was the only reason for what he did next as he suddenly tossed me aside. This made me roll once before I stopped myself on the second with a slap to the floor. I then managed to look up just in time to see a dark winged figure come barrelling at Vincent. This hit him square in the chest and then the two of them rolled back down the centre aisle in a tangle of black and white flesh and wings.  
 
    Then, all of a sudden, they seemed to break apart as the darker figure was propelled up in the air and smashed into one of the rows of desks as if he had been violently kicked by Vincent.  
 
    Vincent then started to slow, skidding now half on the sides of his feet and half on his wings so that he just needed a mere push bringing him upright by the time he’d fully stopped. He then straightened and at the same time his wings stretched out and opened fully, making me gasp.  
 
    They were truly magnificent and the sheer size of them was incredible! But it didn’t stop there, for this was when I got my first real glimpse of Vincent and his true nature. One that wasn’t sent from God to do good, but more one sent by Heaven to protect, to rule and to fight.  
 
    My Avenging Angel.  
 
    He looked around him as the enemy started to approach from all sides, men that horrifyingly, looked possessed by demonic Vampires! Long fangs dripping with saliva, eyes of blood red and faces carved in pure hatred and pain. They snarled and snapped as they approached, like wild animals that had been caged for centuries, only to be freed and find their first angelic looking meal waiting for them.  
 
    But Vincent didn’t look worried and I was amazed at how cool and calm someone could look in the face of battle. He seemed so in control that I don’t think, other than the difference in his appearance, he looked any different from when he had been on stage addressing the room when delivering his speech. If anything, the only time he looked to be different was when he had been with me and chasing me into that lift. 
 
    Suddenly my thoughts were catapulted elsewhere as the door burst open and in stepped who I assumed was the one in charge, for he had done all the talking. He was also dressed different from the rest in the pale blue suit he was wearing. Whereas the others just looked like thugs off a bad action movie.  
 
    But in the end, it wasn’t just that he was dressed differently or that sickeningly, he could also be classed as handsome. Or was it even his cruel, calculating eyes that burned with white hot hatred as he looked at Vincent.  
 
    No, all of this didn’t matter in sight of what followed him through the door, as it turned out Vincent wasn’t the only Angel in the room.     
 
     “Give us the girl, Prince and she will not be harmed!” he said in a booming voice that spoke of power, yet Vincent didn’t seem concerned which managed to put me at ease. No, his only response was to hiss what I presumed was his name…       
 
    “Galizur…”  But hearing his own name did little more than prompt him to run a hand over the short buzz cut as if making sure all was in place even though his hair was too short not to be. It was almost as if he had only recently cut it and he wasn’t yet used to it. 
 
    “I should have known a snake like you would get kicked out of Heaven. Tell me, what was it this time? Caught conspiring against your brother Raziel again or merely trying to sell his secrets to the highest bidder?” Vincent said in a bored tone as if he were tired of having to deal with this matter again. Galizur sneered at him in mock laughter before answering,  
 
    “My brother is and always will be a fool if he believes he can continue to rule 2nd Heaven the way he has, for I will bring forth a new rule…you shall see…you and that royal family of yours…” he said and this time in such a way that told me what Vincent had said about his brother had struck a nerve. However, I was still hanging on the whole ‘Royal family’ bit and being called a ‘Prince’ earlier.  
 
    Meanwhile, Vincent was simply grinning to himself with a slight shake of his head as if he thought it was all a silly little game this jealous little brother was trying to play. 
 
    “Very well Galizur, it looks like I am once again to send you back to your brother with your wings clipped,” Vincent replied calmly, making Galizur hiss at him like the snake Vincent had claimed he was.  
 
    “NEVER!” he suddenly roared and then with a motion of his head, told the others to attack. I couldn’t help but scream as now all seven vampires started to close in around him and I wondered how on earth Vincent was to fight them all. Well, let’s just say I wondered this for all of about five seconds as the moment the first two got close enough Vincent proved just how capable he was, and he did this without even touching them. 
 
    He simply twisted his body before dropping to one knee at the same time pounding his fist to the floor. Two things happened as the heavy tiles cracked beneath the power of his fist. The first being lightening so bright it flashed all around the room through the windows before it came charging down from above, hitting Vincent head on. Once there he looked up through its blinding centre as it lashed out all around him from the roof, cracking the ceiling causing plaster to rain down.  
 
    Then the force of the lightening became so powerful, it suddenly exploded all around him like a forcefield created from Heaven’s supremacy, pushing all the demons back against the walls. I watched as each one landed and one was even forced out through the broken window which it had used to enter.  
 
    Then I found I could only turn my head away from it as it was like looking directly into the sun and as though Heaven had literally power-charged Vincent from above. Because, now when I looked at him, he was standing back up slowly as if doing so now with the added weight of Heaven fuelling his blood. You could even see it, pulsating beneath the skin like blue electricity was sparking in his veins. Even his wings seemed to crackle as they moved, with the same extreme raw energy emanating from the centres of each large white feather, as they were now sizzling with the rest of his body.  
 
    Then he calmly reached up over his shoulder and said cryptically in a heavenly thunder,  
 
    “Time to let it play!” Then he pulled something up and out of the centre of his back as though it had been buried beneath the spine of where his wings met. I blinked a few times when I finally saw a giant glowing sword emerge that was lit with a blue flame. I don’t know why but the second I saw it I slapped my hands over my mouth as a vision assaulted me… 
 
      
 
    ‘A temple. A bright white temple high up in the Heavens, with only the still and motionless clouds framing the silent monument. And from where I stood like a ghost was against one of the six arches of flawless quartz. Stone so white and pure, it looked as though carved from glass. And at the centre of it all stood a large round altar covered in flowing crystal-clear water, as if it was overflowing from the centre bowl and down the sides.  
 
    But incredibly at its core wasn’t a bowl full of liquid, but that of fire. An eternal blue flame that was both burning and unburning. A visible and invisible fire that someone was stepping up to, coming from the shadows of a white cloud. I gasped when I saw it was Vincent dressed like a warrior of the Gods with armour of gold and silver covering his muscles. His wings folded in the second he stepped onto the platform as if no longer needing their aid and resting them for now.   
 
    Then a heavenly voice boomed all around him, echoing through the empty vast space… 
 
      
 
    ‘I grant thee, an eternal flame,  
 
    As one of the great six divine sparks, 
 
    Justice be held upon your shoulder to bare,  
 
    For you are our chosen Ameshaspand, 
 
    Our Immortal Holy One.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
     Then I watched as this holy vision of Vincent stepped forward and after tearing off some of his armour, he then threw his hand gauntlet to the floor. Then I gasped as he suddenly plunged his hand in the eternal flame, crying out in agony the second he did. I hated seeing him in such agony, but still couldn’t help but look on in awe as he fought his way through the barrier of pain. This done so that he could hold on until what the Gods had planned for him was finished.  
 
    The blue flames shot up the rest of his arm and reflected back in his eyes as he stared into the face of his danger. Then, with a resounding roar of triumph, he started to pull his hand up slowly as if he was bringing something up with it.  
 
    And I was right.  
 
    For now, clutched in his hand, was a flaming sword of silver that looked to be made by the hands of the Gods themselves, using the anvil Zeus himself had used to forge his mighty lightning bolts. It was glowing blue but strangely looked seemingly too hot to touch, as I could see the scorch marks branded upon Vincent’s bare skin. It was as if it was fusing itself with its new owner as they became united in blood, flesh and bone.  
 
    Then, once it was fully free from the flames, he stood back swinging it out a few times as if getting acquainted with a new friend, one that would serve him well as a Prince of Heaven…or was he something more? 
 
    Was he a King? 
 
      
 
    Well, I was about to find out as the vision left me gasping for breath and scrambling backwards until my back hit the stone wall. Then my gaze shot up and I saw Vincent testing the weapon as he had done that fateful day when being first granted the right to wield it. 
 
    This time when they all charged at him at once, each of the Vampires turned into even deadlier looking versions of themselves, as Hell’s creatures seemed to burst from their mortal looking flesh. Claws splitting back the tips of fingers as they curled around ready for the attack on flesh. Jaws snapped and popped from their sockets as teeth started to grow too much for the mouths that held them.  
 
    Even the ghastly pale skin seemed to become almost translucent so that the blood-filled veins could be seen as if through layers of tissue paper. Parts of which tore at the joints of limbs so that demonic hardened skin could be seen bursting up from underneath.  
 
    They weren’t like any Vampires I had seen in the movies, that was for damn sure! They looked more like demonic offspring’s that were used as one thing and one thing only… Hell’s lackeys to more powerful beings such as the two beings with wings.  
 
    And speaking of the two.           
 
    “Agnomen! Get the fucking girl!” Galizur shouted from the door, nodding to the one that had first knocked Vincent back through the window. The one with dark demonic wings that was now picking himself up from the centre of the broken table where he had landed. 
 
    Vincent heard this and decided to act, as he swung out with his sword, catching the first two off guard. They bellowed in pain and held their spilling guts as if this would help in keeping them alive. But then, as they both fell to their knees, the others watched on and learned from their mistakes.  
 
    One then screamed an ear-piercing screech at Vincent whilst throwing his arms back behind him in his rage. The creature then leapt into the air at the same time the other did, meaning they were attacking Vincent from both sides.  
 
    Vincent spun around spearing one on his blade as it landed, but the other managed to land on Vincent’s back in between his wings.  
 
    “NO!” I called out at the sight of it now rearing back its head and as if blind impulse took over the creature, it roared out before trying to plunge its teeth into Vincent’s neck. 
 
    “VINCENT!” I screamed thinking he had been wounded, but Vincent had simply grabbed it by the neck to prevent it from touching him. Then he granted it a cold look of annoyance over his shoulder before making his move. He let his wings reach out and curl under as if gaining the air needed to do what he did next. His body suddenly shot straight up towards the ceiling and before he hit the elaborate mouldings, he brought his wings fully forward so that the only one to gain all the impact was the creature on his back.  
 
    The ceiling crumbled around them, raining large pieces of plaster down against his wings, which he merely shook off. Then Vincent dropped suddenly landing on one knee before spinning just in time to hold up his sword so that the Vampire to follow would impale himself on the glowing weapon. The second it did, it seemed to burst and Vincent turned his head to one side so that the blood only managed to cover one side of his face. 
 
    This creature’s death all happened in about three seconds flat.   
 
    It was a gruesome sight and one that if I hadn’t been a nurse and was used to so much blood and gore then I would probably have been sick. Although, I couldn’t say I was unhappy with the outcome if it meant that there were two less of those things to fight him.  
 
    But even as it had only happened in seconds, it was still not enough time for Vincent to get to me before the one called Agnomen did.  
 
    He even threw a table out of the way as though it had been made with cardboard and I screamed again when it crashed into the tables on the other side. This was when Vincent turned his head back to me in a slow deadly motion and if I thought I had seen his anger before, then I was wrong, for this was something else!  
 
    It now looked as though all the sapphire blue had been bled from his irises, leaving only the colour ice white at the centre and a single ring of blue fire containing the white rage. The same eternal fire I had seen him plunge his hand into was now feeding his fury.    
 
    Then, with me still in his sights, he gave his still blazing blade a single twist of his hand and the pieces of the Vampire fell away like ash as it first engulfed the dead carcass in flames.  
 
    Then, just as the last two creatures started to run at him, one coming at him from the left and the other from his right, he calmly stood to his feet. Vincent then cracked his neck to one side in a sickening way that was done as if to ready himself for his next kill, pure and simple. After this he ran the length of his hand down his blade, astounding me as in seconds it started to split down the centre.  
 
    Then with both hands still holding the middle and just as the creatures were close enough, he pulled on his sword, causing it to stretch and morph into a longer deadlier weapon. It now looked like two samurai swords connected at the middle that were double-edged and currently now stuck inside the two Vampires that had run full speed into it. They both howled in pain and started trying to claw at Vincent to reach him in a way of desperation.  
 
    But Vincent just looked at each with indifference and it was a look of a natural born killer, making me question just what type of Angel had I fallen in love with? Well, it certainly wasn’t one of mercy that was for damn sure as what he did next was nothing short of torturous.  
 
    He gripped his weapon in a tighter hold and then twisted his hands around the handle. This made the two ends of his sword that were protruding from the Vampires backs suddenly bend, locking the bodies in place.  
 
    Then, just as I was asking myself why, the screaming in agony started and I watched as Vincent released his wings. In this moment I could never have foreseen the horror which was to follow. He had done this so that his wings could take him up on a spin and in doing so, splitting the two bodies clean in half, creating a cloud of crimson bursting from the blades. Now, as four pieces fell to the floor, Vincent calmly landed amongst the bloodshed, displaying his true nature and covered in the warpaint of his fallen enemies. The splattered droplets of blood were a startling contrast to that of the pure white of his wings and I watched as he even ruffled them once as if being annoyed that the demons had both bled over him.   
 
    Now okay, nurse or no nurse, seeing two people being sliced in half in mid-air was enough to make anyone want to vomit! But as it turned out, turning my head away from the gruesome scene had been a mistake because I was suddenly grabbed by the hair from behind.  
 
    “AHH! Let me go!” I shouted as my head was yanked back, but then the second I could really see my captor, I couldn’t help but scream in pure fear!  
 
    “AAAAHHHH!” Even to me the sound of my own scream was a chilling one as the winged demon had reached me in the blink of an eye, changing his appearance whilst doing it. I now had no choice but to gag down the bile rising in my throat, as this was by far the most disgusting face I had ever seen!  
 
    His dirty, red hair stood up in strange way into a single point at the back of his head. But it was his face that looked as though born from the very nightmares children were told about monsters lurking in wait under their beds. A face made of chalk, one hard and cracking around the edges. His lips were overflowing with blood from some recent kill and the corners were split higher up his cheekbones, giving him a demonic sadistic look. He had no nose to speak of as though it had been cut off with one swipe and all that was left were the two elongated holes and bone in the middle.  
 
    But it was his eyes that really terrified me as I seemed to get drawn in to the two gaping holes that were filled with nothing more than that of a moving darkness. A swirling abyss that I couldn’t make out properly until small pieces of it started to bleed outwards onto his face. It was only when I squinted my eyes that I finally noticed why it had been moving, because the truth was a disgusting one, as the empty eye sockets were home to hundreds of black flies! 
 
     “AHHHH VINCENT!” I screamed again, this time calling for my heavenly saviour before I tried to fight my way free. But that was when he produced a wicked curved blade from behind his back and held the razor tip to my throat. I knew in that moment that any chances of escape were all depending on Vincent.  
 
    The second he heard my scream his head snapped up and I knew what was coming the moment Vincent took one angry step towards me.  
 
    And I was right. 
 
    Because right now my life only meant one thing to them…control.  
 
    For it was like Vincent had told me. That up until now he had never owned anyone. Which meant only one thing. That up until me, Vincent had no weakness.  
 
    But now, I wasn’t just a weakness. 
 
    No…  
 
      
 
    I was the bait.   
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    Agnomen shouted his threat, one I knew with this blade at my neck was coming. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking come any closer or she is fucking dead!” Vincent stopped abruptly and his eyes narrowed as if testing the truth of what the disgusting demon behind me was willing to do. Well, he got his answer the second he issued his next command.  
 
    “Now lower your weapon, Prince and get down on your knees!” Agnomen ordered and when Vincent refused to move I screamed again, this time in pain as I felt the tip of the blade start to penetrate my skin. Vincent flinched which was the only break from his cool deadly façade.  
 
    Then, without taking his eyes from the dangerous scene in front of him, he ran a hand over his long weapon, as if calling it back to its original form. Once it was whole again, he simply tossed it to one side, making it spark on the floor on impact. Then he slowly raised up his hands as if offering his surrender making me finally let go of my tears at the sight of him lowering himself down to his knees as he was told to do. His gaze never left my own and he tracked each tear that fell as if keeping note of the amount they would soon pay for.    
 
    But I couldn’t help but ask myself, was this it? Because like this he was at his most vulnerable, and it was all because of me. I didn’t want them to hurt him and knew they were only using me to get to him, for surely what could they want with me!?  
 
    No, I was just the bait to bring this immense power to his knees. Well, I couldn’t let that happen! After all, there was a chance that I would simply heal after it and as long as my spinal cord wasn’t severed, then I could survive this. Well, there was only one way to find out and I wasn’t just about to wait around until it was too late. No, the time was now, I knew that the second Galizur started clapping.  
 
    “Well, well, look how the mighty have fallen!” Then he walked closer to Vincent with his darker grey wings following him. You could tell even from an outsider’s point of view that he wasn’t as high up the food chain as Vincent was, just with the smaller size of his wings alone. They also weren’t as sleek looking as they looked more ruffled at the top and much thinner at the bottom than Vincent’s fuller, larger shaped ones.  
 
    There was also the colour as Galizur’s just looked like white wings that had been dirtied over time. Dusted with soot whereas every single feather on Vincent’s was like looking at the purest of snow glowing under the reflection of the sun cast upon it.  
 
    “Not so high and mighty now, eh Prince, not with your little bitch at our mercy!” He shouted down at Vincent after grabbing a handful of his hair and wrenching his head back, making me cry out before doing something I knew would hurt. However, I also knew that the pain wasn’t half as much as the sight of Vincent on his knees was already inflicting upon me. Which is why I gritted my teeth, took a deep breath and did what I had to do. And the second Vincent saw what I was planning in my eyes he mouthed a single command at me.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    But it didn’t matter for this was one command I was already being punished for disobeying, just not by his hand. It was by theirs. Well, it was time for me to take back control and I did this the only way I knew how. So, after mouthing the word ‘Sorry’ at him, I didn’t wait for his reaction before I did what I had to do.  
 
    “NO!” he screamed at the same time I did.  
 
    “AHHHHH!” I screamed out in pain the second I started to press my neck against the blade, feeling it dig further into my tender flesh before I then started to turn my head so that it would slice across my neck. I knew it wasn’t yet deep enough to cut my vocal cords but only if it managed to look worse than it was, then I might just get away with it. I started to feel the warmth of my blood running down my neck and the sickness in my stomach at the feel of my flesh being cut.   
 
    But this was when something I wasn’t counting on started to happen. Both Galizur and Agnomen started to panic.  
 
    “No! We need her… Stop it, stop it now!” Galizur let slip before he even realised his mistake. Because this was when I knew that it wasn’t Vincent they were after at all.  
 
    It was me. 
 
    And now Vincent knew it too.  
 
    His eyes narrowed into thinner slits at the sight of my blood running down my neck, that only minutes before the chaos he had been kissing. It was in that moment when I saw the blue fire return in his eyes that he was no longer calm. No now, he was murderous!  
 
    Agnomen panicked, pulling the blade away from my neck just in time before I could inflict too much damage on myself. And this was all Vincent had been waiting for. He suddenly turned, spinning on one knee and swiping out with his wings knocking Galizur off his feet so that he went sprawling along the floor. Then, before he could scramble away quick enough, Vincent was striding towards him with deadly intent. He simply kicked up his sword as he went and caught it a second before kicking Galizur back to his chest and preventing him from getting up.  
 
    I looked down at the blade still held inches from my neck and saw it starting to shake as the demon at my back was given something other than Hell to fear…the wrath of an avenging Angel. 
 
    I then continued to watch as Vincent held his blade at the back of Galizur’s neck, looking down its length with satisfaction.   
 
    “You were saying something, Galizur?” Vincent said with deadly calm. Then he nodded to his partner in crime and I felt the blade come closer quickly after.  
 
    “STOP! Or…or I will kill her!” Agnomen threatened but even I could now hear the waver in that lie.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t think so… and I shall prove it.” This was the only warning that Vincent gave before he placed a foot in between Galizur’s wings and gripped hold of one making him scream out the second that a tearing sound could be heard. 
 
    “FUCK NO! Fuck stop, stop, in the name of the Gods, stop!” Galizur’s panicked voice was echoing around the room and it sounded like the music of revenge.  
 
    “Let her go,” Vincent said in a stern, don’t fuck with me voice, after he stopped inflicting pain and then nodded for Agnomen to lower the blade…something he didn’t do.  
 
    “We need her,” he said as his excuse making his fallen companion shoot him a panicked look.  
 
    “You said so yourself, Galizur,” Agnomen added before Vincent had lost his patience.  
 
    “Then so be fucking it!” he snapped just as he started to pull again, making Galizur bellow in pain.   
 
    “AAAHHH, NO STOP! STOP THIS!” Galizur pleaded and Vincent hearing this did stop, but I was wrong to believe it was done to show mercy for like this, there was none to be found in such a man as Vincent. Because instead of giving him the chance, he simply leant further down to him and started to calmly state what it was he intended to do,  
 
     “This time Galizur, I will not simply clip your wings… but tear the fucking things off!” He snarled this last part in such a way you would have believed the wrath of God himself had used his mortal host to speak through! Then, before a single breath of protest could be heard Vincent simply yanked hard one last time and literally tore his wing right off his body!  
 
    Galizur slumped down after enduring the screaming agony for the seconds it took to rip his wing off. Then I watched as Vincent casually threw it aside and after shifting his weight, took hold of the other one making Galizur’s body freeze in fear. 
 
    “Now I will only say this once more…Let. The. Girl. Go.” Vincent said in such a threatening way, the blade began to shake even more and I yelped when it managed to snag my open wound. Vincent’s eyes homed in on the sight and flashed once more with his anger.  
 
    “Very well…let me introduce you to a life as one of the fallen Galizur, for you are now eternally…a long way from home…!” Then he paused, just as his grip tightened further on his sword and I knew in that moment just what was coming.  
 
    “Oh, and for the future, I am not a Prince…I am a fucking KING!” This shocking fact was roared down at him and this time, Vincent didn’t just use brute strength to take the last of his wings. But with one fast action, yanked on a bone under his feathers, and swiftly sliced through the out-stretched wing, this time slicing it clean off.  
 
    “AAAHHH!” Another scream followed the last and this time when Galizur slumped to the floor, Vincent threw the bloody wing down next to him as a reminder of what he had now lost. I couldn’t help but notice the way Galizur’s fingertips reached out and touched the feather as a single tear fell from his cold eyes. I knew in that moment that losing your wings as an Angel was not only the ultimate sacrifice but also the ultimate punishment as well. 
 
    Vincent looked down at his hands before swinging his sword around in his hand the once as if readying himself before coming for us. He took one menacing step forward crushing Galizur’s discarded wing under his foot and the second he looked back up at us both, even I flinched back at the terrifying image that was Vincent.    
 
    “No! don’t come any closer! I fucking swear I will do it! I FUCKING SWEAR!” Agnomen shouted pressing it further and making me cry out.  
 
    “Fuck the Gods’ wrath, for this will be all my own!” Vincent shouted back in pure unadulterated fury! Then he flew straight at us, only just before he made it something happened. A shadow that first came from the window flew right into him, cutting him off just before he got to us. It crashed into him and I screamed as it took me a moment to realise what it was. That’s when I saw the Vampire that had been blown out of the window when Vincent first changed was now on top of him. It was enraged, howling before it started scratching and biting into his chest and neck, over and over again as many times as it could before Vincent could gain the upper hand.  
 
    But even though the Vampire might have taken him off guard, the creature still wasn’t nearly strong enough to match Vincent and the second he got the chance, Vincent took it. His wings pushed his body up enough for him to twist so he was no longer on his back and he did so whilst gripping onto the Vampire’s neck. Then, with a quick precise slide of his body to the side, he snapped its neck until the demonic face was looking the wrong way. It was a sickening sight as much as it had been a sickening sound but never the less, it was at least the sound of victory.  
 
    Then after a deep breath, Vincent once more got to his feet after dropping yet another dead body on the ground.  
 
    I had to say, it wasn’t exactly the first date I had in mind but hell, at least I knew I had definitely found a keeper and one who could take care of himself. And who knew, maybe one that could have been older than I was! I started to breathe a little easier as at least now I knew Vincent had fought everyone and won…well, almost everyone.  
 
    He then picked his sword back up and started to cut the space between him and what he considered his. I knew when he said,  
 
    “You have something that belongs to me… so this is your last chance Agno…” But then, just as he was about to continue saying his name in that threatening calm way, he looked down at his hand that was now shaking, before he suddenly dropped his sword. After that everything seemed to happen in slow motion, as it clattered to the floor before its flaming light went out.  
 
    “Vincent?” I uttered his name in fear as I knew something wasn’t right…a man like Vincent never just dropped his sword by accident.  
 
    “What…wh…what’s hap…” Vincent started to say but ended up slurring his words and when trying to take another step towards me he fell a little into one of the tables, needing it to hold himself steady.  
 
    “Vincent!?” I shouted his name this time and then a sound filled the room that was beyond chilling. It started as high pitched laughter and then deepened further until it became a growl. My mouth then dropped as I saw Galizur rise to his feet and start clapping once more. Blood poured down his back and hands as it gushed from the wounds Vincent had inflicted, but he didn’t seem to care as now was the time for his revenge. Because one look at Vincent now, slumped to one side as if he couldn’t even see straight, and I knew something wasn’t right.  
 
    “Is it possible?” Agnomen asked in both wonder and relief. Then Vincent fell off the table to the floor and I started to fight. 
 
    “Vincent! No, get off me! Get off me now!” I shouted back at him and unbelievably Galizur nodded for him to do just that. So, the second the knife was finally lowered, I ran from the monster at my back and skidded down on my knees to Vincent, who was hunched over on the floor. I lifted a hand to his face to try and lift his head up to look at me.  
 
    “Oh, Vincent no…no, please, come on, come back to me,” I pleaded with him but only one order was hushed from his lips,  
 
    “Run…run…run…Lily.”  I started to shake my head as I felt the tears fall the second a desperate cry that was almost strangled escaped me.  
 
    “No, I will never leave you…I will never leave you!” I told him more forcefully the second time, making him lower his head in defeat. I looked at the cause of his weakening condition and saw all the bites that had been inflicted upon him were now turning black as though he had been poisoned.  
 
    “Oh Vincent, what have they done to you?” I asked him in hushed tones placing my forehead to his. 
 
    “You poisoned the Vampire?” Agnomen assumed making Galizur scoff.  
 
    “They are at least useful for some things and those rogue enough not to follow their king with be ever more useful still when we take over the colony.” I frowned not knowing what they were talking about and to be honest hardly caring what happened to me after this. No, all I cared about was Vincent, which was why I hunched over him and couldn’t stop myself from crying.     
 
    “Ah, but how very touching!” Galizur commented and I looked back at him in anger,  
 
    “Don’t you fucking touch him!” I snarled my threat making him laugh, then he casually reached up and adjusted his tie even though his hands were bloody and getting crimson finger prints on the pale blue silk.   
 
    “It is not him I intend to touch my dear, now come on, I don’t have all fucking year and I have wasted enough time searching for you as it is!” he snapped making me suck in a startled breath. He had been searching for me for all that time?! But why, how, when had this all started to get so fucked up?! Long before I met Vincent that was for sure, even though he knew these men. Was that why he was here? Had Vincent been searching for me too? I looked back to Vincent to see that I had my answer as he looked just as shocked as I did.  
 
    “What do you want with her!” Vincent gathered enough strength to shout, making Galizur chuckle.  
 
    “Ah, so one of the Kings is clueless for once…what’s wrong Vincent, have your spies been slacking off or did you really not know of her…oh but of course you didn’t, for I was almost forgetting about the curse. One we are most thankful for,” he sneered making me shake my head in confusion as I didn’t understand half of it. What did he mean about spies, but more important, what did he mean about this curse? Was that why I couldn’t die or age? Had I been cursed by the Gods like I thought?  
 
    “Wait, what curse!?” I asked desperately knowing that in this moment it was the closest thing I had ever come to knowing who or what I was.  
 
    “Don’t listen to his lies, Lily!” Vincent snarled making me look back at him, but that evil laughter brought me quickly back to the man who seemed to know a great deal more than we did.   
 
    “Ah, Lily is it this time? Well, it won’t matter for long, not where you are going my little puppet…for you will soon be given a different name,” he told me, making Vincent growl.  
 
    “I swear it by the Gods Galizur, that if you take her then there will be nowhere you can hide, for I will find her and then once I do, I will hunt you down and tear more than your fucking wings from you, for there will be nothing left but dust!” Vincent’s threat was one that I would have taken seriously, but as we were soon to learn, there was something we didn’t know and Galizur did. We knew this the second he threw his head back and cackled with laughter.  
 
    “Oh, how I will enjoy my revenge against your family, for you may have taken my wings but what I intend to take from each of the mighty Kings of the Afterlife is worth so much more…but alas, the time has come and no doubt your brother is already on his way with his lackies in tow,” Galizur said bending slightly so that he could pull me from Vincent’s side. But in that second, I turned around and pushed Galizur as hard as I could, taking him off guard enough so that I could cling back onto Vincent’s hand and whisper down at him,  
 
    “I know you will find me…you will Vincent, but until then I make you this vow…I will dream of the man I love…I will dream of you…always.”  And right then, in that very second, something so profound happened it felt as though it connected us in some deeper way. As though the vow itself had been made in front of the Gods to witness and they had just made it so.  
 
    Vincent felt it too as his eyes brightened with the remainder of his power before simmering back down to his usual sapphire. He nodded to me and just as he was to kiss my hand and whisper the same, it was cruelly ripped from his clutches.  
 
    I cried out as Galizur pulled me away from him and I reached out one last time just as he did the same meaning that our fingertips managed to make contact one last time.  
 
    “I will find you…I will find you Joon-am!”  Galizur snorted once and yanked me harder until I spun and fell into the demon who was ready for me.  
 
    “And what of the King, when he gets here he will surely seek his revenge and…” Agnomen started to say only Galizur quickly interrupted and when he did this time, he dropped the biggest bombshell of all.  
 
    You see, it wasn’t my curse that had done this like I thought it was.  
 
    No… 
 
    It was Vincent’s.  
 
    “His curse affects the whole family, for now they have consummated in this time, it only then takes them to sleep after they have fucked for them to forget. Quite poetic if you ask me.” He laughed as I gasped. 
 
    “No…No, that…that’s not…possible…” I started to deny its possibility when he grinned at me before telling his demonic companion.   
 
    “He will wake knowing nothing of his time with her, it will be as if she never existed to him!”  
 
    “You lie!” Vincent shouted the second my devastated cry was heard, making him try to get up one last time only to fall back and crash side on, back on the table. This was when the last of our horror was to be heard and if I thought devastation had consumed me before, then I was wrong. For this time, it buried me so deep, it almost killed me.   
 
    “Ha, you think so King of the Afterlife? Then tell me…” he paused for dramatic effect so that he could walk back to him and get closer to Vincent so he could inflict even greater damage, as was his revenge.   
 
    “…Why is it you never remembered her all those times before…for there was many a time you turned your back on her after fucking her sweet little virgin cunt!”  Vincent snarled as I started to cry even harder, horrified at what he just said. So, with the very last of his strength he snatched out, grabbed Galizur by the throat and said,  
 
    “You lie and one of these days, I vow to kill you for it!” This was spoken as another vow to the Gods but this time instead of one of love, it was made of pure hatred and revenge.  
 
    Galizur started to panic as he could no doubt start to feel his windpipe beginning to crush so he pressed into one of the wounds on Vincent’s chest making him cry out in pain and release him on reflex. Galizur then stood and stepped away quickly, obviously realising his mistake.  
 
    “And my same vow to you is one day you will face me with your little bitch’s life in my hands and beg to me on your knees to save her!” He hissed back down at him, but Vincent was done. You could see it in him as he could barely even lift his head any longer.  
 
    “Vincent, no!” I whispered as I let my knees give in and I collapsed to the floor letting my tears cloud my vision. I just couldn’t believe it…couldn’t believe it could be true. And if so then why? Why such cruelty, what could we have possibly done to have deserved this? 
 
    Was what he said the truth, had there been other times we didn’t remember? Just how many times had we fallen in love before, only to wake and walk away from each other as though there had been nothing between us in the first place?                
 
    “You’re sure he won’t remember?” I vaguely heard Agnomen ask, being nearly too far gone in my own misery and hopelessness.   
 
    “No, for once he has slept it rewrites their past, just like it will for the rest of those connected to the curse. It will be like these last few days have passed in a blur of lies…for them both,” he said in an almost cruel and poetic way. But I was no longer listening for if what he said was true then maybe this was the last time I would see him. That was unless my vow of dreams held, but if not, we were eternally lost to our curse.  
 
    A curse of forbidden love.  
 
    “Time to leave, for the brother knows of his brother’s pain and we need him to sleep before he gets here or there is no hope for the Hexad and we have much to plan before the King’s Electus arrives at the gates of Afterlife.” I lifted my head and rubbed the streaming tears from my eyes as I heard them speak in riddles no longer caring for their vicious words.  
 
    “Come my dear, time to say goodbye to this life and welcome the next, for you should be used to that by now… shouldn’t you?” he mocked as he yanked me up making me wince in pain after having his fingers biting into my flesh.  
 
    But then, as he started to drag me towards the door, and I looked back to see Vincent finally giving up, the last thing I was told wasn’t what I remembered. No, for it was only the whispered words of Vincent telling me he loved me in my mind. 
 
    “I will come for you my love…I promise…but until then, dream of me and that way, we will never forget.” It was in this moment that Vincent slid to the floor as if sending me this mental message had been the very last of his strength and now, sleep was his only comfort. As the memory of our love most certainly wouldn’t be, for when he next woke all he would find is history once more cruelly rewriting itself and me,  
 
    Firmly written out of it.   
 
    And what of my own only comfort. Well, that was from the voice of only one man who would remember any of this.  
 
    My future captor.  
 
    “Oh, don’t worry my dear, for I will be your family now… and you can call me… 
 
      
 
    Uncle.”   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
              21 
 
              The Vow 
 
      
 
      
 
    Present Day…  
 
      
 
    I suddenly woke feeling myself panicking and unable to breathe. I was gasping for air and the reason why was that I was screaming Vincent’s name.  
 
    “Vincent! Vincent! VINCENT!”  
 
    “ARI!” The second I heard my own name being shouted, the one I knew, was when I finally started to take a breath and fill my lungs enough to stop feeling as though I was drowning. But then I had to be honest with myself, because the truth was it wasn’t the sound of my name being yelled that brought me back…it was the sound of Vincent’s voice shouting it.  
 
    This was why I suddenly bolted upright and grabbed onto him as if I was about to lose him again. And that was when the heart wrenching reality suddenly came back to me… 
 
    I had lost Vincent…time and time again.  
 
    But the painful time I had witnessed it had been back in that library, where it seemed as though I had lost him for the last time. I had been dragged away from the heavenly figure slumped on the floor, who had been just seconds away from forgetting me for what could have been for another lifetime. But even through everything I had learned, in what was to date the longest vision I had ever had, there was still so much that I didn’t know.  
 
    “Ssshh sweetheart, calm yourself now.” The sound of Vincent’s gentle voice brought me back enough to realise that I was still sobbing in his arms, clinging onto him as though any second I would look up and find that he wasn’t really there.  
 
    “Vincent…you’re…you’re really here?” I questioned before I could stop myself and I felt his hand at the back of my head start to bury his fingers in my hair. Then he let go just as quickly before inflicting any pain. It was as if he had reacted on impulse.  
 
    “I am not going anywhere, sweetheart, ever!”  The second he said this as a vow I couldn’t help my reaction as the lingering memory of the past made me catch my breath on another cry of pain. I knew it took him off guard when I heard the shocked and quick inhale of breath he took the second I started to cry harder as my body began to shake in his hold.  
 
    “Oh Ari, baby, it’s over… it’s over now, so calm yourself for me,” he told me softly, trying to get me calm so that he could ease my agony. But little did he know, that right now his words meant nothing. Because I knew something he didn’t yet know.  
 
    It was far from over.  
 
    But how could I tell him? How could I tell him that he was cursed, and I was the cause? How could I tell him that we could never be together that way, not without chancing the memory of us both crumbling away all around us.  
 
    Because all this time I had been hoping that the Hexad bastards were to blame. But the awful reality was that they were mere opportunists, freeloading off the curse and using it to their advantage. After that vision, then that much was clear. But now the only question left for me was when did it all start? Just how many times had we fallen in love, only to find an emptiness neither of us understood at its end? A black and empty void in place of each kiss, each touch, each spoken vow and declaration of love. 
 
    It was hopeless.   
 
    In the end I must have started to calm without realising it because Vincent pulled back so that he could look at me. Then, with a tender gaze, he wiped away my tears with both his thumbs as he framed my face.  
 
    “I hate seeing you cry,” he confessed, making me bite my bottom lip so as to stop the next sob that wanted to break free after that statement. Because now all I did was question how many times before this one had he seen me cry? Just how many times had he uttered the same sentence whilst looking down at me like a man in love?  
 
    “Hey, come on now, let it go Ari… just let the memory go,” he told me, knowing that I would never get past this if I didn’t. And he was right, I never would, for how could I when there was so much at stake. When my heart was on the line. How could I let go when to do that, I would first have to let go of him…of love. 
 
    “That must have been a bad one,” he said pulling back a little to allow me some room to shift on the bed, one I now found myself on. 
 
    “Wh…what happened?” I asked, first having to clear my throat that felt raw and painful. Vincent upon seeing this reacted and when he did, so did I. He made a move to leave and, in my panic, it made me instinctively reach out and grab him. He then looked down at my hand gripping on to his shirt in nothing short of wonder, as if something in this moment had shifted within him. And I guess it had, because now instead of trying to run from him, I was clinging on to him clearly terrified of him leaving me. And this was when you could see the cogs start to turn in his mind, as he questioned my reasons.   
 
    “I didn’t leave you,” he suddenly said referring to my vision as if he knew this was impossible. So, I shook my head telling him that he was right, he hadn’t left me. In fact, he had tried everything in his power to get to me. 
 
    “And you didn’t leave me,” he surmised, as clearly if I had, then I wouldn’t have been clinging to him now. This was when it finally dawned on him as I watched him narrow his eyes in anger before he hissed,  
 
    “You were taken from me, weren’t you?” I swallowed hard and nodded as I felt the tears start to build once more. Again, I found I could only nod. This was when I looked down and saw him fist his hand in the sheets as if trying to keep a lid on his anger. Then, after closing his eyes for a few seconds, he uttered the only question he needed to know next. I sucked in a shuddered breath as the threatening tone took me back to my dream.  
 
    “Who?”  he demanded.  
 
    “It was…” I paused a second, trying to take in a breath before telling him something that I knew would be just as hard for him to hear as it was for me to say.  
 
    “My Uncle,” I said wondering why I had chosen to call him this. I guessed that after so long believing in a lifetime’s worth of memories, then it was hard to let go. His eyes widened for a second before they turned hard and that same flash of blue fire started to glow, reminding me of the side of Vincent I hadn’t witnessed yet…or had I?  
 
    God, this was so confusing as I felt like I was being split into different pieces and all I was trying to do was find them all so that I could make myself whole again.  
 
    “When?” was his next clipped question and I couldn’t help but flinch from it, because the reality was almost too painful to bear thinking about it. Because I hadn’t just been caught a year ago as Keira was.  
 
    No, for me it had been years.  
 
    I took a deep breath and nearly chickened out on telling him, but then one look at how on the edge he was, and I knew that it wasn’t fair to keep everything from him. Even if at the minute there were some things I just couldn’t bring myself to say.  
 
    “It was after we met, at the library…that night when…” I couldn’t finish and by the looks of things, I didn’t need to. Because Vincent was suddenly up on his feet, dragging a hand through his hair and hissing,  
 
    “Fuck!”  It was the first strong reaction I had seen coming from him over anything so far. Well, other than jumping from a twenty-storey window to get to me and well, I didn’t count the passionate kissing that had happened between us. 
 
    “Vincent I…” 
 
    “Let me get this straight, are you telling me that the fucking Hexad bastards took you six fucking years ago!?”  he shouted in a dangerous tone and I knew it wasn’t at me, it was at them. However, I couldn’t help but flinch back from it and it was this reaction that finally pulled him from his rage. I watched as he again raked a hand through his hair before releasing a deep sigh. Then he relaxed his large shoulders before coming to sit back next to me on the bed.  
 
    “Forgive me, sweetheart,” he whispered to me, making me suddenly throw my arms around his neck and let go of all the pain again.                  
 
    “Oh God, Vincent it…it was awful!” I told him knowing this wasn’t going to help with calming him down in that moment, but I just couldn’t seem to help myself. I felt him holding my head to the crook of his neck and stroke my hair back. 
 
    “Ssshh, it’s okay, they are long gone and can’t hurt us anymore. For I vow to you Ari, no one will take you from me ever again…tell me you understand what I am telling you, sweetheart?” he told me, and I found myself glad my face was hidden from view as I was free to silently cry against him. Because it wasn’t as simple as telling him that I understood what he was saying. It was more a case of discovering a way it would even be possible. Because he couldn’t promise me something like that, not when for all we knew the curse was still yet to be broken.  
 
    “Ari, tell me you…” He started to pull back and look at me which in the end was the reason that sentence trailed off. Because with that one, devasted look back at him and it was all it took for him to suddenly realise something.  
 
    “Wait…if we met then and you were taken from me, then why didn’t I know of you until they took Keira?” This was unfortunately the right question to ask but one I knew that for now, I would have to lie about.  
 
    “I don’t know, they did something to you, which must have made you forget,” I told him, at least happy in the knowledge that I wasn’t completely lying. Because they had done something to him, they had poisoned him by first poisoning the Vampire that bit him. But all that had done was make him sleep, it hadn’t taken his memories of me away. No, the curse had done that, like countless other times before, if what that bastard Galizur had said was anything to go on.    
 
    He looked thoughtful a moment and I wondered if he was trying to judge whether or not I was telling him everything. He was also no doubt asking himself what was powerful enough to have wiped his memory of us ever meeting from his mind.    
 
    “So Galizur, he was the one who took you?” he asked me, and I don’t know why but it felt like a test.  
 
    “Yes, him and another one called, Agnomen,” I told him causing him to tense by my side.  
 
    “Fucking bounty hunter!” he hissed, getting up once more and it was almost as if he didn’t want to get angry whilst sat next to me. Then as if to focus his mind on something else, he walked over to the fridge under the bar and retrieved a bottle of water. This was when I knew why he was going to leave my side the first time, when in my panic I had grabbed hold of him.   
 
    “You know of him?” I asked being curious. He scoffed once before telling me in a harsh tone,  
 
    “Yeah, I know of him and if he wasn’t already rotting in Hell then I would be the one putting him there right now…as it stands, my brother got there first,” he added dryly, as if annoyed by this and then with a quick twist of the top he handed me the cool water.   
 
    “He sent him to Hell?” I asked frowning and wondering when this had happened. Vincent didn’t reply but instead nodded for me to first take a drink as he was obviously concerned for my dry throat. Then, once I had done as he wanted, it was obvious I wasn’t the only one that needed a drink. I watched as he poured himself what looked like a whisky out of the decanter sat upon the bar. He then swigged it back in one and poured himself another.     
 
    “Dom sent him to Hell when the one you were forced to believe was your uncle, along with Agnomen, foolishly tried to steal Keira. Galizur unfortunately got away but Agnomen didn’t have such luck on his side,” Vincent told me making me frown at the idea of anyone trying to kidnap someone I still considered a sister.  
 
    “They tried to kidnap her!?” At this point Vincent laughed only it was without a shred of amusement but more out of irony. 
 
    “Yeah, and unfortunately for my sister in law, this wasn’t the last time someone tried…far from it actually,” he said as if frustrated by this.  
 
    “I thought they weren’t married yet…well properly anyway?” I asked knowing that they were due to get married at some point but had yet to set the date. I knew this after speaking with her the few times Vincent had let me call. 
 
    “They are already united in the eyes of our people, Ari, and spoken vows under the eyes of the Gods… any mortal wedding they may have would be for Keira’s benefit,” Vincent said obviously knowing which one of these he considered the ‘fake’ one. I took another long swig of the water, then placed it down on the bedside table before telling him without thought,   
 
    “Well, I know which one I would prefer…uh, well…if the right time and well someone was willing…no, not willing…okay so yes, they would have to be willing…” SHUT UP, SHUT UP, SHUT UP, now Ari! Jesus, but could I have put my foot in that any worse! Vincent first looked at me in shock and then the different emotions started to play out across his handsome features. It started with a warm tender look before morphing into amusement as I started to fumble for the right words. Oh yeah, he certainly enjoyed that.  
 
    “What I mean is a wedding is a joyous occasion that most girls dream about happening one day… to marry the man they love,” I stated, thinking this was the right thing to say to get me out of hot water. As it turned out, I was wrong.  
 
    “And you, do you also dream of one day marrying the man you love?” he asked and suddenly the weight of that question felt like it was crushing my soul. Not because I was afraid to answer. But more that I was afraid to dream. Because I was currently opposite the man I loved and until this curse could be lifted then I knew the dream he presented to me was one solely based on hope and prayers.  
 
    “I…I…” I started to say I still didn’t know what, when suddenly the sound of someone knocking on the door saved me.   
 
    “Oh, looks like the food is here! I will just…Umpf!” I started to say as I got off the bed and was on my way to the door when Vincent snagged me from behind before hauling my back to his front. 
 
    “Oh, you aren’t going anywhere, sweetheart,” he whispered in my ear and before I could protest, he added,  
 
    “Not until you answer my question.” I suddenly felt like letting my head fall back just so that he would get the hint to put those lips to better use and he could start by kissing his way up my offered neck.  
 
    “I’m waiting, love,” he murmured in that tone of his that made me want to do anything he asked. But I also didn’t want this to end so decided not to give in to him too soon.  
 
    “Yes, and so is he,” I replied after the voice on the other side of the door shouted it was room service. But Vincent’s answer to this wasn’t what I expected it to be and after waving his hand in front of us he then told me,  
 
    “There… now the only one waiting is me,” he told me making me wonder what it was he had done to the poor man outside.  
 
    “But...but…” I started to say in defence of the guy waiting, when I felt Vincent step things up a notch, making me remember who it was that stood at my back. Because the one thing Lily didn’t have back then was nearly a whole year’s worth of dreams that I had now. A year’s worth of dreams of Vincent showing me exactly who he was and what he expects, above all… 
 
    Submission.  
 
    Oh yeah, the old me still had a lot to learn! 
 
    Suddenly, one of his arms secured both of mine from behind my back and he did this by feeding his arm through the crook of one elbow and then holding onto my other arm in a tight grip. Then he used his free hand to reach around me to hold the column of my neck, using his fingertips under my chin to apply enough pressure so that my head fell back against his chest.  
 
    “I suggest the next words out of your mouth are the ones I want to hear, or I will be reminding you what happens when you disobey me as you have done in your dreams before now.” Hearing this and I couldn’t help but gasp as it finally dawned on me what he was really saying. My dreams, all the ones I’d had in the colony, hadn’t just been my own.  
 
    They had been his as well!  
 
    “Are you…are you saying what I think you’re saying?” I asked him, trying to turn around to look at him but then his hand tightened on my arm, stopping me from moving.  
 
    “First my answer, sweetheart,” he said, and I almost growled in frustration. But then stopped myself just in time as if what he said was true, then I knew where growling at him would get me. Hell, but if I didn’t think of where it could lead to, then I would have been tempted to do just that, remembering exactly what he had tied me to the last time. But after those visions it looked like anything other than dream sex and it was off the cards.   
 
    Which now led me to wonder if his pure white playroom back at Afterlife was real or not. I remembered the dream as though it was yesterday. The way he had simply taken me by the hand, led me past his round sunken bed and towards one of the lit tall panels that looked like the rest of the walls in his private living space. The colour of the panels was usually a soft light blue behind them. But then, whenever we made love they would turn to a deeper shade of blue, as if mirroring the darker side to Vincent.  
 
    Back then I often wondered if he was real, then would that mean that the places he showed me would be real as well? Well, after walking me into that white room situated behind a hidden door, I then started to ask myself if I wanted the place to be real or not? I had been terrified and even more so when he led me over to one of his…toys.  
 
    A toy he ended up tying me to.   
 
    I remembered the way he played with me. Spreading me out flat on the bondage table for his pleasure and spending an insane amount of time running his fingertips casually all over my quivering body. He liked it when I shook for him. When he could hear the white shackles rattling as my body shuddered with release after release until I begged him for no more.   
 
    I knew this because he told me so.  
 
    But it was also the tender way he would lean down close to me, resting his elbows either side of my head from behind and checking on the white collar he had buckled around my neck to see if it was too tight or not. He would softly run his fingers under the leather, checking my skin for damage and in doing so making me suck in a startled breath. This would then make him grin down at me, before turning my head suddenly to one side and shifting me, as much as the white chains would allow. Then he would kiss his way up my neck before ending his kiss on my lips from upside down.  
 
    Then he would warn me,  
 
    “Your pain belongs to me.”   
 
    And this was something he took very seriously, as the pain I was to experience was only allowed to be by his doing and his hand alone. He told me that if I was to hurt myself then this was not acceptable to him. This was one of the rules and therefore made him check on my restraints often. I remember in one of my dreams biting my lip so badly I had tasted blood, but I was too far gone in my orgasm to notice.  
 
    But Vincent had.  
 
    I swear you’d have thought I had slit a vein for the tenderness he showed me. The way he had licked it clean and then cooed soft, tender words down to me, which was astounding in contrast to what he had been doing to my arse shortly before this. I still could remember the burning feel of his handprints even after I woke that day, as if it had really happened.     
 
    This thought naturally made me blush, knowing now that those dreams weren’t as private as I thought they were. Suddenly, the need to know started to totally override any embarrassment I would have felt by telling him what I did next, 
 
    “Yes, I dream of one day getting married to the man I love, now please Vincent, just tell me…have you, did you dream of me also?” I asked after first swallowing heavily, knowing the depth of what he was about to tell me could possibly shake me to my very core. Because as much as it might have been just dream sharing on his part, well after that vision, I knew now that it could have been so much more…it could have all been down to…  
 
    The vow I made.  
 
    The vow he made.  
 
    It was all starting to fit into place and suddenly it felt like the walls of my past were quickly closing up around me, leaving me with only one way out. The dark, looming hole that was my past and was straight ahead of me. For if I was ever to have a future with this man then I knew that was the only way I had left for me to go. Now the question was…just how far back would I have to travel? 
 
    But this question soon became lost to the sea of many as right now, the second Vincent answered me, he didn’t just give me what I had asked of him… 
 
    No, he gave me so much more.  
 
    “Yes, Arianna, I dreamt of you… 
 
      
 
    “…Every fucking night.”   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
        22 
 
             Forbidden Laughter 
 
      
 
      
 
      Present Day…  
 
      
 
    The second he confessed to dreaming of me every night I felt myself leaning back into him.  
 
    “Oh, Vincent,” I whispered tenderly and the second he released me and spun me around, I knew what was coming. But this time I was no longer scared of where it could take me. Because I knew wherever it was, then it was worth it just to be with him.   
 
    Of course, in the end the only place it took me to was with Vincent holding my chin up, looking down at me. I couldn’t help myself as I closed my eyes, ready for him to kiss me. Then, when I didn’t feel it coming, I opened them a little to find him staring down at me with such a fierce look of lust it nearly undid me. But then I watched as something flashed in his eyes and I knew in that moment what it was.  
 
    It was uncertainty.  
 
    He didn’t want me going anywhere, especially not back to my past. Because now he knew that I had six years unaccounted for and no memory of any of it. So, even though that alone was not enough to scare me, if the price to pay was a kiss, but for Vincent, the price of my emotional pain and fear was definitely too high a price to pay. I knew this the moment he released his hold on my chin and stepped away from me, leaving me feeling cold without his touch.  
 
    In the end, I was glad when he walked from to the door to finally release the bellboy of his burden. I couldn’t see past Vincent’s large frame from where I was stood, so I didn’t know what had been done to him to make him wait so long. And well, seeing as I was currently frozen to the spot thanks to feeling like some lost puppy, I gathered it was all good the second I heard Vincent saying thank you. I also gathered that he must have tipped him well enough as now the bellboy sounded as if he had just revealed three pots of gold on a scratch card or something.  
 
    “Ari.” The second I heard his voice and felt his hand upon my shoulder I couldn’t help but jump and not because he had scared me. It was because I was still processing all that happened in the last few minutes and let’s just say that my conclusion wasn’t the best one. And I wasn’t the only one who knew this, as with one look at me it was plain to see, for I hid nothing. Not when Vincent found me still hugging myself in a protective, self-conscious way and a frown that was still questioning his action.  
 
    I didn’t want to look back up at him, but I didn’t miss the rumble of frustration coming from him before he must have decided to leave it be for now. I knew this when he said,   
 
    “Come on, beautiful, let’s get you fed.” Then he took my hand from my waist and pulled me from my defensive hold to lead me to the table without a word about it. So, I let myself be pulled along until he held out a chair for me to sit on. But really, food was the last thing my mind was focused on right now. So, to prove this I reached out for the box, one Vincent quickly pushed away, shaking his head to tell me no.  
 
    “Not until you have eaten,” he told me making me want to snap back, which is precisely what I did.  
 
    “I am not a child, Vincent!” For a moment I saw him grit his teeth as if wanting to say something more back to me and it went against the grain for him not to. But then he must have thought better of what he wanted to do and thought more about what he should do. And what he should do was simply leave me be. What he should have done was simply push the box back my way and left me alone to deal with my past.  
 
    Hell, why stop there. What he should have done was simply wish me farewell and good luck in life and then promptly walk out the door and never look back. Because what good was someone like me really going to bring him? Nothing but trouble that was what!  
 
    It was fucking useless!  
 
    But I didn’t say any of this because the truth was if he had done that then I would have been left utterly lost and heartbroken. Because I didn’t want to lose him, and I was terrified of doing just that. So here I was, torn between what I so desperately wanted and what I knew was best for Vincent.  
 
    Because the eternal question was and always would be… 
 
    What good was loving someone you were cursed to love?     
 
     “Ari…?”  
 
    “Um?” My head snapped up and I realised he must have asked me something, but I didn’t hear him through all the layers of crap that were making it impossible to think.  Vincent seemed to get this, so he put down the bottle of wine he had been offering me, before leaning back in his chair so that he could cross his arms.  
 
    “Alright, love, tell me what’s on that heavy mind of yours,” he asked, making me release a deep sigh, for where would I ever begin. But more importantly, where would it ever end?! 
 
    At that moment, I should have just picked up my Philly cheesesteak and told him it was nothing important. But one look at Vincent and I knew I was too emotional to stop myself from doing what I did next.   
 
    “You didn’t kiss me,” I blurted out, this time making him sigh. He looked to first take a minute before answering me, probably assessing the best way to deal with this and my overemotional state. But really, who could blame me after all I had seen and learned in the last twenty-four hours? 
 
    “No, I didn’t, and do you know why?” he asked in a stern tone.  
 
    “No, but I can guess,” I replied with a shrug of my shoulders. This answer didn’t make him happy and I could tell that by the quick flash of his eyes turning a deeper blue.  
 
    “Well, if that guess is that I think you have been through quite enough for one day and I won’t chance triggering another traumatic vision, then you would be right,” he told me, and it was a bingo moment for sure. I knew this was why he hadn’t kissed me and even though it was sweet and thoughtful, it still sucked and I didn’t like it! 
 
    “Trust me sweetheart, to say that stepping away from you wasn’t easy would be a huge understatement,” he told me after yet again dragging a frustrated hand through his hair, making me wonder if this was something his brother did as well. And if so, did Keira often find herself also having to deal with her man in a similar way? 
 
    “Is that really true?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking, making him frown.  
 
    “You doubt my words? Because you wouldn’t have had to look hard to find the proof for yourself, as walking away from you is testing a will of the likes I have never known before…this isn’t exactly fun for me Ari, as all I want to do is make you mine in every way possible, but the fear of what that could do and result in is all that keeps me from acting on impulse,” he told me, and my heart started to hammer in my chest at what his words were doing to me or more like what they meant to me. It made me question what ‘proof’ he spoke of and was it what I thought it was?  
 
    Did I really make him hard?  
 
    Obviously, this wasn’t what I asked him.   
 
    “Impulse?” In the end the one worded question came out in a barely there whisper and I knew from that one eyebrow raise he gave me and stern eyes to match, that I was pushing my luck. I knew this when he slapped his hands to the table making me jump and before I could move back he stood and leaned in closer to me, to tower above me.  
 
    “Let me make this as clear as I possibly can…the impulse of which I speak…and one that you are struggling to comprehend… is the growing need to throw you to the bed, tie each limb to the corners and spread you for my pleasure, before I spend the next week fucking you until all that mattered to you was being granted your next orgasm,” he told me as my mouth dropped open in utter shock. And just like in my vision he tapped my chin twice so that it would snap closed, only to fall open again the second he continued… 
 
    “…A release, sweetheart, you would beg me for and one I would only allow depending on how well you pleased me. And then and only then, would you finally let go of your past enough to let it become an insignificant shadow behind the sight of me as I made you mine for the rest of eternity…there now, my sweet tasting girl… have I made my intentions and impulses clear enough for you?” he finished and as before he had to remind me that my mouth was hanging open in utter astonishment. Was that how he really felt? Holy shit, well if the heated way he was looking at me right now and that brighter glow in his eyes was anything to go by, then yeah, I would say so and with it a big resounding yes!  
 
    Then, with his body still invading my personal space, he raised a brow in question as I hadn’t yet answered him. So, after I snapped my mouth shut like he wanted, I first nodded before adding the words I knew he would want. And I was right, as I knew the second he gave me a reprimanding look that it wasn’t good enough for him.  
 
    “Um…yep…crystal.” I then pretty much squeaked out my answer making his lips twitch once before he nodded and said,  
 
    “Good, now let’s fucking eat before this strength of will is tested once more and I decide to make good use of that open mouth of yours,” he said leaning back and retaking his seat and the second I felt my mouth drop, as was quickly becoming my habit around him, I snapped my lips shut hoping he had missed it…of course, that smirk told me that he hadn’t.  
 
    Had he seriously just openly talk about me doing…well, that to him? I mean yeah, I wasn’t totally naive about these things, as let’s just say that after dreaming about Vincent’s sexual preferences for nearly a year, then I could never call myself naïve ever again! And now, to know that he too had shared in those same dreams, well that was something I was certainly struggling to get my head around. I mean Jesus, I could feel the heat from my cheeks creeping down my neck and flush across my chest I was that far gone in my fluster. So much so that the second I heard a plate being slid across the table I flinched.  
 
    “Stop thinking about what I want to do to you and eat, love,” Vincent told me and this time it wasn’t with a cocky smirk or a knowing grin that went with it. No, it was with a tender smile and soft eyes…a look I very much appreciated right in that moment.  
 
    So, I finally looked down to see my food and said,  
 
    “That’s probably a good idea, as filling my mouth with something so I can’t talk right now is…oh God, No! I didn’t mean that or anything rude or…okay, shutting up now,” I said wanting to smack myself on the forehead for deciding to speak in the first place. Now wondering why I couldn’t have just thought it instead of saying it, proving why I needed to get that meat…No! I mean bread in my mouth as fast as humanly possible. I couldn’t look at Vincent after what I’d just said but I know that I had shocked him because there was a point when he looked close to spitting out his wine. But let’s just say that I was more than thankful when he didn’t comment, even though he looked to be fighting with himself not to.   
 
    God, what was wrong with me? Although, in my defence, he hadn’t exactly been helping me to get my mind out of the sexual gutter, not with all his brazen confessions of what he wanted to do to me.  
 
      
 
    After this it was no surprise that we ate our food in silence as I think I would have ending up choking if the next thing he said to me had any sexual reference. And it was as he had said, I had been through quite enough in the last twenty-four hours. So, I didn’t exactly fancy needing Vincent to perform the Heimlich manoeuvre on me and adding it to the list!  
 
    Once we had finished I couldn’t help but look to the box at the end of the table as I had been doing since Vincent had first slid food my way. I could see him notice these little stolen glances, but other than a raised eyebrow here and there, he had remained silent on the matter. Even though I could see him fighting against his natural ‘impulses’, like he said. Which made me sit there and wonder, not only what was in the box… a box I had been near desperate to tear into the very second I had it in my hands…but also wondering what Vincent had been thinking the whole time. Had he simply wanted to bend me over his knee and exercise the palm of his hand and practice his spanking swing, or had it been something different altogether.  
 
    It was strange, but one of the hardest parts to witness in my vision had been watching my younger self and Vincent make love for what could have been the first time… or even the hundredth for all I knew. Because let’s face it, I had no clue just how many times before there could have been for me and Vincent. But the one thing I did know was the irrational side of jealousy I felt knowing that I couldn’t have that for myself. At least in my dreams it had been me he was making love to. At least it had been my name he had used to command something of me. 
 
    But now, in this reality…well, I couldn’t help but ask, 
 
    “So, where do we go from here?” The second I said it he released a sigh and after throwing his napkin back on his empty plate, one that twenty minutes ago held a medium rare, fillet steak, fondant potatoes and buttery vegetables. Then he took a long drink of his wine, one that was delicious and after placing his glass back down again he answered me,  
 
    “We go back to the start.” Then he stood up and grabbed the box, sliding it back so it was once again in front of me. Then he walked round to my side and offered me his hand. I took it eagerly knowing that now was the time that I could finally learn something useful, as it had no longer become about learning more about who I was… 
 
    No now, it was all about learning more about Vincent and about breaking his curse.                        
 
    “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Vincent asked me, making me frown up at him and getting the impression that he was hoping that maybe I wasn’t. Which had me asking myself the question…was Vincent not ready for this?  
 
    “I am,” I told him not wanting to drag things out any longer and wondering if this was left up to Vincent, then would the next thing be him asking me to sleep on it. Then what would happen, would I wake in the morning and find it missing, ‘cleaned away’ by housekeeping?  
 
    No, I wasn’t putting this off any longer and to be honest, if Vincent knew the things that I knew then he wouldn’t want me to either. Because Vincent didn’t know the severity of our problem. No doubt thinking as I had, it was a simple case of blaming the Hexad and trying to undo what they had done to me. Well, now shit just got a load messier because as it turned out the Hexad were now the least of our problems! 
 
    “Alright Ari, but just remember, that whatever you find in that box may not lead us anywhere…are you then prepared to let it go?” he asked me and as much as it was a difficult question to hear, I knew it was no doubt an equally hard one to ask. But then again Vincent didn’t know what I knew. And I don’t think those two words would have been in his vocabulary if he knew exactly what it was he would have to be ‘letting go’…and the answer to that was…Me.  
 
      “Please Vincent,” I said, knowing I couldn’t say anymore right now, because I couldn’t give him what he wanted. I couldn’t make a promise to him that I never intended to keep. Because the truth was, I would never stop hunting for a way to stop all of this. I would never stop hunting for the truth.  
 
    After this, he just nodded to the box and instead of just tearing the thing open like I wanted, I carefully peeled back the top and peered inside. It was almost as if I was expecting something to just jump out and bite me, which is why I screamed the second Vincent teased me by suddenly shaking the box violently.  
 
    “AHHH!” This was when Vincent threw his head back and laughed and it was all that was needed to cut the tension between both us and the situation.  
 
    “You ass! You scared me!” I complained, shouting at him and forgetting the man I was speaking to as the second I did this he stopped laughing. Then, instead of turning serious like I thought he would, he grinned at me in a dangerously playful way, before slowly making his way closer to my side of the table.  
 
    “What did you just call me?” he asked in a playful threat. I bit my lip and shook my head a few times as I started to back away, seeing a whole new side to Vincent and liking it. 
 
    His sweet playful side.  
 
    “Who me? I didn’t say anything…nope, not me…not…eeek!” I started to say as I backed away even further until then having to run from him when he suddenly made his move. Needless to say, I didn’t get far and was soon squealing with laughter the second he caught me. Then, just as he started to pick me up, his hand grazed along the back of my knee and I screamed with laughter before shouting in panic,  
 
    “No, no, please don’t touch me there!” He froze suddenly and then gave me a knowing look before asking,  
 
    “Why sweetheart, is someone ticklish?” Once again, I bit my lip and shook my head, trying to get out of his reach by placing my hand on his chest and keeping my legs and bum back. Of course, who was I kidding, because this was Vincent and let’s face it, for an Angel, then other than looks, he wasn’t exactly what you would call angelic! 
 
    “I think you are,” he hummed tapping two fingers over his lips as though he was contemplating something.  
 
    “…now for me to prove it!” he said as my only warning as in the blink of an eye he grabbed my hand that was still on his chest, gave it a small yank and bent a second after, so that when I fell into him, I ended up doing so over his shoulder. Then he banded one arm over my thighs whilst being free to tickle the backs of my knees with the other. By the end of it I was howling with laughter, so much so that I ended up sounding more like a donkey with asthma.  
 
    Now I knew that when I really let loose with laughing I sounded bad, like I was having some kind of fit or something. But it was rarely heard, as let’s just say it wasn’t a barrel of laughs living in a cult-controlled city! So naturally this meant that when we both heard the sound we kind of just froze, me because I couldn’t remember the last time I had laughed like this, and Vincent because he was probably wondering what was wrong with me.  
 
    However, I knew this wasn’t the case when he pulled me slowly back over his shoulder and placed me gently on the bed before he said, 
 
    “I think that is the cutest and most endearing sound I have ever heard.” I knew then that he must have been teasing me. And seeing as I was currently flat on my back and panting to catch my breath with him leant over me, well let’s just say that with his hands either side looking down at me, I kind of found catching my breath nearly impossible.  
 
    It was in that moment I would have done anything for him to just take the leap and kiss me and I could definitely see that he wanted to. His eyes flashed their hungry blue flames and because of it, I then couldn’t help where my eyes travelled to next, in hopes of getting a glimpse of this ‘proof’ he spoke of. He followed my line of vision and we both found that his strength of will was definitely now looking…strained.  
 
    “Impulses?” I asked, deciding to tease him now at the sight of his massive erection, one that looked as if it wanted to rip its way free of his jeans any second. He gave me a bad boy grin before suddenly gripping me under the knees and giving me a yank so that now I was directly under him with our lips inches apart.  
 
    “Indeed,” he murmured and before I could say anything else in return he silenced me the second his lips touched mine and he did this by sucking in my bottom lip and holding it with his teeth a moment before letting it go with an audible pop. Then he was up off the bed and had my hand in his so that he could swiftly pull me upright. I swear by the time I was on my feet again my head was spinning. Then, to get me back into the room and land of the living, he tapped my bottom and said,  
 
    “Now, enough teasing my cock and get opening that box before the next thing I bite is this delicious looking ass of yours.” Then finishing this off by giving my behind a smack, making me yelp and jump into action. In the end I was that giddy from our play fighting and teasing that I flung an arm out in an awkward way and knocked the box onto the floor. The contents spilled out with pieces of paper scattering everywhere and amongst it all I was just stood with my hands covering my mouth in shock.  
 
    “Well, not what I had in mind pet, but it will get the job done,” Vincent said laughing and it wasn’t long before I followed him. And I had to say the very last thing I ever expected to be doing when first looking in the box of my past was holding on to my stomach as I laughed that hard.  
 
    Even Vincent seemed to let go of the last few days’ turbulent events and sometimes it was like the old saying goes, 
 
    Laughter really was the best medicine. But then again, so was something else and unfortunately… 
 
      
 
    I was forbidden.   
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         Locked Away Lifetimes 
 
      
 
      
 
    Present Day…  
 
      
 
    “Well, it looks like Mrs M wasn’t joking when she said I like coffee,” I commented dryly after slapping yet another receipt down on the mounting pile.  
 
    Not long after we had had our laughing fit, we had each taken a part of the room and started going through all the papers that had spilled out on the floor. So, there we were, both sat on the carpet with the box in between us, only ten minutes into it and about fifty coffee house receipts later and I was asking God why!  
 
    “Seriously, I am beginning to wonder if I didn’t have some sort of OCD or something, I mean who in their right mind keeps this many receipts!?” I asked after adding yet another one to the pile. This was when Vincent started to frown, obviously wondering it now for himself which is when he found one and decided to really look at it properly. Then he picked up another and did the same, repeating this action about five more times before he started to smirk.  
 
    “What? What is it?”  
 
    “I think I am starting to understand now,” Vincent replied before reaching for a few more and checking them against the others.  
 
    “What’s the common theme here?” Vincent said testing me and I picked some up, looked down at them and then said,  
 
    “They’re all from Starbucks?” Vincent chuckled once.  
 
    “Yes love, but look at the dates, they are all precisely one year apart and in exactly the same place,” Vincent told me, nodding for me to look again at the receipts in my hand. 
 
    “Seattle, Washington?” I questioned after grabbing a few more just to be sure. But he was right, every single receipt was for the 31st of March, starting from the earliest we could find, which was in 1971. I looked back to Vincent in awe as he was currently lining each one up starting from the earliest until we were both trying to find the last one. 
 
    “But why…why would I go back there every year?” I asked him with a frown before the biggest question yet hit me… 
 
    “And just how old am I anyway?!” This was when Vincent looked up at me and in that moment, I knew that he was keeping something big from me. And no matter how much he had tried to hide it, it was now written all over his face. And that emotion was a clear one… 
 
    Guilt. 
 
    “Vincent…what is it?” I asked, softly at first because I knew whatever it was, it was going to be a blow. This was when Vincent took a deep breath and got up off the floor.  
 
    “It is nothing to concern yourself with, now I need a drink,” he said in return and this is where my softly spoken words went out the damn window! Because with the way he said this was evidence enough that what he was keeping from me was important and that’s when it suddenly hit me.  
 
    “You know something don’t you?” 
 
    “Ari don’t…” he started to say but I took a page out of his book and spoke over him.   
 
    “…That’s why you didn’t want me to look in the box, it’s why you kept putting it off and tried to warn me about not finding what I wanted…about letting go…it all makes sense now,” I said this last part to myself looking down at the floor and all the piles of dated receipts we had made. Vincent looked back at me with a scowl and then shot back his drink before slamming it down on the counter and turning back to face me.  
 
    “Some things are better left alone…Lily.”  The second he said this name I knew he had done it to make a point. But I just shook my head and told him, 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say Vincent, you remember your life and it isn’t currently surrounding you in pieces on the floor!” I snapped making him look away from me, as if hating the pain and frustration he saw that was written all over my face.  
 
    “I may know who I am, but I also know that life is about moving forward, not living in the past or searching for it when it clearly doesn’t want to be found,” he told me and this time I was the one that had to look away and before any of my angry tears could fall to the floor, I swiped a shaky hand over my cheeks. 
 
    “Just tell me, Vincent,” I asked of him in a hopeless tone, one that only changed the second he gave me his answer.  
 
    “No. I will not.” My astonished gaze snapped back to his stern one and this time when my mouth dropped open, it did so only for a second before I demanded more forcefully this time,  
 
    “Tell me!”  
 
    “NO!” he shouted back at me, this time folding his arms across his chest in defiance.  
 
    “Why not!?” I shouted back, now mirroring his stance with one pissed off one of my own. However, the hands-on hips probably looked about as intimidating as a spoiled five-year old’s.  
 
    “Because I made a vow to myself only to tell you what I deemed important enough for you to hear at the right time and this is not it!” Now the second I heard this, something in me snapped and I knew that any hopes of reasoning or calm was now eradicated.  
 
    “How fucking dare you! Who the hell do you think you are to make that choice!? It’s my life Vincent, not yours and there is only one person who has a say in that and that is ME!” I shouted, and I could feel my hands ball into fists in my rage. Meanwhile, Vincent just looked shocked and it was in that moment that I had to ask myself if anyone in his life before me had ever spoken to him like that. Because from the looks of things, I would say not.  
 
    And it would seem as if this was when Vincent looked as if he had hit his limit. I knew this when he stormed towards me making me back up in fright and I screamed when he grabbed the box that was in his way and threw it against the wall. It hit the wall so hard that the cardboard exploded, and it turned out that paperwork hadn’t been the only thing in there. As a metal lock box first dented the wall before smashing open on the ground, spilling its contents along the floor. Making me ask myself how we missed it? Had there been a hidden compartment at the bottom?  
 
    However, I didn’t get long to look or ask myself this again as Vincent was still coming at me. Now stepping all over the receipts and not giving a shit about my past he continued to walk all over. The irony wasn’t lost on me, let’s put it that way.   
 
    I looked down to make sure I wasn’t going to trip on anything and just as I started to trip over my own feet in my haste to get away from him, he was at me. I ended up in his arms and before I could stop what was coming next, he embedded his fist in my hair, pulled me to him and growled over my lips,  
 
    “Your life is mine!” Then he crushed his lips to mine, no longer caring about the consequences and prices that might end up being paid with pain. He was too far gone and my only thought on the matter was precisely what I growled back at him after tugging on his hair to release my lips for a mere second… 
 
    “About fucking time!” And this was when I couldn’t help myself as I jumped up at him, wrapped my legs around his waist and kissed him back in a way that was no longer all him…it was both of us. And I fucking loved it!  
 
    He held my head to him, slanted enough for him to get as deep as possible and moaned his approval. His other hand was cupped at my ass in that possessive way that I loved and somewhere in the back of my mind I was screaming at myself to stop. Because there was only one place a kiss like this was going to lead to, and that was utter heaven at finally feeling him entering me! 
 
    It was what it ended with that terrified me the most.   
 
    But I wanted it so badly I felt as though I would have been torn at choosing it over my next breath. I was like a woman possessed and for not remembering a time actually ever doing this, I had to say I didn’t seem to have any problems knowing what to do. For example, the way I stopped kissing him long enough to tear open his shirt, letting buttons fly across the room like shrapnel. And I wasn’t the only one trying to get the other one naked as he was also seemingly too deep into this sexual frenzy we were caught in. If anything, it looked as if this was the first time he had actually let a woman take as much control, as he usually mastered alone. And what amazed me the most, he certainly seemed to be enjoying it. 
 
    “Gods woman!” he hissed as I started to bite and kiss my way up his corded neck that was tense from gritting his teeth, as if the intensity was getting too much for him to bear without taking over. I couldn’t help but smile over his skin on hearing what I had the power to do to him, as for once the tables had turned. Mr cool, calm and collected definitely had some buttons to press and from the looks of it, I had been the first to discover them. Which made me wonder, had he ever let anyone get this close before? 
 
    Then I decided to add a little tease to the mix as I placed my lips at his ear.  
 
    “I think maybe we forget about Starbucks and make this our new yearly visit…for obvious reasons, handsome.”  Then the second I said this he growled so low it felt more as if I were with a demonic beast, than biker Angel boy. Especially when he threw me down on the bed and quickly pinned my arms above me before I could escape.  
 
    “Then I’d best make this a night you won’t forget,” he said in return and this was when his words started to penetrate the sexual fog in my mind enough for me to ask myself, what the hell was I doing! Because just those three last words alone had the power to make me realise all that I could lose if I let myself just have this single moment of bliss.  
 
    And this was when Galizur’s words started to come back to me…  
 
    ‘His curse affects the whole family, for now they have consummated in this time, it only then takes them to sleep after they have fucked for them to forget.’ 
 
      
 
    So, with no other choice, I put a stop to what I knew had the power to be one of the best moments of my life so far… 
 
    Making love to the man of my dreams.  
 
    “No, we can’t do this,” I told him after turning my head away from his kiss. He grinned down at me, obviously not taking me seriously, and with the reluctance coating my voice, then I couldn’t say I blamed him. It wasn’t as if I had even convinced myself that the words were real.  
 
    “And why is that, sweetheart?” He hummed the question in a disbelieving way. I thought desperately of what to say and in the end all I could come up with was the lamest sounding excuse in the world,  
 
    “Cause I’m…I’m not ready,” I said in such a way that I wasn’t surprised when his reply was a slight chuckle before he confirmed,  
 
    “Is that a question love, because if it is, then my answer to that would be that I think you are more than ready for this…I can smell how wet you are for me.”  He added this as a sexual purr by my ear, making me release a moan before I could stop myself, proving him right…I was more than ready for him.  
 
    I was desperately ready.  
 
    But that didn’t change the fact that I still had to say no and stop this before we crossed a line we were never coming back from.  
 
    “Vincent, please,” I moaned this time, wishing it hadn’t come out so breathy and wanting.  
 
    “That’s more like it, for you know how I love to hear you beg for me,” he said and before I could utter another word of protest, he took advantage of my open mouth and covered it with his own, filling it with his tongue so that he could explore me the way he wanted. I couldn’t help it when my back arched of its own accord as pleasure seemed to bloom from deep within me. I was quickly becoming lost again and this time I knew there was only one word I could use to make him stop. 
 
    It was a word I had been taught in my dreams and one I would use when things became too overwhelming for my fragile mind to cope with. When the dream world became too deep for me to swim in and I would find myself scared of never finding the surface of reality again.    
 
    So, the second I felt his lips leave mine in search of other places for him to suck, lick and bite, I got close to his ear and said in a painful way,  
 
    “Red.”  
 
    The very second the word made it past my lips everything stopped. He froze above me, and his grip tightened on my wrists impulsively before he let them go. His face was one of confusion that morphed into worry before settling on displeasure and I hated that I had been the one to put them all there.  
 
    “Alright Ari, I am listening now,” he said, moving off me slowly as if any minute now something was going to happen that neither of us was least expecting. I swallowed down the guilty lump in my throat and shifted myself up the bed until my back was against the headboard.  
 
    “I’m sorry but…” I stopped the second he held up his hand.  
 
    “I don’t want you ever to be sorry for saying that safe word Ari, for that is not the reason it exists…” 
 
    “I…” I was about to speak when he cut in again, this time in a stern tone. 
 
    “…I do, however, expect it to be explained whenever it is used, so that I may avoid its reason for being said and therefore prevent it from ever happening again.” Once he finished I knew it was another oh shit moment for me, as I couldn’t just get away with saying sorry and us moving on. As it couldn’t simply be classed as a mood killer where we merely shrug our shoulders and say, ‘hey, there is always next time’. Because for us, there could be no more next times, as this was a close enough call as it was, and I was already preparing myself for a long list of ‘excuses’ why that next time never happened.  Headaches and period pains being the very top of that list. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” I told him honestly but let’s just say he was looking for something a little more from me than that. I knew this when he frowned and said,  
 
    “Then let me help you out, it starts with, the reason I said my safe word is…” Then he rolled his wrist indicating with his hand that I should continue.  
 
    “I told you I wasn’t ready,” I said knowing it was a total cop out but what other choice did I have…?’ Sorry we can’t have sex because if we want to remember each other, then the price is we can never sleep again’…uh that would be a no. But of course, he wasn’t buying my reason.  
 
    “Bullshit.” he hissed.  
 
    “Excuse me?” I replied, faking my annoyance as anyone would if this statement had been true.  
 
    “I call bullshit and I do so because one kiss and I had you quivering in my arms one minute and tearing my clothes off the next…correct me if I am wrong but there was no hot and cold in your actions Ari, there was only damn hot!” he snapped, and this made me snap back,  
 
    “Yeah, well maybe I was afraid of getting burned!” Once I said this I was left wondering where it had even come from and Vincent was no doubt wondering the same as he looked utterly dumbfounded. I knew the second I started to process my own words how bad that sounded and from the looks of Vincent, I would say he was thinking the same thing.  
 
    And now, he looked beyond furious because of it!  
 
    “You think I could do that…what do you think this is Ari, a fucking game to me!? A one-night stand where I challenge myself to get into an innocent’s pants only to claim her virginity as my trophy and then walk out the fucking door!? Is that what you really think of me?” Vincent said in outrage, one I couldn’t help but flinch back from. I could feel the tears welling up now and I didn’t want to let them go until I was on my own, something that happened a lot sooner than I thought it ever would. 
 
    I was about to open my mouth to speak when he slashed an angry hand through the air as if to say he was done with this. I started to panic as he then got up off the bed, grabbed a t-shirt out of the duffle bag that I hadn’t noticed until now and after first ripping the rest of his ruined shirt off, he then dragged it over his head. He did this with shaky hands as if trying to stop himself from taking out his anger on his clothes.  
 
    Then he stormed to the door, walking all over the contents from the busted lock box. I couldn’t stop myself just as he was about to open the door,  
 
    “Wait!” he stopped but continued to look down at the handle in his hand.  
 
    “Wwwhere are you going?” I pushed the words out, forcing them to try and stay steady, just a little longer until I could finally let go of my guilt and misery.  
 
    “I need a drink and the liqueur in this room has quickly soured,” he replied with a harsh lash of his tongue, meaning the insult wasn’t lost on me. I sucked in a sharp breath of pain as his words lanced through my fragile heart as was his intention. I knew he took note of my reaction and at one point I thought he looked to be fighting with himself on what to do next.  
 
    But then something caught his eye. I didn’t know what it was, but he bent down slowly, making it look as though he was adjusting his shoe. When he got there, however, I knew it was so he could pick whatever it was up. Even from here I could see something flash in his hand as if it was metal before he quickly pocketed it. I wanted to ask so badly what it was, but my time for words was over and besides,  
 
    I had done enough damage. 
 
    Then this time he turned the door handle and opened the door, pausing only a moment longer so that he could issue me one more demand… ending it in a threat.   
 
    “Don’t leave this room Ari, because I can promise you this, wherever you go, wherever you think you can hide and no matter how fast you think you can run, I want you to remember…  I will find you…whether you want me to or not!” Then he slammed the door behind him, making it rattle on its hinges. At the same time, my restraint for holding back the tears crumbled and the dam broke as I felt them overflowing down my cheeks.  
 
    I curled my legs up and buried my head in my hands as I sobbed for the second time that day. Jesus, but would this day ever end!? I couldn’t believe how many different emotions I’d had to endure and for what, all for scattered pieces of my past only to end up mirroring the scattered pieces of my future!? It wasn’t fair!  
 
    None of this was fair!  
 
    All I had wanted was to end this overemotional day in the arms of an angel I was hopelessly in love with after making love for what we both knew was the first time. And to be honest, that was precisely how it might have ended had I not had that vision warning me of the dangers of what could happen had we given in to our impulses.  
 
    Which begged the question, was this all fated in some way? Was getting that vision a warning and maybe, just maybe, there was someone up there looking out for us? Okay, so getting the answer to that one was almost the same as finding answers to any of this crap!  
 
    “Fuck!” I hissed slamming my hand down on the bed in anger. If only I had some bloody answers for once! If only I had something else to go…wait a minute, what the hell was I doing? Of course, I had answers, they were scattered all over the floor.  
 
    Because let’s face it… nobody keeps receipts in a lock box. 
 
    No, you keep only three things in a lock box and those were, money, valuables or important secrets you didn’t want anyone getting hold of. Now, based on the shithole I had been living in, then I think it was safe to cross the first two off the list. Which only left me with the last…now here was hoping I wasn’t some crazy nut job who was the only person in the word to collect old movie stubs and think they were worth something and needed to be protected from the rest of the world. 
 
    Well, there was only one way to find out, I thought as I scrambled off the bed and on to the floor by the closed door. Then, the second I started to pick things up, I soon discovered what it was that Vincent was keeping from me.  
 
    The very reason I had coffee receipts since the 70’s. The reason the Vincent in my vision had told a younger me that ‘You’re not the only one that’s different’. God, but I was so blind and stupid! Because he knew as he had done back then! He knew all this time and he never told me! 
 
    Well, now I knew! Because I had the evidence staring back at me in the form a small mirror of time locked in decades of moments taken with the snap of a camera. There were work ID’s, passports, travel cards, membership cards, birth certificates, national diplomas, every type of credentials needed to start a new life, and well…there were many.  
 
    I had been name, after name, age after age, birthday after birthday and they were all different. They were all a different version of me starting from the point that ID was first invented.  
 
    I had kept it all. 
 
    Which, in the end, all pointed to one daunting conclusion. One major factor in all this that Vincent had known all along.  
 
    A secret so deep, that in the end my nasty words thrown at him had merely become a prediction of the truth.   
 
    For I was now…  
 
      
 
    Immortally burned.           
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    I closed the door with a slam, unable to prevent my anger from ruling my actions. I could hardly believe what was becoming of me. I was normally so controlled but by the Gods the woman knew how to rattle my steel frame. I swear I could be facing off an army with not a single man at my back and I wouldn’t have even flinched. But the second that woman pulled back my head, told me it was about fucking time when I kissed her and then wrapped her legs around me, I was done for!  
 
    I even shook my head knowing that she was utterly clueless in knowing the power she held over me. Because one of the biggest misconceptions about dominants was who held all the power…or so I was learning. Of course, before there was Ari, I had never believed differently, being the one who held all the authority and control.  
 
    But control and power were two very different things indeed and the second you fell in love with a submissive, well that’s when things started to change dramatically. Before her the female form was merely there for me to play with, to use as was my right as their master…and it wasn’t as if the women ever complained, I thought wryly with a mental shrug of my shoulders. Which made me ask myself, was this what that was… 
 
    Fucking Karma again?   
 
    This thought was the reason that a second after I pressed the call button for the lift, I made my phone materialise in my hand. Then tapped a finger on the name and held it up to my ear, needing to make only one demand as way of hello,  
 
    “We need to talk.” Then I stepped into the lift and as the doors closed I received my answer before hanging up. The elevator took me up to the roof top bar and I gritted my teeth thinking back to the untouchable beauty I had just left in my bed. Just the sound of her broken sobs the second I left the room were still echoing in my mind. This was enough for me to lash out. I then released a sigh as I looked to my left to find that one of my fists was embedded in the glass panel, framed by the carnage of my rage. I wanted to rip something to pieces just to release some of this mounting pressure I could feel building to dangerous levels. Well, that wasn’t strictly true as I knew exactly what I wanted to rip to pieces and unfortunately for me one of them was already dead and the other rotting in a place I wasn’t allowed to step foot into.  
 
    That was the benefits my brother had, being bred from both sides of our world. There was nowhere he wasn’t allowed to go, unlike Sophia and I. Although I can’t say the urge for either of us to visit Heaven or Hell had ever held much of an appeal. But now, well let’s just say I was starting to see the appeal.  
 
    I removed my hand from the shattered glass and before the pieces could fall I sucked in enough of the earth’s natural energy, tapping into our supernatural life source, to fix the mirror. It took almost no energy at all, for when you had lived as long as I had, then nothing really ever did these days.  
 
    Well, that had been before Ari had first appeared in my dreams.  
 
    And now with these fucking visions of hers! And worst of all I knew she had been right. She hadn’t been ready to take that leap of faith with me and trust her body into my care. So, even though I was angry at her words, I was angrier at my own careless actions. For if one kiss had the power to transport her back to her past, then what would happen when I finally got to make her body mine? 
 
    But making her mine was all my mind was fixated on at the moment. It had quickly become an obsession raging within me from the inside and every laugh, giggle, nervous look or touch of her skin only ended up fanning the flames.   
 
    I didn’t know what it was, but it was as if some driving force was compelling me to bind her soul to mine for all eternity and I couldn’t do that until I joined my essence with her own. And well, in our world, there was only one way to do that and thank the Gods it was in the most pleasurable way possible.  
 
    But putting this aside there was also this primal need to force her to submit not only her body, but also her mind, something I knew she was far from ready for. To begin with, she refused to trust me with the truth, as I knew she was keeping things from me.  
 
    “Fucking hypocrite!” I snarled at myself as I walked into the bar, as I knew that my own secrets kept from her were far greater, or at least I hoped this was the case. However, my secrets were kept for good reason…or were they? I couldn’t help but ask myself this after now seeing how upset she became when she knew I was keeping things from her. In the end, the only way I could keep from screaming the truth at her was to take her in my arms and kiss the argument right from her lips.  
 
    Yes, so she was an immortal, among other things, but if only one kiss sent her free falling into the past then what could her knowing what she was do to her already fragile soul? For I could feel it. The small fractures starting to form around the edges were only one break away from shattering altogether. Which was why I needed to stop that from happening. As it was my job not only to protect her body but also her mind and soul… 
 
    And her heart? 
 
    Admittedly, that was currently already breaking and painfully… it had been because of me. I hated myself for hurting her and for a being such as I, who was usually so confident in who I was, then in this I felt utterly out of my depth. Dom used to refer to it as the ‘burn’. Which was no doubt why it first shocked me so much when she had used this word in her argument against me.   
 
    The ‘burn’ in Dom’s words was what happened after the first time your Chosen One touched you. It was a feeling that lingered under your skin and burned hotter the closer they were… just as it became the tortured flames of Hell the second they weren’t. It was like an infection you begged would consume you, easing then to a smoulder once you accepted that they weren’t going anywhere. But until you got to that point, it was…well it was fucking Hell!  
 
    It was the nightmare that devoured your soul and ate at your mind. It was the itch you couldn’t fucking scratch and it was the ocean of feelings that you couldn’t swim from. It was as if someone had just slammed your entire body with a lifetime’s worth of human emotions that we have never had to face before. Jealously, worry, sexual frustration, love, hate, pain and worst of all…fear.  
 
    And until now, all of those emotions had been few and far between, if not at all. Like living in a muted life and the second they came into it, they flipped the switch and suddenly life was screaming at you!  
 
    And my brother had said it best when he told me, 
 
    “It hurts like the mother of Hell is chewing you up and spitting you out before the Devil himself kicks your ass all the way back up to Heaven. Only then for the Gods to pity you for all of five seconds before they kicked you back down to Earth for a swift beating of mortal reality.  
 
    And then and only then do you fall at their feet.”  
 
    At the time I remembered laughing, slapping him on the back, finishing my drink and telling him,  
 
    “Yep, you’re screwed, brother.” Then I left him chuckling and congratulating myself on the fact I was free from the shackles of love. What a fucking idiot I was and now Karma was the one kicking my ass along with the Devil and heavenly Gods! 
 
    And speaking of my brother, the second I sat down at the modern rooftop bar, I felt my phone start to vibrate. I pulled it from my jeans pocket, not caring that I was the only one in here dressed so casually.  
 
    The rest of the bar was sectioned off with panels of dimpled glass, light grey chesterfield wingbacks and black corner sofas with short walnut tables dotted in between. The only colour in the room belonged to the array of hanging Edison light bulbs in different shapes and sizes, that all reflected off the highly polished black granite floor in a warm amber glow.      
 
    “Let me guess, girl trouble?” My brother’s amused voice enquired making me growl as my answer. But then again, I guess he was within his rights for a little pay back. As, let’s just say, that I hadn’t exactly made life easy on him back when he first met the little blonde mortal who seemed to have trouble ingrained in her soul.  
 
    I remember when I first spoke to her, after intervening the night she foolishly introduced herself to Malphas. Dom had wanted to be the one who drove her home that night, after first ripping the door off Malphas’ limo and dragging what would no doubt be a screaming Keira into his arms. I was just thankful that both Sophia and I managed to get him to see reason. But even then, I remember being surprised at how wilful she was. Especially after I issued my warning about her awaiting friend, someone who we had to remind Dom on numerous occasions he wasn’t allowed to just kill.  
 
    But in that moment, after she questioned why she should ever obey my brother, I knew that she was truly made for him. Because my brother didn’t need another person in his life to simply ‘obey’ him. He needed a Chosen One who would put him in his place and then stand next to him. And admittedly,  
 
    So, did I.  
 
      
 
      “Yes, and blue balls the size of Ctesiphon,” I replied referring both to his ‘girl trouble’ comment and also to our home city back in ancient Persia. Dom laughed once before telling me,  
 
    “I can sympathise, Brother. For I remember those torturous times well enough,” he replied, and I wondered if he meant when he first met Keira, or was he referring to the painful times he had lost her? A fear I soon developed shortly after meeting Ari and one I was painfully reminded of after she ran from me. The thought nearly had me ending the call and racing back up to the room just to check on her. But this time I knew she wouldn’t run. And this was not because of the last thing I told her. Oh, the threat I had made had been real enough, but this wasn’t the reason I knew she would still be there.  
 
    Something had shifted within Ari. And even though I knew she was still keeping things from me. Things to do with her visions, it didn’t change the way she had clung to me once she came back from them. The last one had been the key I had needed to unlock Ari’s fear, but the second I managed to crack it open she had slammed it shut once again. However, this time, I knew at least I had my foot in the door. This had been confirmed when she didn’t want me to leave after our argument and when the tears that had fallen had been born from her guilt. I had lived among mortals long enough to know that without love and caring, then there was no need for guilt.  
 
    “I take it your own troublesome little mortal is well?” I asked getting away from the subject of my balls. I also nodded to the bar man and ordered the most expensive whiskey they had, which I was surprised to see was a Dalmore Constellation 1971 Cask 2. This made me think about the startling difference of what was Ari’s favoured drink in her old life. Thinking it was ironic that the whiskey that was being put in front of me now had been sealed in a barrel in the same year that Ari had been sampling her first taste of Starbucks. I nodded my thanks at the surprised barman, who no doubt hoped he was in for a big tip thanks to this one order alone. Well, he certainly would be if he continued to leave me in peace for the rest of the night, whilst I nursed said bottle. 
 
    This sobering thought quickly reminded me of the thing I still held in my pocket and I couldn’t help but pat it once just to check it was still there. Then my brother’s answer brought me back to what I needed to say.     
 
    “She is and is currently resting, but there is something else I need to…” 
 
    “She had another vision, Dom.” I suddenly blurted out interrupting him as seemed to be my habit these days. Gods but where oh where did my imperturbable nature go?  
 
    “And this time, where did it take her to?” he asked in his stern no nonsense way that was all back to business. I released a sigh and told him all that I knew of her vision, which I know had been an edited version of events.  
 
    “Fuck! So, the bastards had plans for them both even as far back as then, before Keira even came into my life!” Dom said, furious at the thought of how far back the plans for resurrecting Cronus went.  
 
    “Looks like Agnomen had you fooled and used his knowledge on the spear and Lucius’ plans to use Keira to get it, no doubt to throw you off.” My brother agreed and even though what’s done was done and all of the Hexad bastards had paid the price, it still felt as though we were missing a big piece of the puzzle.  
 
    Of course, it didn’t help that Aurora was still out there biding her time with Cronus, no doubt getting stronger in his new host day by day. But that war would soon come, and the Gods better be on our side when it did, for we had little hope of winning if something didn’t swing in our favour and soon. 
 
    “Tell me what is really going on with you, Vince?” Dom said bringing me out of my thoughts. I placed the twisted crystal glass down on the cool slate bar top and thought about the depth of my brother’s question. I didn’t know where to begin, but more importantly, I was desperate to know where it would end. And end it would, if I had anything to do with it! Preferably with my woman tied to my bed and kept there until I was sure she knew who owned her soul and had the rights to it!  
 
    Before I knew it, I had downed the glass of $22,000 a bottle of whiskey as if it had been the cheap shit and was tapping two fingers on the bar to indicate for him to pour me another. The lad did so with only a nod and decided to leave me the bottle. Oh yeah, he was getting a big tip alright.  
 
    “There is something Ari isn’t telling me.” I told him.  
 
    “You believe it is about her visions?” He guessed, not sounding shocked.   
 
    “I know it is. Dom, you should have seen her, she came out of this one terrified and I don’t think it was solely because they took her from me.”  
 
    “And you remember none of it?” he asked making me run a frustrated hand through my hair, a common trait that both me and my brother shared. However admittedly, it was something that happened a lot more frequently in these last eleven days.  
 
    “Not the way she tells it. I don’t even recall going to that exhibit, let alone waking up in a room half destroyed and surrounded by Vampire body parts,” I said once the barman was busy serving someone else and after checking all mortals were out of earshot.  
 
    “You don’t believe this is the first time, do you?” he guessed as I knew he would considering we were as close as you would expect us to be, being immortal brothers.  
 
    “No…not anymore,” I said feeling once more for the small metal disk that was tucked away inside my pocket.  
 
    “And this is what you think she is keeping from you?” My brother guessed again.  
 
    “She told me some half lie about Galizur giving me something to make me forget, but we both know that something like that doesn’t exist, not for the power we hold anyway.” 
 
    “But then what of the truth, you believe it goes beyond this one time?” he asked, voicing the million-dollar question.   
 
    “I am almost certain of it,” I answered without a doubt, knowing deep within my soul that meeting Ari this last time hadn’t been our first. The object in my pocket was enough to tell me that.   
 
    “Then discover what you must, Brother, but do so after you come to London,” he said cryptically.  
 
    “London?” 
 
    “Well, I am told you need a best man for a mortal wedding and I am getting married in five days,” he told me making me burst out laughing at the thought of my brother conforming to the mortal tradition, but happy for him all the same. 
 
    “Then I can honestly say that is the best news I have heard all day, I am happy for you, my brother, for you truly deserve her and all the joy that she brings you,” I told him lifting up my glass and toasting him, even though he wasn’t here with me. 
 
    “It will happen for you one day, Vince, you shall see and when it does, I shall mock you for each of the days you mocked me,” he joked making me laugh again and telling him,  
 
    “And if that happens, Dom, I shall consider it a good day indeed for it would mean my nightmares had morphed into my living dreams and I too could finally allow myself to be happy…mockery included.” Then I toasted myself and drank again, savouring the rich flavour this time, instead of just knocking it back.  
 
    “The girl loves you, Vincent, just be patient.”  
 
    “Ah, Patience and Time…” I said letting the words trail off with a frown. 
 
    “The two most powerful warriors.” I don’t know why but when Dom finished off my sentence from the author of War and Peace, Leo Tolstoy, something struck a chord within me. It was as if something was pulling at my mind to remember something important and I had to wonder if it had some connection to Ari’s vision?  
 
    “So, I will see you in a few days?” Dom asked, jerking me from the shadows of a memory I couldn’t seem to reach.  
 
    “You will, for who else would be the Angel on your side?” I joked making him scoff.  
 
    “Still spinning that dirty little lie, are we? You might be an Angel brother, but you have the heart and passion of a Demon just like our father and you know it!” Yes, and the fucking darkness of one, I thought wryly. But of course, my brother already knew this, he just didn’t need to say it. After all, he had seen me on that battlefield enough times and let’s just say my brother was a difficult man to make flinch as very few had accomplished such a task…only two in fact…myself and Lucius.  
 
    Thinking of our once right-hand man and chief lieutenant, Lucius and I couldn’t help but grin. Now those were the good old days! We had made quite the team on a few occasions and were sent on many missions together. If truth be told, when things had turned sour between Lucius and our family, it had hit me just as hard as it had hit Dom. He had been a good friend and made an equally formidable enemy, admittedly, one neither of us had ever had the heart to kill. Well, that was until he took Keira from my brother, because yeah, take another man’s Chosen One and murderous blind rage was all that was to be expected.  
 
    And I knew the feeling. 
 
    When I heard that there were now six years of Ari’s life unaccounted for, then my heart not only ached for her, but my blood boiled for those that had taken her from me back then. For all I could now ask myself was where could we have been now had that never happened, had they never ripped her from my arms?  
 
    I also couldn’t help myself from focusing on the six years I had lost with her and would never get back. She was like the goddamn elixir of life and all I wanted to do was drown myself in her taste, scent and the feel of her body under my hands for the rest of my immortal days.  
 
    The second I heard laughing down the line I knew I had zoned out again, something my brother thought to add to his payback.  
 
    “And now he knows how it feels, the Gods have granted me favour at last,” I heard Dom say to himself making me growl.  
 
    “Laugh it up, Brother, for if the Gods have granted you favour now just think of how long they must have been ignoring you,” I reminded him, now being the one to laugh when he growled back in return. And this was our dynamic. We were there for one another, not just through the royal blood we shared, but also through our unbreakable bond as brothers. Our sister, however, we both unforgivingly adored and had spent more years than not, making a rod for our backs by spoiling her rotten. Thank the Gods for Zagan that’s all I can say, for he took on that responsibility wholeheartedly. And in all honesty, our sister had changed considerable once she met her own Chosen One. Just like Dom had and now… 
 
    Just like I had.  
 
    “London, Vincent,” was Dom’s farewell and my own,  
 
    “I will be there, Brother.” I ended the call, feeling slightly less frustrated at the very least, but the bitter taste in my mouth left there from mine and Ari’s last exchange was one that wouldn’t leave me no matter how rich the whiskey was. The woman had me in knots and this time when I ran a hand through my hair I felt like tearing the fucking curls from my scalp! I had my head down focused on swilling the rest of the amber liquid around in my glass when I felt someone approach.    
 
    “Hey, someone as handsome as you shouldn’t be drinking alone…how about I let you buy me a drink and…” I growled out my annoyance and snapped,  
 
    “Not interested.” I heard the sharp and disbelieving suck of air through gritted teeth and I didn’t even care to look, just so long as they left me be. I didn’t care who they were or how beautiful they believed themselves to be. If they weren’t my Chosen, then they weren’t worth my time. For she was the only one I wanted. Gods, just thinking about how she had felt beneath me, pinned down at my mercy and ready to take me, had been the start of an addiction, one I didn’t ever want to conquer…  
 
    I only ever wanted more.    
 
    I heard the huff of an affronted female storm off with the tapping of heels against the polished floor, making me sigh with relief. Ah, solitude once more, that and my good friend this bottle, that unfortunately wouldn’t affect me like it would another mortal. But the warm feeling was at the very least a comfort.  
 
    But then, one thought of what she was doing now, and I felt the glass between my hands start to crack. I would have to close my eyes and work hard at controlling my urges to release my hidden nature and destroy the room… starting with the glass. So, after downing the last of my drink and making sure to call back the crack so that it was no more, I closed my eyes and took myself back to that kiss.  
 
    But then I remembered the item in my pocket and before I could think any more about it, I reached in and pulled it out so that I could look at it in more depth.  
 
    It was a small silver pin badge that held a shield at its centre of black and white mirrored block lines on a diagonal. I then read the words around the side,  
 
    “League of St Bartholomew's hospital nurses.” And then the very second I uttered the words, something started to happen. It was as though fragments of the present were starting to merge with that of the past until the two sides became unrecognisable.  
 
    I even heard my own voice echoing the same sentence being said but in a different era.  
 
    This was when I finally realised what was happening. 
 
    I was now having my own…  
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    “What are we fucking doing here again?” My partner asked me in annoyance, that I had to admit, even I was starting to feel. I then released a sigh, telling him without words of my feelings before stretching out my wings, looking forward to when they would no longer stink of the fog London had to offer.  
 
    “Getting itchy feet, my old friend?” My partner mocked trying to ruffle my feathers and as usual getting nowhere. When would the Vampire learn? Clearly not in the near two thousand years he had been living, that was for sure.  
 
    “I want this done and this demon back where he belongs,” I replied with my usual calm resolve, as was my way. Lucius merely nodded his agreement and I stepped further along the rooftop that offered us a perfect view of Buck’s row. A place that had gained its name thanks to a contraption known as a ducking stool. Something that was used as a humiliation punishment and reserved for minor offences, such as acid tongued wives. But it was also reserved for people guilty of other minor offences such as food adulteration. It was a seat upon which a person was secured to and then lowered into a river or pond and held under the water until they almost drowned. And mortals thought Hell was bad, I thought wryly, knowing that humans had no such problems when thinking up new and destructive ways to torture each other.   
 
    There had once been such a ducking pond on White Cap Green, an area of open land behind what is now known as Whitechapel station. So, naturally this small street started off as Ducking Pond Row, before the name was corrupted over time, to Duck’s Row and now to Buck’s Row.  
 
    Buck’s row on the whole was considered to be a respectable street but one still inhabited by the poor. But at least they were regarded as honest working class. However, that didn’t mean it was without its crime and this was after all, Whitechapel. The northside was dominated by a tall wool warehouse belonging to Brown and Eagle. But where we had decided to wait for our prey had been on the western end on the rooftop of the Essex Wharf building. It was by far the finest building in the area with the name embossed in the red brickwork on the side. This handsome building was narrow where it faced the street and expanded considerably over the land behind it.  
 
    It offered us a perfect view of the street as it was not a wharf in the traditional sense as it didn’t front a river or a canal, but was instead on the terminus of train tracks for a nearby coal depot. On the Southside at the corner of Bradley street was a beer house called The Roebuck. A place we had been told our demon was seen drinking and on the hunt for his next victim. It was an unremarkable three-storey building and one that could easily be mistaken for the many other corner pubs in the area. 
 
    “Oh look, here comes another prostitute with a death wish.” Lucius nodded to the figure walking down the cobbled road. It was dark, unusually so for the summer months and the chill in my feathers told me of the rain that was shortly on its way.  
 
    “I don’t know what it is about a woman being stabbed near 40 times that they don’t understand?” I questioned, as I would the sanity of any woman walking this part of town once night had fallen.   
 
    “Understand? Vince, half of these soulless cretins don’t even read, not unless it’s the label of some bottle with their blurred name on,” he commented with a sneer and his utter distaste for human life, easy to see.  
 
    “Perhaps most live the life because they drink,” I argued seeing first-hand what an addiction could lead too. Lucius scoffed at this and replied,  
 
    “And perhaps most drink to numb the life they choose to live…who fucking cares Vince, do you see me with any feathers?” I smirked to myself knowing this would be his reply. But then, as I watched the woman walking straight on and with purpose in her stride, it’s when I started to notice things about her. This was when I said,  
 
    “She isn’t a prostitute.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure?” Lucius asked me as he was right, my tone had been a certain one.  
 
    “Well, for one she isn’t drunk,” I informed him making him chuckle.  
 
    “Maybe she is just happy with her choices and likes to get fucked.” I don’t know why but his crass comment made me frown, one he didn’t miss.  
 
    “Oh no, I know that look.” This time when I turned my head it was to look back at him with a questioning expression.  
 
    “Same look Caspian had when I brought Liessa to my council. Now he is like a fucking puppy addicted to licking ink,” Lucius said, using one of the bricks to file his nail, as if something were annoying him at one corner.    
 
    “Liessa, is she the one descendant Leviathan?” I asked, wondering how that relationship worked seeing as it was said the ink her skin could produce was extremely toxic, even to many of our own kind.  
 
    “Yes, she is…not like the torturous serpent has ever been mentioned to have any offspring in any of the Twelve Prophets, but as we both know, the history books at the very least offer us amusement. I am just happy that my lieutenant isn’t yet dead from his obsession.” 
 
    “He is immune?” I asked shocked to hear it.  
 
    “Happily,” Lucius replied wryly, making me smirk. 
 
    “So, what we to do with this foolish little mortal, my Lord?” Lucius then asked as he no doubt continued to watch me as I in turn watched her with interest. I knew my reaction to her had piqued his interest.    
 
    “You’re sure this is where your source claimed he would be?” I asked, referring once more to the demon we were currently hunting. 
 
    “As sure as the price of a bribe in Whitechapel, which is not something I would be foolish enough to class as a sure thing when it cost me less than having my boots shined,” Lucius said, now pulling at the cuffs of his suit jacket.  
 
    “Was the vagrant drunk?” I enquired.   
 
    “Of course he was, this is Whitechapel not Mayfair, and speaking of which it looks like our girl doesn’t know the difference either, look…” he said nodding back and I did so just in time to see her trying to help what appeared to be a drunken man that was hunched over in the shadows by the side of the wall.  
 
    “The fuck is she doing?!” I hissed, surprising even myself with the sound of my exasperation.  
 
    “I don’t know but the girl is liable to find herself raped if she continues along the path to stupidity much longer,” Lucius commented dryly making me want to growl. I suddenly found myself angry at the girl for being so naive and careless by putting herself in this situation in the first place.  
 
    “And, so it begins,” Lucius said in exasperation at the same time as I noticed the man move suddenly, grabbing her and the second I saw the flash of metal I jumped.  
 
    “Vincent what the…!” I let Lucius’ surprised question trail off as I landed on the road and did so running. I don’t know what was compelling me to save the girl, it was only that I knew I must. I didn’t even want to consider how many rules I was about to break as I knew not only was I interfering with mortal life, where I shouldn’t be, but I was also doing so knowing that the second I got my hands on the bastard that touched her, I was going to be adding murdering a mortal to my list of immortal crimes.  
 
    Fuck it! I knew I wasn’t exactly setting the best example for my people but hell,  
 
    I was a King after all.  
 
    Now, all I had to do was convince my brother, who also happened to be a King, that I had little choice, and all would be forgiven. Well here was hoping because things were about to get bloody and… 
 
    “AHHH!” My thoughts suddenly ran cold the second I heard the woman scream and the distinct sound of flesh being cut through. A sound, after many centuries on the battlefield, I knew well.  
 
    So, before I could think of anything else, I launched myself into the air, only coming down again when I was directly behind the bastard. The second my feet touched the ground I grabbed the man and with a single step and twist of my body, I threw him behind me, so that he landed with a roll about thirty feet away from where we stood. 
 
    Then with no other thoughts in my mind, I reached out for the woman who was holding her side and shaking like a leaf in the storm.  
 
    “Miss are you…” 
 
    “AH! Oh, you…but he…Oh God, he tried to…” the second she started to speak, trying being the operative word, I knew there was something different about her. To begin with, she should have been screaming in agony from the amount of blood she was losing, for I could now smell it on her clothes… Clothes not of a working girl, as I had predicted. Maybe she was in shock of the mind?  
 
    “Is he…?” The second she asked this of me she tried to look around my body to see if he was still lying there. But after that distance, then let’s just say if the being was still alive, then he was currently breathing in his last moments on this earth. I almost grinned knowing where he was heading. Thankfully though, I repressed the urge to do so, fearing it wouldn’t have looked well when discussing death with a female.    
 
    “It’s alright now, you’re safe for he can’t hurt you further,” I told her trying to ease her fears and also trying to make out more of her features that were mostly hidden from the lack of light. Now, if only I could get her to walk back to the street lamp that was situated next to the corner of the building we had been sat upon.  
 
    “You…you saved me?” she said as if questioning herself and once again she wasn’t acting like a woman who had just been stabbed. I think the word for what she was currently lacking was hysteria. 
 
    “You are hurt. Here, let me see to your wound,” I said, unable to keep the stern order out of that command…one, that amazingly didn’t work. She took a step back as if out of impulse and lied,  
 
    “I’m not hurt, he didn’t get me.” I frowned down at her short stature and folded my arms to inform her I wasn’t convinced.  
 
    “I know he did for your coat is covered in blood,” I told her, interested to see what her excuse would be next. She then looked down at her side, one she was still holding a hand to as if to apply pressure to stop the bleeding.  
 
    “How can you see…?” Her question trailed off the second I spoke over her.  
 
    “I can smell it.” I swear I saw the hint of a frown, but she must have decided not to argue the point and instead told me another lie.  
 
    “It’s not mine.” This time I was the one frowning as I could smell not only the blood staining the fabric all the way to her undergarments, but also that upon which was soaked against her flesh and the very same blood I smelled flowing through her veins. 
 
    She was fooling no one.    
 
    But the only question in my mind was a simple one…why? This was when I really started to reach out into her mind, deciding to gain the answers for myself, something I rarely cared to do to humans. Well, unless I was feeding from their emotions and even then, this was more of a natural impulse that barely needed much thought on the act. Like casting out a large net and feasting on the whole catch…you rarely focused solely on the one fish.  
 
    But this was where things got even more interesting as I was coming up empty when trying to invade the far reaches of her human mind. Which was when it hit me, for she wasn’t a mortal as I first thought, but actually one of my very own!  
 
    Now this was a moment in which I couldn’t help myself from grinning, a reaction in which she feared the second I said,  
 
    “You lie, sweetheart.” Now this was when she decided to really move. I watched as she visibly gulped, and I couldn’t believe what she managed to do next. She shot a panicked looked past me to the man I had thrown, making me take my eyes off her so that I could see what it was she was looking at. Then, the second I did, I heard her shoes tapping on the cobbled stone as she had started to run from me.  
 
    “Can’t believe you fell for that one, Casanova,” Lucius said, slapping me on the back after dropping down next to me now that the woman was no longer looking. I groaned once at his comment but secretly I was utterly astounded that I had fallen for the age-old trick of misdirection. And now I had to at least applaud her on her deception, no matter how simple it had seemed.  
 
    “Deal with him.” I ordered.  
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “I will deal with her,” I replied with a knowing smile as I released my wings and let them take me far up above where she was now running to. At last I would get to see her face in the light, for now she stopped a moment by the lamp to look back and check if I was following her. The second she spotted Lucius walking away from her and towards the motionless body, I knew she had made her third mistake of the night.  
 
    Her first had been deciding to leave the safety of whichever bed she slept in to venture out into the belly of the beast of London’s Whitechapel. The second had been to think she could run from me and the third, was foolishly believing that she had gotten away when thinking I was Lucius.  
 
    I granted myself a quick victory smirk when I saw her slow down, now believing the danger was over and she looked down at herself to assess the damage to her side now that she could see by the light.  
 
    This was when I made my move.  
 
    I let my wings fold in and landed with a slight thud, which was enough to get her to look up but not enough for her to see me falling behind her, when once again I hid my true nature from her. 
 
    Then, the second her startled frightened eyes took in the sight of me, I could see the single question flicking in her stunning blue eyes. Eyes that silently asked of me, near begging to know,   
 
    How did I get to her so quickly? 
 
    And my only response in return was a predatory gaze down at her and my own dark and sinister question asked,  
 
      
 
    “Going somewhere?”     
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    Lost lamb 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vincent  
 
    31st August 1888… 
 
      
 
    “Going somewhere?” I asked the question and the second she turned I covered her mouth with my hand, capturing the scream I had expected. But the one thing I hadn’t been expecting had been the sheer intensity that hit me the second I not only saw her beautiful face, but also the way my soul lit up from within the very second I touched her skin. I swear, I felt as though I had just been hit by a damn steam train, for the force of it alone made me rock back a step.  
 
    I then watched her own reactions as her eyes went wide and I knew, unlike the first moment I had scared her, this time it wasn’t out of fear. She was just as shocked for she was no doubt also taking in my own appearance for the first time. And what would she find other than an Angelic looking gentleman of high class, wearing the most expensive suit London tailors had to offer a man of extreme wealth? 
 
    And what did I find when gazing back down at her, but a woman of working middle class, if her clothes were to be considered, with the mere flash of light golden hair at the sides, hidden under a flowered hat.  
 
    She was petite in stature, but not slight in her figure. Not enough to look half-starved like so many seen on the streets these days. No, she most definitely had curves a man could appreciate in the bedroom which was precisely where I was currently fixated on getting her. One where there would most definitely be a lock on the door and the key firmly held captive in my pocket. For once I finally got her there, I had no intentions of letting her go again. For that, I was damn certain.  
 
    As I was no fool, for I knew what this was. I knew even if her beauty hadn’t affected me as it had, the intense feelings that were growing stronger by the minute for her were screaming it at my Angel. The way her stunning and unusual blue eyes spoke to me on a deeper level, as if caressing my soul with her innocence. Even the natural red blush of her lips had me fighting myself to remove my hand just so I could gaze upon them once more and all so that I could add vision to the growing fantasy of what I would soon do to that delicious looking mouth of hers. 
 
    Which quickly prompted me to speak once more.       
 
    “Now, if I remove my hand are you going to behave?” I asked her after a few silent moments had passed between us. I found myself marvelling at the sight of her light blue eyes widening again and found myself curious to see what else I could do that would make her repeat the action. However, I decided to take pity on her and ease whatever fears she may have of me… 
 
    After all, I may have just saved her from getting slain on the filthy streets of London, but right now, I was a man of considerable size in comparison to her small frame, holding her captive and asking her to behave.  
 
    “Have no fear, for I have no intentions of hurting you,” I told her making sure my tone reflected my words. I felt her relax under my palms as the shoulder I was gripping onto no longer provided any resistance. It was only after I felt her exhale a breath that I released my hold on her…if not a bit reluctantly.  
 
     The second I removed my hand my eyes narrowed in on the sight of her tongue licking her dry lips and I felt the sight of the action go straight to my already straining cock. I was at least thankful that my long overcoat hid my intentions for what I wanted to do to that enticing mouth of hers.  
 
    “What is your name?” I asked her and for a second she looked as if she would not answer me, but then I merely had to raise my brow in question to get her talking. Something I took as a good sign for the future for she would submit to me nicely.  
 
    “Elizabeth,” she told me, and I frowned as for some reason I wasn’t sure if this was a lie or not. However, she took my displeasure as one directed at her not giving me her full name, therefore she quickly added,  
 
    “Grace…it’s Elizabeth Grace, Sir,” she said before giving me the respectful head nod that a lady would give a gentleman. I found myself unable to help the smirk that I could feel appear at the term, for if she knew what I wanted to do to her, then treating me as the gentleman I portrayed would have been a mistake indeed. 
 
    “Very well Miss Elizabeth Grace, now you can tell me what it is you think you are doing out so late and in such a dangerous place as this and you can give me your reckless reasoning behind such, whilst I examine your wound,” I said in a tone that broke no argument. But this was where it became more interesting for she took a step back and looked suddenly terrified, more so than when she had been in the face of danger. I frowned down at her and remained motionless, for I didn’t wish to scare her further by giving into the impulse to reach out and grab her. Snatching her away from her world and forcing her into mine like I wanted to.   
 
    But now I had to ask myself why she looked so fearful when I asked to look at her wound, which was when it started to dawn on me. Was it possible that she didn’t know who she was in my world, but merely knew she was different? Ridicule of difference that could still get you killed these days. I could imagine letting someone see her healing right before their eyes would be enough to cause alarm and for people to take that fear and morph it into hatred. After all, I had seen it more than enough times in my days.  
 
    Which made me wonder,  
 
    Just how long had this lost little lamb been running for?     
 
    For she wasn’t just lost from her flock, but no doubt utterly clueless to the fact that she even had one. I could barely even imagine it, being what I am and then believing I was the only one. To not be surrounded by my own people and drawing from the comfort of belonging and knowing my place in the world. But if I was right, then this lone beauty in front of me was nothing more than a living ghost asking herself why she hadn’t yet crossed over. I wondered how many times she had questioned her very existence or even sought to find answers. Well, if she didn’t know who or what I was yet, then I would say in all likelihood she hadn’t found any.  
 
    Which was why I found my heart breaking for her and that was something that was a foreign concept for this selfish Angel King.  
 
    “My poor little, Amissa Ove” I said calling her lost lamb in Latin and from the classic look on her face right now, one that made her simply look cuter, I could easily surmise that she knew what it meant. 
 
    “I am not lost,” she said proving me right and also surprising me with her rebuff. Oh yes, I would have fun with this one, I thought darkly.  
 
    “No?” I asked raising a brow at her again, a look she once more shied away from. 
 
    “Then answer my question, what are doing out so late on your own?” I asked again, and for once not affronted that I had to repeat the question.   
 
    “I…well I…” she started to nervously stutter out her words which I found both amusing and enjoyable, so decided to feed her nervousness, excited to see the possible reactions I would entice from her next. I stepped forward and before she could mirror the action by taking a step away from me, my hand whipped out and snagged her by her uninjured side, so she was going nowhere. She gasped making me smirk before schooling my features and nodding expectantly to tell her that she could continue.  
 
    “I was, well I was helping a friend and…oh, no, I am sure it’s fine really, he must have only nicked me with his blade,” she told me, cutting off her reasons in sight of me turning her body more to the light so that I could see for myself the damage to her side. I was at least somewhat appeased in the knowledge that she wouldn’t bleed to death or get an infection in the wound. Which these days was merely a prolonged and agonising death in itself. But the very fact that she had been hurt to begin with was utterly abhorrent to me and made me want to kill the bastard all over again.  
 
    This was the reason I shot her a knowing look of disapproval silencing her excuses. Then I went back to my examination, wishing I was doing so by first relieving her of her clothes shortly before laying her down on my bed only to follow this up with my care on her body, monitoring myself the progress of her healing. I myself knew that a wound like this I would heal from almost immediately but looking at the gaping hole in her side, then I knew she was not far from passing out through lack of blood, immortal or not, for she could still be killed.  
 
    This was when I knew for sure that she was inexperienced and without any guidance…I also knew that she was a youngling, no more than three to four hundred years old.  
 
    In my world power was usually gained from time and experience and on occasion, through rank and lineage. For example, if you were a descendant from the Gods themselves, then you were born into your vessel with an immense power from day one. But for most of my kind, this was a rite of passage rewarded through time. And my little beauty here, I was sorry to say, was unavoidably at the bottom of that immortal food chain.  
 
    But that was now about to change, for she wouldn’t find herself alone much longer. Or without a guiding hand to help her through her ascension to royalty, for she would be mine, one way or another and with that came position and a title.  
 
    “And this friend of yours, tell me, are they so good of a friend that they thought so little of your life as to put you in danger for the sake of their own convenience?” I asked as I started to unbutton her jacket, something she at first tried to pull away from. I knew, to begin with she hadn’t processed my words as she was concerning herself on remembering how to breathe, for her chest now heaved and for a moment I worried it was from the cause of her wound. But then I tested this theory by ceasing my actions proving that it was indeed my touch alone that was causing such a reaction within her.  
 
    Needless to say… this pleased me greatly.   
 
    Then my words finally seeped in and she gasped as though shocked that I should ever think such a thing.  
 
    “You don’t understand Sir, for her mother is very sick and I work long hours, so the only time I have as my own is at night and well…you wouldn’t understand,” she told me after giving me the once over and in that look alone spelling out the differences in our social standing. It angered me that she thought of us as so far apart, which was why I was unable to stop the next harsh words of reality coming from my lips.   
 
    “No, you think not? Then pray tell me, for how many people would you be able to help when you are lying butchered in some rotting alleyway, for I know an intelligent girl such as yourself can read and therefore have not missed the news of a possible murderer roaming the streets.” I finished this by tearing open the rest of her already ruined coat, making her flinch and gasp at not only my words but now my actions, thus proving my point.  
 
    “But you saved me,” she whispered softly and the effect this had on me was such a shocking one that I froze. It was a combination of things, like the way her breath hitched before she whispered the words like a secret confession. The profound level in which her bold statement tugged at my soul, as if I was now the hero in this story of hers, one that I now so desperately wanted to be. But it was also the anger I felt bubbling there below the surface, knowing what could have happened had I not been there. Which made me look down at her wound with a frown and bite out the words,  
 
    “Which is why there won’t be a next time, for you will not put yourself in danger such as this again…will you?”  Once I had demanded her compliance she looked up at me again with her large crystal blue eyes and I swear I nearly snatched her up in my arms there and then. But unfortunately, my duty was to find a way to interrupt me once more.  
 
    A blood curdling scream sounded not too far away from where we were stood, and my gaze shot first dead ahead and over the girl in my hands, and then back to Lucius to see him still stood next to the body. I narrowed my eyes enough to see him shake his head at me, conveying that something wasn’t right. I then rolled my eyes at the inconvenience and told the girl,  
 
    “Wait here, for I will be right back.” Then, as I made my move to walk by her she grabbed my arm and, in that moment, something passed through me with such a force, I swear I had to concentrate enough to stay on my feet.  
 
    “Please, be careful,” she told me, showing her concern and therefore proving I wasn’t the only one being affected by the monumental shift in our lives. So, because of this I felt such a rush of emotions flood my mind, I ended up focusing on the main one…need.  
 
    So, giving not one damn about decorum or adequate behaviour, I yanked her body to me and kissed her, giving it but a second of shock before she opened up to me as if not of her own accord. It was an impulse, pure and simple, for I knew it to be thanks to my own impulses driving me forward. The second I tasted her it was like getting my first taste of an addiction.  
 
    She was fucking perfect!   
 
    But another scream sounded and I had no choice but to tear my lips from hers.     
 
    “Stay here. Do not move, for be warned Elizabeth… I will find you if you run.”  Then I left, running down Buck’s Row and coming to New Cottage, before I saw the one we had been hunting. A woman’s body lay motionless beneath the figure of a man in a gateway, just before the line of cottages.   
 
    He looked up from his slain prey and snarled at me, eyes blood red and weeping hungry tears down his morphed demonic features. Then just as he was about to launch himself at me, a weapon flew past my head, zipping through the air with a cutting sound until it landed in the creature’s shoulder.  
 
    He howled in pain before ripping it from his body and hammering it down into the woman’s abdomen and cutting across. Then he plunged his hand deep into her open wound and just before we could reach him, he ran his blood-soaked hand down his face, uttering the words Lucius and I knew too well.  
 
    “Jeg innkalle dig!” And then, after ancient words were spoken, the shadows sucked in all around him and the moment they dispersed, they left behind nothing but an empty space. 
 
    “Well, at least we know how we continued to lose him in Berlin,” Lucius said stepping up to me and referring to the demonic casting, when soaking your eyes in the blood of an unpure and speaking ‘I summon thee’ in a form of Danish and Norwegian combined. But none of this was of my concern as I looked back towards the lamp and shouted,  
 
    “The girl!” Then I ran back down the street knowing what I would find once I got there.  
 
    She was gone.        
 
    “Why did you leave her!” I snapped once I felt Lucius approach and for a moment he looked as shocked as I felt for the first time to hear myself sounding so rattled. 
 
    “Forgive me my Lord, but I was under the impression we were to hunt a demon, not an unfortunate mortal female stupid enough to roam the streets such as these at night,” Lucius snapped back, folding his arms and asking me without words was what going on with me. I released a deep sign, raking a hand through my hair before turning back to the sight of few drops of blood on the stone. Well, at the very least, I could find comfort in the fact that it looked as though her bleeding had slowed, for if not there would be more evidence to show for it.  
 
    “She is one of our own kind,” I informed Lucius, as something on the ground caught my eye.  
 
    “She was? Then that is odd how neither of us sensed it before you got close.” He made the point as I bent to pick up the small metal disk from the floor that was reflecting off the light.  
 
    “Not as odd as her not knowing who or what I am,” I replied standing once more and holding up to examine what I could now see was a pin.  
 
    “Then she is a rogue?” he asked making me grin, for the thought was a funny one. For those that chose to live in solitude and apart from their own kind were usually rule less creatures that thrived on breaking our laws. Elizabeth was a selfless being that believed herself human and put herself at risk to help those less fortunate. Other than hiding her true identity, she had no doubt never broken a law in her entire life.     
 
    “No, it is more complex than that, for she doesn’t even know what she is, let alone the fact that she isn’t the only one of her kind. It is why she ran from me.” Lucius made a noise of understanding followed shortly after one of surprise. Something that was hard to accomplish these days after living so long on this earth. 
 
    “I take it then you wish to find her and set her straight,” Lucius asked, surprising me with his concern where usually there was none.  
 
    “No, I will find her, because she is…my Chosen One,” I said now really giving Lucius a surprise as his steel coloured eyes flashed red once in his shock before he bowed his head and said,  
 
    “Then I am happy for you my Lord…poor girl,” he commented in jest making me grant him a wry grin in return. 
 
    “Then you will be happy to know the one you pulled off her was actually the demon we were hunting. Turns out he is possessing human hosts on a mass scale.” Now it was Lucius’ turn to surprise me.  
 
    “Of this you’re sure?” He nodded once to indicate yes, before then nodding in the direction of the bastard that had attacked my girl. 
 
    “The human has been dead for quite some time, the second you killed him his soul shifted to another and left the rotted vessel behind,” Lucius informed me, and it was now looking as though we had a bigger problem on our hands than what we first anticipated. Vessel swapping wasn’t exactly an easy thing to accomplish, and required great power and years of experience and understanding of the forbidden art.  
 
    But this was when something even worse hit me, for the unfortunate woman now lay dead and cut open in the gateway, well it could have been her… 
 
    My Elizabeth Grace. 
 
    “Then it feels as though fate must have brought us here,” I replied, trying to get a hold on my rage and thinking on what I would soon do next. For if she thought she could run from me now, then she was surely mistaken.         
 
    So, with these thoughts brewing in my mind, I turned back to face the direction she must have run to. Then I looked down at the pin in my hand that read the words,  
 
      
 
    ‘League of St Bartholomew's hospital nurses’ 
 
      
 
    Then, as I searched out for her in the distance, I issued my warning to the shadows as I closed my palm around the only clue I needed to find my next prey… 
 
      
 
    “Now I have you, my lost lamb.”  
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    The First Life 
 
      
 
      
 
    Arianna 
 
    PRESENT DAY… 
 
      
 
    At first, after Vincent had left, I had been angry at myself for what I had said and done to make him leave. But after discovering what I knew had been the secret he had been keeping from me, well now all that was left was for me to ask myself, was… what else could he know?  
 
    I knew that Vincent thought he was protecting me. But then even I knew that with knowledge came power, and right now, I felt utterly powerless.  
 
    Because here I was sat on the bed surrounded by so many different versions of myself, asking myself why, how, when and who and the one man that might have been able to help, wasn’t here. He had left me for I didn’t know how long, and my mind was soon spiralling out of control with the endless questions I had no answers to.  
 
    I had lived in so many different places but remembered not a single town. I found myself wishing that I had Vincent’s phone or some other means of typing in these place names just so that I might prompt some more memories from me. All I could gather was at some point in my life I had stopped moving to smaller towns and villages and must have decided big cities was where it was safer. And well, if I was trying to live a low profile, then I guess this made sense, as let’s face it, cities were full of people all minding their own business and too busy living their own lives.  
 
    Small town places were where everyone knew everyone else, so being good for trying to keep a low profile…not so much. Which made me ask myself yet another question…had I learnt this lesson at some point? And if so, what had happened? 
 
    In the end I must have fallen asleep just out of pure frustration because the next thing I knew I wasn’t myself and was waking up as someone else… 
 
      
 
    *************** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth Grace  
 
    1st September 1888… 
 
      
 
    I thought back to earlier this morning when I woke with a start, shrieking out as the memory of the blade entering my side filled me with dread. It took me a moment to get my heart rate back to beating a normal rhythm as I remembered that thankfully, although admittedly painful, the blade had not inflicted any major damage to my organs or cut any major blood vessels. So, other than the loss of blood and the struggle I endured getting home, I was lucky to be alive.  
 
    But then again, there had been my dark hero. 
 
    My Angel of Death.     
 
    I don’t know why I had first seen him falling from the sky with wings and a murderous glare. As I think it must have been through the lack of blood in my brain for surely so, if I had seen such things? But of course, I was all for a more logical explanation of facts. One of which would be that he was simply a gentleman getting from A to B and happened upon the struggle at the right place at the right time, thus saving a young woman’s life.  
 
    Ah yes, very logical I thought with a clear mind and a self-satisfied nod of my head. Or so I thought. Because my mind couldn’t help but revise the night’s events in such detail that I swear the real world around me even started to blur, for there was only him. All other important factors seemed to melt away leaving only power enough to focus it all on that single being…and I didn’t even know his name.  
 
    His perfect and handsome features were, however, eternally ingrained in my memory for who could forget such a man. He had been tall, extremely so, for I think I could class such a man as being the tallest in my acquaintance. Well, I guess I couldn’t really refer to him as such, not when it was highly unlikely I would ever see him again.  
 
    A depressing thought indeed.  
 
    But then again if I were honest with myself, the man had utterly terrified me! To begin with, I had never witnessed a strength like it, for he had thrown the man attacking me in the air as though he was being aided by the wind, for surely no man alive was that strong? Throughout the next morning and in truth, even well before it, I had asked myself many a time if I had truly seen what I had seen. Or had my memory of the act become stretched in the hours between?  
 
    Well, if there was one part that my imagination hadn’t aided in and that was the man’s angelic face. For the second I saw him in the warm glow of the lamp overhead, I had let go of my surprised yelp in the grasp of his palm upon my lips. My eyes widening as though trying to take everything in at once. The handsome profile was one people would write sonnets about, for surely the man must have had the most beautiful wife awaiting him at home. Now that thought was the most depressing of all!  
 
    “Stop it, Lizzy!” I scolded myself in hushed tones after making my way to my place of employment and looking up at the building as I always did, with such love and awe. The very same as I did the first day, oh so many years before.       
 
    This made me think back to when it had all really begun and how learning the history of the place really struck something within me. See, even I remembered a time when becoming a pilgrim was an excuse to take a holiday from life. A way to break away from the pressures and hard work that their beloved God’s hand had dealt them.  
 
    So, now leaving their anvils, wood benches and ploughs and most importantly their wives and children, they went in search of a greater meaning in life. They would travel around in groups, walking for miles on end or if fortunate enough to have a horse, ride by day, banding together like brothers for safety.  
 
    For at night they would find themselves a free supper in some monastery, sleeping with a roof over their heads, lay upon the reeds and counting their blessings the next morning after being watered, fed and well rested and all for no money exchanged.  A delightful change from the monotony and hard work of village life. 
 
    But this all changed when the bishops interposed, soon realising the trend that was arising in the common man. They let no one go on pilgrimage without his bishop’s licence and therefore let no monastery give food and bed to those that could not provide said licence. But those that did find such fortunate tidings were soon on their travels of the new and exciting world that was forming.  
 
    They would reach out past the confines of what we knew and come home regaling stories of observing foreign manners, strange customs and sampling the different foods. They would bring back seeds and entertain monks with all they had learned. They extended the boundaries of the only world they knew and tempt each of them with greater knowledge to which they could not see or taste.  
 
    The world was thus opened up, not only through war or trade, but mainly now by pilgrimage, for they were essentially relying on the kindness of others to make it through these places. Which meant that upon return they were no longer doing so with the same feeling of prejudice they once might have had towards a stranger from a foreign land. They were now biased from their experiences with these people and carried memories home of breaking bread together sat around the warmth of their fellow man’s fire.  
 
    Thus, now bridging the gap within the confines of their own village to one further away that spoke with a different dialect than they did. An acceptance within the country seemed to sweep across the nation bringing forth a new era between the common man and this was all thanks to the pilgrimage.  
 
    Which brings me to the building I stood in front of now and found myself at its grand archway many times in as many lifetimes before now. St Bartholomew’s hospital was a building I first came across back when Henry VIII was coming to the end of his reign in the Christmas of 1546, when I was in Smithfield’s meat market buying meat for a grand supper. At the time the only job I could get was as a scullery maid for a fine house in Charterhouse in Smithfield. A place that was bought the year before by Edward North, 1st Baron North, who was an English peer and politician. At the time of my short employment he had been in the middle of transforming the complex into a luxurious mansion house. Having already demolished the church and undergoing having a Great Hall built and an adjoining Great Chamber.  
 
    Needless to say, I loathed the job and the highlight of my day was being allowed out to go and fetch whatever was needed for the next day’s menu. Which finally brought me to what I believe was my fated calling in life.  
 
    Helping the sick by becoming a nurse. 
 
    But what of my life before this point, for where did it all begin?             
 
    For I am what I consider a mortal with an immortal curse.  
 
    You see, my earliest memory was waking up one night in the middle of a field of barley with the rain pelting down against my naked skin. I remember coughing and spluttering through the downpour as if I had just been trying to take my first breath in life. And for the most parts, it might well have been, for I couldn’t remember a time before this very night.  
 
    I remember looking up and taking in my surroundings for the first time. It was strange for I seemed to know things about this place. Like the large shadows that surrounded me were called trees. Like the water soaking my skin and making me shiver was called rain. There were things I simply knew and there were things I simply didn’t.  
 
    So, as I saw the warm and inviting glow in the distance, coming from a large shadow far away from me, I instantly knew it to be a house. I tried to move but it was as though my limbs had forgotten how to hold weight and my mind had forgotten how to command them. Lucky for me that night a middle-aged man had come running towards my direction saying later that it sounded as if the sky itself had been falling to the earth and he came to check on what had awoken him and his wife. Scorched earth surrounding me had been the only evidence of me being placed there and the very next day it was clear to see someone had torched the ground.  
 
    But who?   
 
    That night was what would forever be known as my birthday. Now, as for my actual birth I have no clue, nor do I think I ever will. Because all I discovered about myself was still yet to come and many years later. But at the time the introduction to selfless acts and extreme kindness was bestowed on me by a simple man named John and a woman named Hannah. Both of whom not only took me into their home but also into their hearts. 
 
    This was where I learned not only the value of hard work when working on the fields of their small modest farm, but also what it meant to be loved by another living soul. It was a modest existence and one I was more than thankful for considering at the time what could have become my fate in the wrong hands of the cruel.  
 
    But I wasn’t the only one who felt blessed as they had never been gifted with children, so felt as though this was the chance they had been waiting for, thanking God for my arrival, even though I had been born an adult.      
 
    To be honest, they were the only parents I had ever known and to someone who looked no older than their early twenties this was as maddening as it was lucky. The question ‘who was I?’ became a constant battle for my mind to try and conquer throughout the ages and was soon exchanged by another… ‘what was I?’ 
 
    This happened after I received my first taste of heartbreak when Hannah and John both fell sick with consumption. I cared for them both the best I could along with working hard to keep the farm going. But soon the weight of disease took its toll on their fragile bodies. I remember begging them both not to leave me and praying to God to save them.  
 
    But he didn’t.  
 
    I couldn’t understand it. Why would God do this to me again? Why would he take the only two people I cared for from me to leave me once again to defend myself against the world alone. I knew the first time I had been lucky enough to find them but now…well, now I knew I wouldn’t find the same again. There had been only one Hannah and John and I had lost them.  
 
    But what I didn’t realise at the time was that this would lead me down a path years later into becoming a nurse and helping the sick. Every hand I held in sickness was a John or a Hannah with a girl just like me, in a lonely cottage somewhere waiting for them to come back home.  
 
    I would have images of an inconsolable girl sat slumped on the floor, exhausted after trying to lift a man’s body back into bed. As that was my only thought after finding John on the floor of the kitchen, after I had been picking turnips from the vegetable patch ready for the broth I was making for supper.  
 
    He had tried to get some water for his wife, unbeknown to me at the time that he had been too late, for she too had slipped into the Afterlife shortly before his collapse. I often blamed myself for not being there when it happened.  
 
    Not being able to say goodbye or hold their hand as they took their last breath. I just knew that even though they hadn’t found death together, it was important that they would find their final resting place side by side. So, I dropped my bounty to the floor and rushed over to what was my father’s frail outer shell, crying the second I knew I was too late.  
 
    But what came after this was on seeing the reasons for him getting out of bed was to aid my mother and I cried even harder when I discovered that she too had gone and wasn’t ever coming back. I then gathered up John’s body and little by little managed to get him back to the bed next to his wife where he belonged. 
 
    After that day, I too was then readying myself to die. I thought surely after such a time I would also get sick, but it never came. Not even after I had spent two days in the rain digging a grave and burying my adopted parents in far too shallow a grave. I remember standing over their joint mounds in the mud and laying down the battered wild flowers I had managed to collect only asking God one thing… 
 
    Why?  
 
    Why take them and not me too? I didn’t want to face this world alone. I was so scared and lost, that it felt as if I had died along with them, only my soul had forgotten to tell my body of the fact.                   
 
    I would sit in the kitchen window and see their graves as I drank my warm milk, wondering if my choice of resting place was good enough. I had wanted them to be as close to home as possible as they loved it here, memories of Hannah telling me that the one thing this place represented was love. And she was right, it did.  
 
    But I knew I couldn’t stay, for I didn’t belong there without them. Yes, they would have wanted me to have the house and the farm, but I had already started to become the talk of others. For I never got sick and after ten years, I hadn’t aged what looked like a single day since they found me.  
 
    There was also the subject of marriage, as I had lost count of the number of offers I’d had made to me and refused. Using the excuse of Hannah and John needing me too much to ever leave. Now that excuse had run thin and I knew it was only a matter of time before my hand would be forced into a situation I simply didn’t want to be placed in.  
 
    I knew what people would think, why wouldn’t I want to find a husband and settle down. Especially now that I was alone and forced to fend for myself. Wouldn’t a husband be the answer to all of my problems? The answer was yes, that path would have been a simpler one to walk down. But in truth, I just couldn’t do it. Because there was something inside of me that believed I wasn’t like the rest and, whereas Hannah and John accepted me, I wasn’t sure I would be so lucky the second time around.  
 
    It was a time when people were still burned and hanged for being different and with a village of lips a’ wagging and ears a’ burning, then I knew it wouldn’t be long until something bad would befall me. The term witchcraft was a claim that was too easily thrown around the place and tended to stick on those that people had simply taken a dislike to. The claims were also usually about woman who lived alone or had no intentions of marrying. The ones who even did as little as collect herbs or the neighbouring crops didn’t have a good harvest that year, so who was to blame, other than unfertile soil and bad weather. 
 
    The means of a witch, that was who.    
 
    I had made somewhat of a name for myself by the wives of the village just because their husbands had wandering eyes. But instead of blaming this on their husband’s perverted minds, they preferred to cast judgement onto me for being sent by the Devil to tempt them into sin. I found the whole idea ridiculous, along with Hannah, who had much to say on the idea when we were ever in the market place. But now Hannah was gone, and I no longer had their protection to rely on.  
 
    No, now I was simply awaiting a sentence without first being arrested or put behind bars. So, a few days later and before anyone could discover the death of Hannah and John, which for all I knew I would get blamed for, I left my life. I packed up some of my meagre belongings and buried what I knew meant the most to Hannah and John. Like the dried flowers John had given her on their wedding day and his mother’s ring that I had slipped on her finger before saying goodbye.  
 
    The only thing I kept to remind me of them was a wooden tree John had made me and a shawl Hannah had hand stitched from an old dress of hers she no longer wore. I had only a single dress and a wrapped cloth filled with root vegetables and some stale bread I knew was just a few days away from spoiling.  
 
    I remember placing both hands atop of their graves as I lowered my head in prayer, asking God to take care of them for me until I was once again able to do so when I joined them in Heaven. But unbeknown to me at the time, Heaven wouldn’t just have to wait for me… 
 
      
 
    It would never come. 
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    Opening up Old Wounds 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Elizabeth Grace  
 
    1st September 1888… 
 
      
 
    “Hey Lizzy, where be your head today, for I am assured it isn’t here,” my friend Mary said knocking into the broom in my hand as we completed our daily tasks in cleaning the ward. I gave myself a little shake and forced a smile on my face to let her know I was fine, when really, I was anything but. And I wasn’t only referring to the wound at my side, that thankfully had already started to heal. In the end I had cleaned it best I could, unsure whether my body would allow an infection to take hold or not but not wanting to take the chance all the same.  
 
    “Oh, I know that look,” she said sniggering and I frowned wondering what she meant by that, for I doubted very much that she knew where my thoughts lay…for not a soul would. 
 
    “Tis he be handsome?” she asked me, and I loathed the blush I could feel heat my cheeks, unable to blame it on the weather as it was raining outside.  
 
    The room we were cleaning held six beds, and currently only two were occupied. The floors were dark wood, and the walls were bare brick but thankfully the room was flooded with light thanks to the many windows that framed three sides as we were in the end ward.     
 
    “Come on, let’s get these floors done before Mrs Stewart comes back,” I said knowing that would get Mary moving again and focusing on the job at hand.  
 
    Isla Stewart was the current matron of St Bartholomew's Hospital and had been for little over a year now, but she had done wonders, just as her predecessor had, Ethel Manson. Or should I now say, Mrs Ethel Bedford Fenwick, as she married a gynaecologist last year and they had been blessed with a baby boy since.  
 
    I had been sad to see her go, indeed, for I believe that she had singlehandedly changed the nursing profession for the better. As it was now greatly accepted by a higher class, than how it was once viewed.  Ethel was totally different from her own predecessor, as she was only 24 years old when she took the job, making her the hospital’s youngest matron ever. Which managed to cause quite a stir with some of the senior staff, who objected to her youth. I was happy to say that I had not been one of these people, for I thought she was marvellous from the very moment I had met her. She managed to do something I had only ever dreamed of and that was start a training course for nurses.  
 
    Ethel might have only been at Bart’s for six years but it was enough time to provide the ground work for raising the status of the nursing profession. She was always very supportive of her nurses but she also expected a lot in return, which many didn’t like. But if you worked hard and impressed her as I had, then the rewards were more than worth the effort.  
 
    She used to visit the wards at least twice a day to check they were clean and tidy and also efficiently run. But three years ago, was when it all started to change for she introduced a course for special trainees who were called ‘ladies’, such as myself. I was very proud of this.    
 
    So, by the time Ethel had left she had weeded out most of the untrained sisters, making nursing far more efficient. She also became convinced that nurses needed to have professional independence but was concerned about the exploitation of private nurses by their employers. So, she set up a trained nurses Institute to supply certificate advanced nurses for private work. 
 
    Which meant that for the first time I was working my way up to the top of my field and once I gained my three-year certificate, I was then free to become a private nurse, meaning once I had to leave Bart’s before anyone grew suspicious, I could then at least continue to do the job I loved most. 
 
    “There you go again, off in your own daydream,” Mary said with a chuckle. As much as I liked Mary she was what you would have called a Church-bell, which was slang around here for a talkative woman. I decided to ignore her as I continued my morning routine and it was only when the new doctor came into the ward did I finish what I was doing.  
 
    The new doctor was called Doctor Thomas Neill Cream and for some reason the first time I heard him introduce himself, only a month ago, it felt as though he was lying. He was a tall man, made taller by the top hat he always wore that hid most of his jet-black hair. He admittedly had a handsome face with a large trimmed moustache that curled at the sides. He sometimes wore small round spectacles and, in short, he gave me an unsettled feeling.  
 
    He liked me, I was sure of it, for the un-nerving looks he gave me always managed to make me feel uncomfortable. The unyielding stares that lasted too long, combined with those dark penetrating eyes, always made me swallow a little harder than usual. But it was the way he would always get too close. Brushing his hand against your thigh or down your arm, it used to make me shiver. Once he had pretended to fall into me, saying his foot slipped on a wet patch, meaning he had no choice but to break his fall using my half-bent body when I was making one of the empty beds.  
 
    So, it was no wonder that my palms would also sweat whenever I saw him, as I found myself doing now, rubbing them down my navy and white striped dress, pretending I was pressing out the creasing. Dresses that were certainly better than the traditional looking brown dresses we used to wear. But thanks once again to Ethel, who changed this to represent what year of training you were in, which was done by the colour of your belt. Mine was white for I was in my third year. Mary was in her second year, so her belt was blue and the nurse that had just followed in behind Doctor Cream, was in her first year so she wore a grey dress. 
 
    “Miss Grace, if you would be so kind as to assist me once more…you two are both needed on ward six,” the doctor said just as I to was close to making my escape from the ward. I stopped dead knowing I was too late, receiving pitying looks from both the girls who had no choice but to do as he said.   
 
    After then releasing a sigh of frustration, one he thankfully couldn’t hear, I plastered on a fake smile and turned towards him.  
 
    “But of course, Doctor.” As was my natural response. The patient had a wound on his lower back from a nasty fall off a ladder. It had become infected and needed cleaning daily before re-dressing with fresh bandages. Another doctor was already due to see him later that day before we were due to clean it, which was why his request vexed me so…well, that and other things.   
 
    I approached the bed of the gentleman who was sleeping peacefully, feeling bad that we were going to have to wake him. He was a baker not far from the room I rented from another nurse and her husband. The baker’s wife made the most wonderful meat pies and he would jest with us saying that if we took good care of him then he would get his wife to make us one special for the next time we popped into his shop. An offer I would be taking him up on.    
 
    “We need to roll him to his side, if you please…oh no, this side if you will,” he said taking a low hold of my waist, giving me a squeeze and shifting me by force. I sucked in a painful breath through my teeth as his fingers dug into my wound and the second I made the small cry of pain, he released his firm hold but still allowing his fingers to linger.   
 
    “Oh dear, did I hurt you?” he enquired, whispering it in my ear and suddenly I felt queasy with the pain, knowing the second the pressure left the wound that the damage had already been done. However, he still remained directly behind me with his hands now resting lightly on my hips. I wanted to move away from him, but he currently had me wedged between his body and the bed. 
 
    “I am looking for Elizabeth Grace, where is…ah there she is…oh…” The second the Doctor heard another male voice he finally took a step back, meaning I could now twist myself free of his hold, and I swear I nearly ran from him in my haste to get away. The problem with this was that I wasn’t looking where I was going and ended up bumping straight into another person.  
 
    This time when a pair of hands came out to hold me steady they did so avoiding my injury and I looked up as I mumbled out my apology which swiftly ended in a gasp.  
 
    For there now in front of me was my Angel of Death.   
 
    In that moment I couldn’t help but hear the final words he had said to me last night, as they repeated in my mind… 
 
      
 
    ‘Stay here. Do not move, for be warned Elizabeth… I will find you if you run.’ 
 
      
 
    Well, I could barely believe it to be true as he had done exactly as he said he would. And I knew I wasn’t dreaming for the next whispered words out of his mouth confirmed it,  
 
    “I told you my lost lamb, that I would find you.” 
 
    “I…I…you…” I started to stammer in my shock. Then I was stopped abruptly the second I heard the sound of a voice being cleared behind me, which ended up breaking into our private moment. Something, from the looks of things, my Angel didn’t like, not one bit.  
 
    I knew this when his gaze looked over my head and his glare turned murderous. And it wasn’t hard to guess who it was aimed at, seeing as just as the Angel entered, I had been forcefully held in the same way by the Doctor behind us. And it was obvious to see that my guardian Angel hadn’t missed it.  
 
    I even felt his hand tense against me once before he reluctantly let me go, and no doubt before we caused a stir, as such things weren’t done in public. Although, he looked in this moment as if he didn’t give a damn about proper decorum. 
 
    “Who is this man?” Doctor Cream demanded in a haughty tone to one the hospital’s Board of Governors, who was seemingly embarrassed as he tried to brush off his rude behaviour with a laugh. He was a nice, warm fellow, who often praised his staff for their hard work and tried to involve himself in every aspect of the running of the hospital. In short, he was a Doctor himself and had worked his way up the ranks, becoming head surgeon and thus knowing first-hand the value of his nurses. He was a small man with an often-jolly disposition, who had what was commonly known as a ‘Fly Rink’, which was slang for a bald head, a term that always made me giggle. He also wore glasses and could often be seen misplacing his bowler hat the second he entered a room.       
 
    “Upon my word we must be working you doctors hard these days for you seem to have forgotten your manners, Thomas.” He said this last part with a glare and a nod of his head towards the man who was now stood next to me, but when I looked back at the Angel, he was currently staring down at his hand.  
 
    “Erm, Doctor Cream, a word if you please,” the Governor said whilst the Angel was distracted with something else.  
 
    “I have a patient that needs seeing to, for I don’t have…” Doctor Cream started to say when the Governor gave him a pointed look and replied in a clipped tone,  
 
    “A patient that is asleep is not a patient in need, now if you please, Thomas!”  The last part of this sentence was then said through gritted teeth and I wondered how long this curious exchange was going to last. The answer to my question was about ten more seconds before Doctor Cream left the room reluctantly with a clearly vexed Governor.  
 
    “You are really…”  
 
    “You’re still hurt,” the man said, interrupting me and now turning me to face him so that he could look down at my side. I followed his angry gaze and saw that he was right, blood had started to seep through the bandages and through to my dress. I looked up at him with panic in my eyes as I didn’t want anyone else to know about this.   
 
    “Oh dear, this won’t do, no, indeed, I…can’t work like this…I need a clean dress and…and…” I started to panic at the thought of anyone seeing my injury as I looked around the ward to see who could be looking. When suddenly I felt my hand being taken and held in a strong grip.  
 
    “Elizabeth, look at me.” The second I heard his authoritative voice, my gaze snapped back to his.  
 
    “Tell me how this happened,” he commanded and this time I couldn’t help but notice something dangerous flashing in his eyes, telling me to be wary with my answer.  
 
    “I don’t understand, you were there…” I started to speak, letting him know my question confused me seeing as he knew exactly how this had happened. But then his frown cut me off along with the slight shake of his head.  
 
    “I take it the wound stopped bleeding last night?” He assumed correctly which was why I gave him a nod of my head and this was when it finally dawned on me what he was asking. But the second I did, I realised my mistake as my gaze slipped off towards the door, telling the angry man in front of me, all he needed to know.  
 
    I knew this the second his gaze followed my own and I swear I heard a growl coming from him. This made me remember last night and the brutality of it all, bringing back the unsteady fear I had of him. However, the second I took a step away from him, his hand snatched out and shackled my wrist. I sucked in a sharp breath and looked around making sure no one could see us once more. The man noticed this and pulled me further into the room and behind a pillar out of sight. Then he turned and grabbed a clean cloth from under one of the jars of cotton wool we had on a table of supplies. He then ran it once through his hand as he spoke to me.  
 
    “I told you last night, I will not hurt you. But you must tell me, did he do this…did the doctor…?” He suddenly seemed to be struggling with his words and unlike me, he was doing so out of anger, not nerves.   
 
    “It was an accident as he didn’t know I was injured,” I said defending him, even though I wasn’t sure why. He narrowed his beautiful blue eyes at me and almost growled his next words,  
 
    “And do you allow all the other doctors to manhandle you in such a manner as this, for a wound doesn’t open up without considerable pressure and I saw for myself that he clearly had his hands where he most definitely should not!”  This last part was said in such a way that I suddenly feared for the doctor’s life, making me wonder just what I had gotten myself into with this man. I blushed scarlet and agreed,  
 
    “Yes, well that was wrong of him and I was just about to inform him of such when you entered the room and…” 
 
    “Saved you again?” he enquired with a knowing look, one that I could do little to fight against. And as if to prove his care, he hooked a finger inside my belt and used it to pull me closer to him. Then he folded the corner of the cloth through the elastic that stretched around my waist so that my wound could no longer be seen. I was so touched by the act, that I remembered what I now wanted to say and hadn’t had chance to that night.   
 
    “For which I am yet to thank you, so please allow me to do so now, for I am forever in your debt, Sir.” I said nodding and reached for his hand to shake. He looked down at my offering in a such a way I thought he might have believed it silly. However, the second I tried to take it back, he reached out and took hold of my hand.   
 
    The second I touched his skin, I felt the same thing I had last night. So much so in fact, I couldn’t help but look down at our joined hands, half expecting to see light glowing from in between us, for the heat that came from his touch felt incredible. As though an energy was forming at the centre of our palms and powering our hearts to beat faster for one another. I knew the thought to be of a whimsical nature but I couldn’t help feeling this way. Even though one look at the man dressed in his expensive black suit, white shirt, dark grey waistcoat and black and grey cravat, with boots holding a high shine, then foreboding was more a better turn of phrase than whimsical.     
 
    He looked down at me shaking his hand, as if he was amused by my thanks. Then, as I tried to pull my hand free, his fingers curled tighter not letting me go. Then after giving me a slight tug, I fell a step closer before he repeated my words,  
 
    “Forever in my debt, are you? Well, in that case, I think we should start that forever right now, don’t you?” he said cryptically and then he pulled me from behind the pillar and let me go just as the two men were walking back in. Doctor Thomas Cream looked as though he had received a good ear lashing from the man in charge of the hospital, no doubt threatening his job, for what he said next confirmed as much.  
 
    “I must apologise for I may have seemed rude earlier as…” The mystery man beside me gave him a sneering look up and down as if he was mere dirt marring his shoe, before interrupting him and thus dismissing him without words,  
 
    “I wish for Miss Grace to start her new employment immediately, for the matter cannot wait,” the man said to the Governor, making me wonder what it was he was talking about? Doctor Cream shot me an accusing look as if I had brought all this on him. Which in turn made me reflectively take a few steps closer to the one I was starting to regard as my saviour, for he had certainly taken on the role.  
 
    He turned his head to look at me as if sensing my movements the closer I got to him and he then turned his gaze to the Doctor who was blatantly scowling at me and making me shift uncomfortably. The Governor saw this and cleared his throat enough for Doctor Cream to get the hint, who quickly pretended to get back to his patient. Although, I knew better, for I could see him watching us from the corner of his eye.  
 
    “Yes, but of course, for I can’t see a reason why she would not,” the Governor said smiling down at me, making me forget my place and ask,  
 
    “I am sorry, Sir, but what new employment? For I have not long left till my final exams and…”  
 
    “Ah yes, but I forgot about those. Well then, I am sure if you wouldn’t mind waiting a few months then Miss Grace will be all yours,” the Governor asked in my defence, still not really explaining what it was that was to happen in a few months. However, once he had used the term ‘all yours’ then my mind chose solely to focus on that part. And from the looks of things, the term wasn’t lost on the man next to me either. I knew this when he boldly repeated,   
 
    “Mine indeed. I am sorry, but the matter cannot wait for that, but I am willing for her to continue her studies if she so wishes, just as long as she does so at my convenience,” he said making me frown.  
 
    “Well, I can’t see a problem with that, no none at all, as it is fair enough, don’t you agree, Miss Grace?” the Governor said making me turn my vacant look to him as he was yet to tell me what it was I was expected to do.  
 
    “I am sorry, Sir, but I am unsure as to what it is that is being asked of me,” I said honestly and this time it was the man by my side who finally gave me the insight that was required, only once he had, I found myself in near shock from it.  
 
    “You are coming to work for me as a private nurse in my home,” he boldly claimed.   
 
    “I…I am?” I questioned, making his lips twitch at the sides for a moment before resisting the urge to smile. Which if you asked me was a shame for I bet he would have been doubly as handsome had he simply given in to the impulse.  
 
    “You are,” was his simple answer. So, I decided it was time to take some control back and I did this by turning to who was essentially my boss and asked,  
 
    “And if I refuse, do I still get to keep my employment here?” The second I asked it the Governor suddenly looked horrified and gasped before looking to the man next to me with worry. This was when I finally realised who this man must be and why he was important enough to get the royal treatment from our Governor of the Board himself.  
 
    But in the end my answer didn’t come from my current employer but from the one that wanted to replace him.  
 
    “No, you do not,” he said decidedly, and I shot him a disbelieving look, one he stared right back at me with a firm one of his own. The Governor laughed nervously, before deciding to defuse the tense situation and he did this by asking,  
 
    “Miss Grace, if I could have a moment of your time to explain things to you in greater depth.” He then nodded to the furious looking Angel next to me and then motioned for me to speak with him outside. I did as was instructed and followed him out, knowing deep down what it was he was going to say.  
 
    “Miss Grace, now I know you have been with us a considerable time and your work is without question of the highest standard, but the matter at hand stands as such, the gentleman you see in there wishes to become the hospitals most generous benefactor and he asks for only one thing in return…you.”  
 
    “Me?!” I hissed making him wince and pull down at the bottom of his jacket as tensing his shoulders had made it ride up a little. 
 
    “But why…why me?” I asked in utter shock.   
 
    “I believe you impressed him whilst he witnessed you… in his words… ‘In action’. So, Miss Grace, I gather some unfortunate soul needed your aid and you provided them with such…I know not the particulars only that he has taken it upon himself that he will have what he wants and that, my dear girl, is you in his employment,” he told me, making my eyes widen to the size of tea cups and I felt as though any moment I was going to faint, either due to my wound or the overload of information, I knew not. Only that when he continued speaking I knew I was suddenly a lost cause.  
 
    “Now, of course, it goes without saying that we will hold your job for you here for when your employment has finished.”  
 
    “And when is that likely to be, Sir?” I asked focusing on at least this part, wondering if this was as bad as I thought, seeing as it could very well only be for a few months.  
 
    “I am unsure, for I believe you will be caring for a family member and I don’t believe them to be too old, maybe a father I imagine.” Great I thought with a drop of my shoulders.  
 
    “So, you see my dear, accepting is really the only course of action and I do believe the salary is a sound one...far exceeding your wage here at the very least,” he added with an encouraging smile.  
 
    “Then it looks as though I will have no other choice but to accept, Sir,” I said in a deflated tone.  
 
    “Ah, excellent, and one you won’t regret I am sure,” the Governor said with a clap, now looking far beyond relieved. Then I followed him back into the room and looked to where the Angel had been standing moments before, only to find the space empty. Doctor Cream was also missing which was odd seeing as there was only one way into this room and we hadn’t seen him passing us on his way out.  
 
    A second later the Angel stepped out from behind the same pillar he had momentarily held me behind. He righted his suit jacket by the lapels and said,  
 
    “Has the lady made her decision?” I swallowed the hard lump of anxiety down and nodded.  
 
    “She has indeed and accepts wholeheartedly!” the Governor said for me and the look my new employer gave me was a knowing grin so dark it would have had me running from it…had he not already found me once before.  
 
    “Excellent. Then if you please, Miss Grace, for I am eager to show you your new home.” Hearing this was when my panic started to double, and I looked back at the Governor to see him merely shrug his shoulders at me, as if missing out this vital piece of information by accident. 
 
    “My new home?” I inquired, hoping that I had at least misheard him, but one look told me this was not the case.  
 
    “Come,” he said holding a hand out towards the door and nodding for me to proceed him. The Governor left first and just as I was walking out I looked back over my shoulder to see Doctor Cream was now slumped behind the pillar holding his bloodied nose in one hand and his other hand around his stomach.  
 
    Then a large figure blocked my view and my shocked expression received a mere shake of the head telling me not to look again. My head snapped back around to face the hallway and I felt his hand grace the small of my back making me shiver when he got closer and whispered,  
 
    “No escaping me now, little Lamb.” I inhaled a deep breath and was only left wondering one thing… 
 
      
 
    What on God’s earth had I gotten myself into now?                                 
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    Arianna 
 
      
 
    The second the vision ended I woke with a start and the second I did, I screamed…for I was no longer alone. But then again, I wasn’t exactly back in the hotel room either.  
 
    What the hell was going on?! I looked down and found I was now sat on a cold, snow covered, cobbled floor asking myself what I was doing outside and in a place I didn’t…wait,  
 
    “I know this place.” I uttered the second I got to my feet and looked around, now seeing a grand stone block mansion set further back from a pair of grand black wrought iron gates that looked near impenetrable.  
 
    There were a number of deadly spikes running along the top before the centre piece was curls of twisted metal creating a head piece to where the two gates joined. Directly below this was a centre black metal plate which was adorned with a brass family crest. Underneath was staggered rows of even more spikes preventing anyone from climbing in or thinking they even could.  
 
    Two massive elaborately decorated oil lamps sat on top of the twisted pillars either side of the gate. Pillars that were then framed by two smaller gates to allow people to pass through without needing to open the larger gates that were reserved for carriages. At the front was a sweeping carriageway leading up to the house with a large turning circle in front, where a large fountain sat in the centre of the winter white grass. I couldn’t tell from this distance what the sculpture was exactly, but I could tell it had wings for they looked heavenly now dusted with pure white snow.   
 
    “Why am I here?” I asked the cloaked figure that I had woken up seeing stood opposite me, who I knew at the very least wasn’t there to hurt me, no matter how creepy they first appeared. But then a hand simply pointed back to the gates where I could now hear a screaming woman that sounded desperate.  
 
    “NO! You don’t understand, he knows me! He knows who I am! Let me go please, just let me see him! Or tell him, its Elizabeth Grace, he will know my name as we are…he wants to marry me, please listen. Please…please…”  I heard the girl pleading and my hand flew to my mouth for the girl was none other than… me.  
 
    I watched as she was being manhandled to the gate by two men and then pushed until she fell through it, landing on the snow-covered street. Then, the second it looked as though she’d got her bearings, I watched as she pushed herself back up and launched her body at the closing gate, hearing it lock just before she could get there. However, her hand shot through the gap and grabbed on to the man, fisting a handful of material to stop him from leaving.  
 
    “Please…please just tell him that I am here…please, that’s all I ask for, as he will see me…he will want to see me!” She pleaded in a desperate tone. The man sneered down at her touching him before he said,  
 
    “Who do you think it was who ordered we get rid of you!?” Then he tore his jacket from her grasp and walked away back up to the house. Meanwhile, I was hearing this the other version of me let go of a heart wrenching sob and broke down to the floor.  
 
    She looked utterly broken.  
 
    She looked as though she hadn’t slept in days and the once prim and proper Victorian middle-class version of myself now looked more to be torn and lost. The lost lamb, Vincent had called her, was now left in nothing but the ruins of her heartbreak. Was this really what Vincent had done to me back in this time? No! Surely not, for I couldn’t believe it! He loved me, even back then, as you could see it in every look he gave me. But then, why would I have been thrown from his house? What could I have done back then to cause such offense as to be thrown to the gutter…to be cruelly cast aside?  
 
    I made a move towards the girl, feeling the overwhelming need to comfort…well, me. But a movement in the corner of my eye made me look to the hooded figure and see them shake their head, telling me not to do it. But instead they nodded back to the sight of me, to continue to watch. So, I did as was silently instructed, and what I saw was near unbelievable.  
 
    My other self was kneeling in front of the gates with her head lowered to the floor. Her hands were held out in front of her and she was gripping onto the gates overhead. When suddenly, they started to shake. I looked all around for the cause as to what could be rattling the gates like that but that’s when it started to hit me… 
 
    She was the cause.   
 
    It was as though something deep inside of her had snapped in her heartbreak and now it was too late, she couldn’t be contained any longer. The gates started to vibrate harder until the force of her power started to make them bend, forcing them back on themselves. This was when I started to notice a strange glow that started to flow out of her in long golden streams as if she was burning up and steam could be seen coming from her overheated pores. Even her hair started to change, turning a bright white before turning to spun gold. And this wasn’t all, as suddenly her clothes started to dissolve, leaving behind her body covered in a shimmering veil that looked as though she had been dipped in Heaven’s holy fountain.  
 
    Then I watched as my other self suddenly looked up at the sky and screamed up to the Heavens making the gates suddenly snap back on their frames with a crash. Her eyes were now a pearl white and appeared long lost to whatever force was taking over her body. Then effortlessly, she raised herself up to her now bare feet and just as I expected to see her walk through the gates, she surprised me yet again.  
 
    For she simply turned and started walking away in the other direction, melting the snow beneath her feet and leaving a trail of scored stone beneath each step she made. I then watched in fascination as she made it about ten feet before she started to change slowly back with each step she took. First her shoes appeared, along with her mundane dress and overcoat. Then her hair lost its heavenly lustre and the second the last of the glow disappeared, taking away any evidence of it ever happening, she fell sideways and collapsed in slow motion.  
 
    “No!” I shouted taking a step forward but stopping when I saw a small party of ladies and gentlemen taking a stroll and seeing her. Thankfully, they rushed to my aid. This was when a rolling white cloud travelled across the sight, as if a higher force was now telling me it was over.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” I admitted with a shake of my head, still looking out to the white fog that hid the world from view. Then I looked back at the destruction I had caused and tried to make sense of any of it.  
 
    “You are not without your power Ari, for it has merely been trapped deep within you and the key to unlocking it lies in your heartbreak.” The voice of a woman told me, and I turned to see a beautiful woman emerge as she pulled back the hood that concealed her face.  
 
    She reminded me of some Egyptian princess without the lashings of gold adorning her skin. It was just that she was so beautiful she instantly made me think of royalty, and exotically so, with her honey coloured skin, glossy hair the colour of dark chocolate and light olive-green eyes that were glittering with hints of warm amber. They were big and framed by long curled lashes. Even her lips were naturally tinted like my own were, but hers looked more rose pink than my red blushed ones. 
 
    “Who are you and what do you mean about heartbreak is the key?” I asked narrowing my eyes at her.  
 
    “My name is Pythia, and I am known in your world as the Oracle,” she told me, now making me frown.  
 
    “An Oracle…you mean you tell the future, right… because what you just showed me looks more like my past?” I asked letting frustration coat my words as I was unable yet to make sense of much.  
 
    “What I showed you was a mere glimpse of many past lives lived through, but this was only one moment of heartache and therefore a single drop in an ocean that had been needed to unlock your true self,” she told me cryptically. 
 
    “But I still don’t understand, if what you say is true, then how come the curse is still…”  
 
    “I do not speak of the curse, Ari, I only speak of what was done to you…not to Vincent.”  
 
    “So, I am right, it is Vincent’s curse and not my own,” I said to myself then looked back to her and asked,  
 
    “But if that is the case, then why is it also happening to me, why is it that I also forget?” Pythia looked sympathetic a moment before telling me the reality I had not thought of.  
 
    “Because he had chosen to fall in love with you over and over again, only to lose you each and every time, as was his punishment.” Hearing this I gasped, hating the idea of Vincent being punished for anything and knowing that it was me that was doing it to him.  
 
    “But why? If that is the case then…then, he would be better off if I just left him… if I just hid myself away and…” my sentence trailed off not only when she started to shake her head, but also as the very idea of what I was saying prevented me from saying more. The pain of even thinking it was too much to bear. For to leave Vincent for good, for an eternity of life? Gods, but I couldn’t even think of it without shaking.    
 
    “The ones who set the curse know of your selfless nature and the deep-rooted love you hold for the Angel. Which is why Vincent isn’t the only one who loses his memory, for if he didn’t, then you would merely live out eternity running from him in hopes he will one day find the happiness you think he deserves,” she told me and for once in my life, things started to make sense.  
 
    “So, falling in love with me is just all part of his curse, you’re saying they just picked me at random?” I asked feeling the pain of that question with every single one of the words spoken to make it. 
 
    “No, for it does not work that way with your kind, as there is a Chosen One for each of the Kings, as well as the ones who serve their Gods well. For each deserve their eternal gifts, however when Vincent simply tried to take the…” Pythia suddenly stopped as if she has said too much and something was preventing her from speaking, for her lips started moving rapidly but no sound made it through. I raced over to her and gripped her arms, asking her in a desperate tone,  
 
    “What, what did you say?” She shook her head, her eyes wide with shock before she simply slumped to the ground. I ended up half catching her in my arms, falling to my knees with her.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked after she finally managed a few deep breaths.  
 
    “I am sorry, I was unsure of how much they would allow me to say so was pressing my luck, I guess. I wish I could say more but if they have prevented such, then it means finding it for yourself is all part of your destiny, for your fate is out of my hands and lies only in yours.” I took a deep breath, letting my shoulders slump and admitting,  
 
    “It feels hopeless, these visions that lead me nowhere, but only end up showing me a past I can never hope to change. And where does it lead me now?” I asked nodding to the broken past that was simply starting to reflect the hopelessness of my future.    
 
    “Don’t be so sure that your visions won’t lead you where you need to go Ari, for the past can be a mistake we must all learn from or it can be a hidden truth we can use to help shape our future…it is merely up to you to choose in which of those choices you put your faith into.” 
 
    “You’re saying there is hope?” She gave me a warm smile and nodded to the gates I had found the power to destroy.  
 
    “There is always power in hope.” After this I thought about her words a moment before I helped her up.  
 
    “Thank you, I think this was what I needed.” I told her thinking now at least I knew more about the reasons why and that to try and find the deeper meaning in my visions, seeing where they may lead me to.  
 
    “You’re welcome, Ari, but in return I also have a favour to ask.” I frowned thinking, oh yeah, here it comes…sacrifice time. She laughed once when she must have seen it written all over my face.  
 
    “Not what you are thinking, although it will no doubt be far from easy.” I was about to ask what it was, when it seemed the vision from this side of the cloud had continued to play out as I could hear voices shouting in shock. I looked to see the men who had escorted me out had now come to see the destruction of the gates, before then going back inside, no doubt to tell their master.  
 
    “I need you to go on a quest,” she said interrupting my thoughts.  
 
    “A quest?” 
 
    “Yes, a quest to the past,” she told me making me laugh,  
 
    “Well, that should be easy seeing as that’s becoming a daily occurrence for me these days,” I said motioning to the scene of Victorian England and down what must have been a posh street.  
 
    “That may be true, but in which I speak is a past of the physical sense and one much further back than this.” This was when I started to frown.  
 
    “You mean to actually go back in time, what is this a remake of Back to the Future?” I asked remembering the movie from when I was a kid…oh wait, no I didn’t because those memories weren’t real, a horrible fact I had to keep reminding myself about. Wow, talk about mind blowing, head twister.   
 
    “You will understand why at the time, as it will not only aid a sister to you, but also your own future. For destiny may already be written, but it still hangs in the balance were not even the Gods know yet which side it may fall. Our job is to try and make it swing the right way.” I frowned trying to make sense of this metaphorical brain teaser.   
 
    “And the right way is?” I asked in the end.  
 
    “That would be far away from the ‘end of the world’ and firmly on the side of ‘us saving it’,” she answered bluntly making me cough and choke on a swallow. Now, all I worried for was my sister and what she had gotten herself into this time? But this was when suddenly an overwhelming feeling hit me and when it did, for some reason tears started to form.  
 
    “Katie is gone, isn’t she?” I asked in a hopeless tone. Pythia gave me a pitying look and nodded her head telling me what I had felt in that moment had been right.  
 
    “Then I truly am alone then?” I asked knowing she would understand, for Katie had been my only connection to the world. The only family I had ever known. Because that vision of me waking up in a field had been the start as I feared. I had no family waiting for me somewhere in the world like I still desperately clung onto the hope of. I really was hundreds of years old and had reached this point no better than when I had first started it. I had no one to call my own. No children, no husband and not even a single friend I was allowed to keep for longer than a decade.   
 
    But just before this hopeless feeling could fully consume me, I felt Pythia’s hand upon my shoulder.  
 
    “No Ari, you were alone, but you are not alone anymore and never will be again thanks to the King’s Electus.”  
 
    “Keira? What do you mean because of…” This was when she started to smile at me as if I had missed something big.  
 
    “The curse effects everyone in Vincent’s life Ari, but that curse was made long before the Electus was even born…she will never forget you Ari, for the cult of Hexad made sure of that by binding you together and using your curse so that she would forget her past life also. But then destiny always finds a way and they weren’t counting on a pair of curious hands and a coin from a cowboy.” Hearing this and my eyes grew wide when letting the strength of her words finally sink in. All this time alone, all these long endless years and now… well, now I never would have to be alone ever again. For I had a sister and not just any sister…an immortal sister. 
 
    So yes, I let her words sink in deep and stay there, if admittedly not understanding the curious hands or thing about a cowboy.   
 
    “You were not only destined to be in her life, but she was more destined to be in yours, for she is your only hope in unlocking the key to breaking the curse,” she told me, and now my mouth dropped open. Keira was the key?!  
 
     “So, what do I need to do?” I asked knowing that if it meant travelling to the ends of the earth for her then I would do it. 
 
    “Well, first you mustn’t speak about what was said between us to anyone, for that could change the path for the Chosen One…” 
 
    “And that would be bad, right?” I asked making Pythia give me an even bigger head nod this time before confirming with one word,  
 
    “Very.”  
 
    “Then what else do I do?” Pythia’s answer this time was the very last I would have ever expected as she winked at me and said, 
 
    “The rest is easy, just get to the wedding on time and don’t forget to faint when also she tells you.” I frowned in confusion but just before I could ask her what she meant, she nodded to the sound of footsteps running, drawing my attention away from her. Meaning the second I glanced back at her again, she was gone.  
 
    “What is the meaning of this!?” The demanding sound of Vincent’s voice drew me back to the vision and the second I saw his handsome face from this time period, I couldn’t help but draw in a shuddered breath. He looked so masterful in his old-fashioned suit that I suddenly understood where my fears grew from when I was known to him as Elizabeth Grace.  
 
    I also noticed now, that one of the men to have joined him was his brother, who in this time looked just as formidable, if not more so with being the darker of the two. He was also slightly taller, with a broader frame and midnight coloured, hard eyes that seemed to look almost cruel in this time period. Making me wonder now if it was finding his Chosen One who had forever cracked that steel interior, if not the granite hard shell that looked impossible to break.   
 
    “The girl mey’ Lord, she…I don’t know how but she…we saw her, she merely touched the gates and they…it was impossible, Sir, but she looked touched by God!” The shaky man told him, and Vincent shot his brother a knowing look. Dominic then turned back to the mortal men and asked in a clipped tone,  
 
    “Did any other see this but the two of you?” He sounded all business and I knew what this was…damage control.  
 
    “No, mey’ lord, t’was just us two, for the street were barren at the time thanks to the fog that swiftly arose,” he replied with a nervous rub of his neck.   
 
    “Aye to be sure it was a ghostly sight,” the other man agreed making Dominic release at least a little of the tension in his shoulders.  
 
    “Very well, Vincent do you want to do the honours, for according to you, I always take it too far,” Dominic said cryptically. Vincent nodded and patted his brother on the shoulder before approaching the men.  
 
    “This girl I asked you to remove, what was her name?” I frowned wondering how he didn’t already know this, which was when things started to finally make sense. As now I knew what must have happened. The reason she looked as though she hadn’t slept in days. The reasons she was pleading with them, saying he would want her if they only told him who she was. It all pointed to only one thing… 
 
    We had finally made love.  
 
    But he had slept since it and…well, I hadn’t.  
 
    “She said it was Elizabeth, Sir, Elizabeth Grace,” the man said who I had grabbed onto through the bars.  
 
    “And she said she knew me?”  
 
    “Yes mey’ Lord, very well if you get my meaning, Sir.” Vincent frowned and then looked back at his brother over his shoulder who was listening to this all with silent concern.  
 
    “What else did she say?” he snapped unable to keep the clear displeasure from his tone.  
 
    “She, well she was talking crazy, Sir, saying you would know who she was, and…and well…” He suddenly looked uncertain and shot a look to his companion for help.  
 
    “Speak it!” he barked the order.  
 
    “She said you were to be married, Sir, but like I said, she was speaking crazy, the second we found her in one of the rooms of yer house mey’ Lord. Acting like she lived there and yer knew of her, which is why we disturbed…” Vincent held up his hand to stop for he obviously knew the rest. No, now he only had one more question to ask.  
 
    “Which room?” The one who had remained silent and with less of an accent was the one to answer him this time.  
 
    “That would be the one next to yours, my Lord.” Upon hearing this Vincent’s lips flattened and then obviously being done with his questioning, he quickly changed his tone. He waved a hand in front of their faces until their eyes glazed over as if in a trance and told them both,   
 
    “You will both forget this day, and all that you have seen. You will forget the name Elizabeth Grace and continue on with your daily duties as usual before you ever encountered the girl…now leave.” The second he told them to leave it was if snapping his fingers as they left without another word. Then I watched nervously as he walked back over to his brother.  
 
    “I take it you do not remember this girl?” Dominic asked him granting himself a raised brow of annoyance from Vincent.   
 
    “You think I would have her thrown to the streets if I did…? No, my men believed her to be an intruder as did I, for I think I would remember taking a mortal to my bed, Dom,” Vincent replied drily.  
 
    “Yes, but no mortal did this, Vince, and now we possibly have a rogue roaming the streets,” his brother replied nodding to the damaged gates that I was currently still stood next to as if a ghost neither of them could see. If only I could reach out to him and tell him. But then I remembered what good would it do, for this was merely a vision of the past, not one of the future.  
 
    However, the more I thought on it the more it became a frightening and possible glimpse into my future, as this was what could happen if we ever took things too far.  
 
    “Not if I find her first,” Vincent said in reply to his brother’s comment about me roaming the streets and sounding confident that he could find me.  
 
    “And when you do, what then?” Dominic asked him, sounding slightly amused and even more so when his brother replied,  
 
    “The fuck if I know, for I am at a loss on this one,” Vincent told him sounding exasperated.  
 
    “Then may I suggest you start by looking in the place you know where she has last been.” Vincent frowned once before his words must have started to make sense, 
 
    “You’re good for some things, Brother!” Vincent said in jest slapping him on the back as he made off running back towards the house…no doubt to go and search the room they had found me in.  
 
    Dominic shouted back,  
 
    “Yes, and beating you in the ring, be one of them!” he replied on a shout before I watched as he stepped up to the gates with a shake of his head. I then watched utterly fascinated as the winter fog rolled in until too thick for passers-by to see. Then, once he was freely able and without witnesses, he started to fix the gates. The second they were whole again he closed them both and the bang of metal made me jump. Then he gazed out to the streets as the fog started to evaporate and the last thing he said was one that tugged on my heart strings… 
 
      
 
    “Where in the world are you hiding, Electus of mine?”   
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    The Height of a Promise 
 
      
 
      
 
    Arianna 
 
    PRESENT DAY… 
 
      
 
    This time when I woke, I knew I was finally back to my own time and wasn’t surprised when I looked down in my hand and found what I had been holding onto. Which meant I also couldn’t help but smile, feeling proud the second I read the words… 
 
      
 
    St Bartholomew's Hospital 
 
      
 
    This is to certify that… 
 
            Elizabeth Grace 
 
      
 
    Entered into the residence at this Hospital on the 23rd day of August 1885 and followed a three year course in both theoretical and practical nursing in which subjects she satisfied the examiners as to her proficiency. 
 
      
 
    Dated, 24th October 1888 
 
      
 
    So, I had done it. I had achieved one of my dreams as Elizabeth had become a fully qualified nurse, which meant somewhere buried deep down… I had become one too.  
 
    I found I couldn’t help the tears I had in my eyes, as for the first time a feeling of pride and joy swept over me like never before. And even though it only lasted a minute or two, it was still to this date, one of the most profound moments in my current life that I remembered.     
 
    But this was when the last of my dream started to seep back in and now all I could say was that at least I had been given the power of knowledge. Something Vincent refused to give me himself. But then again, was I really any better when there was still so much I was keeping from him?  
 
    Well, I may not have been allowed to tell him what the Oracle had said but I could at least finally tell him why we couldn’t take things to the next level sexually. Because the truth was that I was now utterly terrified of living through a repeat of what had happened in the past… and in the end, frightened of merely swapping one set of gates for another to be slammed in my face and for me to cry outside of.  
 
    And it was like Pythia had said, this time it was different, as we had Keira, the only person in Vincent’s world who wouldn’t forget us…even if we did ourselves.  
 
    Okay, so I wasn’t sure how that would happen exactly, what with her having to keep playing matchmaker every time we had to ‘re-meet’ because one of us couldn’t control ourselves. So, I think it was safe to say that yeah, that was going to get old pretty quick for my sister.   
 
    Which was precisely why I needed to put a stop to it happening full stop. Because what did I have to lose by telling him the truth, and by doing so, getting the chance to explain why I stopped things earlier? 
 
    Not for reasons he thought, like I wasn’t ready. Ha, that was joke! As it was like he had said, I had been more than ready and embarrassingly enough, dry humping even came to mind, as I think I had been two rubs away from the term.   
 
    Yes, it was time to be honest. So, with this in mind I carefully folded up my certificate before I got up off the bed. Then I went into the fancy bathroom, that was all muted shades of grey.  The only break in colour being from the massive shower cubicle that was lined on three walls with diagonal subway tiles. It had one of those large rain shower heads above it that I remembered being fascinated with when I first saw one. It was in one of the hotels we stayed at not long after being rescued.    
 
    I managed to clean myself up as much as I could, so that I didn’t look as bad as I had done when falling asleep crying on the bed. But then, one look at my hair and I decided in the end to have a quick shower as brushing through the knots seemed like a hopeless case.  
 
    It was whilst I was in the shower that the most unexpected thing happened and this time it was as far from a vision as you could get. As this time, it turned very real, very fast and it started the second a very tense Vincent burst through the door.  
 
    I screamed in fright as the frame shook from the force of Vincent’s entry, as if he had believed I had been in mortal danger and needed to get to me before it was too late. Now making me wonder what had happened to him for such panic?  
 
    Had he just encountered his own vision? 
 
    He stood in the door frame panting like a wild beast as he first scanned the room. Then, the second he homed in on my naked, wet body, his expression changed in a heartbeat. The lust I saw made his eyes flash a darker shade of blue before the centres started to seep into white, leaving a ring of blue fire surrounding them. I watched frozen at the sight of him as he crushed the door knob he still had in his hand, doing so as if the metal had been tin foil for it crumbled easily under the pressure.  
 
    Then after a more demonic sounding growl, he made his move.  
 
    “AH!” I couldn’t help but scream the second the shower door was ripped off its mountings before it then crashed to the floor. It shattered into un-scattered pieces like one giant puzzle still clinging on to its clear picture. But I didn’t have long to ask him what he was doing, only time to take a step back in the large shower, that the luxury suite was thankfully equipped with.  
 
    Then, without a word, he covered my naked body with his own, soaking his clothes in seconds. The material soon became plastered to his body, creating a second skin. I swear I even moaned in protest when he took the delicious view from me as he pressed himself against my smaller frame. Then he took hold of my face with both hands and just before he kissed me, repeated my own words back to me… 
 
    “About fucking time.”  
 
    And then he really kissed me!  
 
    The second his lips slanted over mine I was lost to him. I opened up and the second his flavour burst across my tongue I arched my body into his and moaned into his mouth. Then he let go of my head and wrapped his arms around me, crushing me to him in a greater hold. I felt nearly consumed by him and finally settled in the only place I truly belonged. For a hundred visions could assault me of this moment being played out over and over, a different street, a different era and essentially a different me and none of it would matter, for Vincent would always lead me back to one place… 
 
    Home in his arms.   
 
    But heartbreakingly, I knew that I had to let go or it would be too late for us. Because, even though we had Keira to bring us back together, I wasn’t ready to let go of the memories we were living for right now, the beautiful ones we created just for the sake of one night together. There had been too many first times and now, well…  
 
    I wanted seconds.  
 
    Now, all I had to do was try and convince my body to listen to my resolve and I might actually be able to do this. But then his hands started to roam down my body and I couldn’t breathe! Those strong large hands of his seemed to be on a journey of self-discovery as he finally had my naked body all to himself and well, let’s just say that he looked far from being done with it.  
 
    I knew this when he stopped kissing me and brought one hand up to tip my chin back so that I was looking up at him. Then, just as his other hand started to skim the backs of his fingers down my belly, he said to me,  
 
    “I can’t wait to make you come apart for me.” Then he dipped his hand further than it had ever gone before and I found myself a lost cause the second he touched my feminine core. I gasped at the feel of him running his fingers up through the dripping folds, only to find that awaiting bundle of nerves at the top. I found my head falling back as I released a long throaty moan, asking whoever was up there not to judge me. I just wanted this one moment without getting burned and what a sobering thought this was for I found my hand grabbing onto the hard bicep trying to stop him…or was I? I couldn’t tell anymore, and neither could he, but just in case he leant down to my neck and whispered,  
 
    “Just let go for me, just once, my sweet girl” I found myself biting my lip just to stop myself from saying no and instead I let go of his arm, giving him what he always craved, My submission… 
 
    But at what price was for him pay to obtain it? 
 
    “Good girl, now open up for me,” he ordered tapping on my inner thigh making me squirm a little before doing as I was told.  
 
    “Good, now hands behind your back, palms flat to the wall,” he told me and I swallowed down the hard lump of lust before slowly doing as he asked, wondering just how far he was going to take it and just how far I was going to allow him?  
 
    “You’re doing well, sweetheart,” he praised, running a knuckle down my cheek and making me want to melt at how good it felt.  
 
    “Now, open this pretty little mouth for me.” he told me making it drop open in surprise and not because he had asked me to and he knew this when he smirked and said,  
 
    “Good enough. Now offer me your tongue,” he demanded making me slam my lips shut and him give me a shake of his head,  
 
    “Tut tut…and you were doing so well….” he mused and this was my only warning before he suddenly grabbed my wrist from behind and yanked me quickly to him, twisting and spinning my body so that I now faced the tiled wall. Then he raised my hands above me and held them there with both hands as he leaned in and told me,  
 
    “Time to play.” Then he slapped my ass hard enough to make me shout out,  
 
    “OWW!” And the bastard just chuckled.  
 
    “That hurt!” I complained, and he grinned by my ear and said,  
 
    “No, sweetheart, that didn’t hurt, but this next one will unless you do as you’re told,” he warned and the second I opened my mouth to speak he reached around and pinched my nipple hard, making me cry out again.  
 
    “You don’t speak until I ask it of you, do you understand?” he told me in a calm, controlled way, making me nod my head.  
 
    “Good girl, you’re learning. Now push out this beautiful ass for me,” he ordered tapping on my heated bottom, making me wonder what he was planning next. He must have sensed my trepidation for he turned my head side on so that he could look at me and just when I thought he was going to punish me, he kissed his way up my neck before speaking over my lips,   
 
    “Trust your body to me, for I vow to take care of it,” he promised, making me unable to stop myself from saying            
 
    “But I thought you said that you couldn’t hurt me?” This was when he gripped my chin so I couldn’t look away from him.  
 
    “Oh, sweet girl, I could never hurt you, as I would surely rather cut out my own heart than commit such a crime,” he told me tenderly before holding me from behind and wrapping his arms around me. Then just as his hand dipped down once more, he added to this statement something that would continue to confuse me for long hours to come.   
 
    “But the pain I choose to grant you, is something else entirely, for when I test your limits, the hurt is something you will learn to enjoy, and I intend to start the fire of addiction within you, one you will soon find that…” He paused, holding himself over my core as if waiting for something. So, I pushed, which as it turned out, was exactly what he had been waiting for.  
 
    “What will I find, Vincent?” I asked on a whisper and one he replied with a demanding snarl of dominance at my neck.    
 
    “You will love being a puppet in my hands!”  Then he plunged his fingers inside me at the same time biting into my neck, making me scream. He sucked me inside, drinking me down like a man starved and my body bowed in his hold, as something inside me was craving to break free, fighting against my skin. 
 
    I was so confused, I needed to break away, but my will was dissolving faster than I could hold onto it. He must have known as I felt his hold on me strengthen, and the one demonic sounding snarl into my bloodied flesh was all it took for him to have my restraint falling… 
 
    “Mine.”       
 
    But with this bold statement of sexual ownership and dominance it only ended up sending me to one place. The darkness of my mind started pulling forth the shadows of my past, present and future and assaulting my fragile heart with images of me broken against a pair of gates.  
 
    Gates I was utterly forbidden to enter…   
 
    It would now forevermore play out in my mind in a boundless loop, ending the same every time in my broken mind. A dusting of snow blanketed the cobbled road under my feet. The old oil lamps barely penetrated the thick fog that surrounded me, but I ran all the same. I knew he was there. He was waiting for me but just as I made it to the gates suddenly they slammed shut. 
 
    I screamed out my frustration and banged a fist against them in my anger. Then I would be thrown backwards and be left to watch as a black demonic plant grew up around them, trying to block out my view. But it wasn’t enough. I got up and ran back, caring little for the pain I inflicted upon myself.  
 
    My hand would make it through to the other side, all cut up and slashed by razor sharp thorns, but I wouldn’t care. I would force my way through, placing my tear stained cheek and pushing it against the cold rusty metal. I would be calling his name, screaming it into the night and begging for the connection. But faceless shadows would hold him back from getting to me. Creatures void of bodies and floating around him like smoke serpents restraining him.  
 
    That outstretched hand of his was so close yet felt a lifetime away from ever reaching me. 
 
    And all the time I asked myself… why? Why were we kept only inches apart yet still so far away? This was when the scene would always change, as now it was a vast expanse of space with smooth rock beneath our skin, for now we were forced to our knees awaiting our punishment, 
 
    With only… 
 
    One of us, just waiting to fall.  
 
      
 
    The second Vincent’s finger dipped inside me once more that was all that was needed for me to shatter around his hand. And I screamed out as I came with such force I would have crumbled had Vincent not had hold of me. I didn’t remember what happened fully but the euphoria of coming by his hand seemed to take to me to a deeper place in my mind…to a place I couldn’t seem to get back from.  
 
    “Ssshh, easy that heart, sweet girl, that’s it, take a breath for me,” he cooed in my ear as he held me in his arms. Then he looked down at me in such a loving way, I couldn’t help but feel the tears start to take hold of my vision.  
 
    “By the Gods, but having you unravelling in my arms is the most beautiful sight I have ever beheld, for I find you utterly captivating,” he told me softly and I melted in to him further just so he wouldn’t see the tears that fell for him. Hoping and praying, that I hadn’t ruined what we had now, by being foolishly selfish for a single moment in time.  
 
    “Hey, come now, what is this? Why are you crying, sweetheart?” he asked as he must have felt my tears on his skin, only I didn’t know how considering we were still in the shower being rained on. But I couldn’t answer him because how could I, for what would I say now?  
 
    Suddenly it felt as though I was suffocating in this small space and it was only when I grabbed for him, did I hear him swear.  
 
    “Fuck… Ari, you’re shaking like a leaf! Hold on to me okay, I’ve got you,” he said as he picked me up with an arm behind my back and one under my legs so that he could carry me from the large shower. He stepped on the cracked door that now lay on the floor and as he strode from the room with purpose, he snagged a towel off the rack as we went past. Then he laid me down on the bed as if I would break if at any point he was too rough and proceeded to wrap me in a towel, rubbing my shaking limbs as if trying to get me warm when I was already burning up.  
 
    I wanted to ask myself what was wrong, but I already knew… 
 
    This was my devastation.  
 
    This was my heart cracking because I knew I had gone too far. I had pushed and pushed and now I was paying the price for when it would all come crashing down around me. And what would I lose, but everything!  
 
    “Gods, Ari! What is wrong? Tell me…fuck, Ari sweetheart, please, you are killing me here,” he pleaded with me as I shook in his hands when finally, the damn burst! 
 
    I threw myself into his arms and cried so hard it felt as though I couldn’t breathe. It felt like my entire body was caving in around my heart just to crush it to death for that was all it deserved. I had forsaken everything, I had forsaken our love and all for what, pleasures of the flesh?!  
 
    “I’m so sorry, so sorry…oh God, please Vincent, please forgive me…I am sorry.” I sobbed in his arms and I felt him tense, as now he knew that something was wrong, and it wasn’t with my body as he thought it was, but something much worse… 
 
    For it was the pain in my heart that could never be fixed. Not unless I could turn back time.  
 
    “Ari?” He said my name in question and I managed to calm enough to stutter out a half broken,  
 
    “Www…we…need to…to talk,” I told him looking up at him and wishing I would just have the strength to remember this beautiful and handsome face no matter what. The way he wiped away my tears with his thumbs. The way he tilted his head slightly as if what he saw was utterly priceless to him and meant more than anything else in the world. But he didn’t know what I had done.  
 
    “Alright, sweetheart, but not here.” I frowned wondering why he didn’t want to speak here.  
 
    “Why not?” At this he smirked and told me,  
 
    “Because, even Angels need to stretch out their wings after a bad day but besides, after the beauty you just gifted me in there, then now I wish to share something beautiful with you in return.”  
 
      
 
    A little time later, I found myself on the rooftop of our hotel now dressed and at the very least, I was no longer shaking. Vincent had also changed, wearing the usual stonewash jeans, but this time adding a sexy navy-blue ribbed sweater to it that clung to his muscular frame almost as well as his wet clothes had. Brown lace up high top boots and a brown belt completed his outfit and I swear I was close to drooling when I had walked out of the bathroom to find him tying his laces with a foot propped up against a chair.  
 
    After I finally got myself under control enough to get into action, I hadn’t even picked any clothes, as Vincent had just handed me a bundle and told me,  
 
    “I wanted to make sure you dressed warm.”  
 
    I had wanted to ask him what he meant but at the time still felt too raw to speak. So, with a nod of my head, I had taken the clothes into the bathroom, after he had first ‘fixed’ the shower door.  
 
    So, by the time I had finished, I had at least managed to dry most of my hair with the hair dryer stylishly attached to the wall, along with moisturise my pale skin hoping to at least zap some life back into it. My eyes looked as though they had been staring too long into the sun as they were red and slightly swollen. But with nothing else to do, as I had no make-up to speak of, I tied my hair back in a high ponytail and got dressed into what Vincent had given me to wear.  
 
    I pulled on the stretchy denim jeans, that now looked like a second skin as they were tighter over my hips than around my narrow waist. They were a dark charcoal shade that matched the light grey knitted sweater with a big baggy roll neck that kept slipping off one shoulder. 
 
    It had me wishing he had added a vest top to my bundle of clothes for me to wear underneath, as you could see my bra straps. And if I bent down, forgetting about it, then he would see a lot more than that as well. Thinking about it, then maybe this was precisely why he hadn’t added one to the pile, as I knew there were some in my bag. 
 
    I had walked out of the bathroom after one more look in the mirror with a shrug of my shoulders, not knowing what Vincent would think. But from the look he gave me once he slowly straightened from tying his shoe, then I would say it wasn’t a bad verdict. Especially not when he motioned me closer with two of his fingers, drawing me in like the puppet he had claimed me to be. 
 
    The second I got close enough to touch he grabbed my hand and pulled me closer to him, placing my hand at his hip, telling me without words to stay where he wanted me.  Then, after running his fingertips gently across my collar bone he continued this journey up my neck and chin so that he could tip my head back. Once my head was back I found him looking down at me with that same heat in his eyes that I no doubt had when drinking in my fill of him.  
 
    “Perfect,” he hummed to himself before he took my hand again and led me to the rooftop. At first, I had seen on the control panel in the elevator that the sign said rooftop bar making me look self-consciously down at myself as I wasn’t exactly dressed for the place. This was when he leant down and said,  
 
    “Don’t worry Ari, as I don’t intend to share you with anyone else tonight,” he said, and my reaction told him far too much for he started laughing.  
 
    “I mean your company sweetheart, for you should know this, I don’t share…ever.”  And with the way he growled this last word, then let’s just say I took him very seriously. 
 
    He then led me to a back staircase once we reached as high as the elevator would take us, so that when he meant to take me to the rooftop, what he actually meant was at the very top where we couldn’t get much higher.  
 
    The night was filled with the vast stretch of the city’s lights, giving a low glow to the busy nightlife below. 
 
    “It’s very pretty,” I said thinking it was sweet that he wanted me to see this, but then he started laughing and I turned around wondering why. This was when I gasped, for now Vincent was stood behind me with his wings out and on display. Not only that but he was glowing with some kind of heavenly power beneath his skin.  
 
    He was truly magnificent. 
 
    “Oh my, you’re…you’re…” I started to stammer again, and he gave me a cocky smile before tilting his head slightly, as if studying me.  
 
    “I’m?” he asked, obviously wanting me to finish that embarrassing sentence. So, I did, no longer caring, just as long as he knew how I felt about him for once. And I started this by slowly walking towards him and tentatively reaching out a hand to his wings. I paused just before I got there to make sure it was okay, as I had never done this before…not in my lifetime anyhow.   
 
    But he gave me an encouraging nod of his head, telling me to continue and the second I did, for once he was the one to suck in a startled breath. I froze the second he did this which ended with him saying through gritted teeth,  
 
    “Continue.”  
 
    “Does it feel…okay?” I asked worried that maybe they were sensitive or something.  
 
    “It feels incredible, Ari,” he told me softly, making me realise what he meant and why his reactions had been mixed. When he said incredible, he had meant it in a sexual way. I knew this the second he closed his eyes and let his head fall back, giving me a quick opportunity to glance down to see for myself. And yep, there it was, my proof he definitely liked having his wings touched. Jeez, but it looked more like a loaded weapon he had stuffed down his jeans.  
 
    His wings rippled beneath every stroke I made and the feel of his feathers on my skin felt like each one was made from silk. They were the most exquisite things my hands had ever touched, which was why I couldn’t help but tell him,  
 
    “You’re so beautiful, Vincent, thank you for showing me this.” His eyes opened as his head dropped and at first, I worried if this hadn’t been the right thing to say, but then he wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me to him. My hands flatted on his chest and slowly they crept up and over his shoulders before I joined my hands behind his neck.   
 
    “My wings weren’t the beauty I wanted to show you, sweetheart.” he said surprising me.  
 
    “They weren’t?” He shook his head to tell me no, unable to keep the smirk from his perfectly formed lips.  
 
    “Then why show them to me? Not that I am complaining,” I added shyly and brushing a shorter piece of my hair back behind my ear, one that never managed to stay back in the hair tie. He gave me a warm smile before it turned into a bad boy grin, one I only knew the meaning of when he told me,  
 
    “I need them to get us there.” 
 
    This was when it finally dawned on me what he meant, confirming as much when he suddenly lifted me into his arms, making me squeal. Then he stepped closer to the edge, making me grabbed onto his neck in a death grip.  
 
    I was just about to protest when the words seemed to get lodged in my throat.  
 
    “Don’t worry baby, this Angel won’t ever let you fall.” And then after that he released his wings to their full wingspan and he simply stepped off the building.  
 
    Unfortunately, though, as I was soon to discover…  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a promise, he couldn’t keep.  
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    Forever Cursed to Fall 
 
      
 
      
 
    Arianna 
 
    PRESENT DAY… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Flying through the night in the arms of an Angel was beyond anything I could ever have imagined it to be. And strangely, it didn’t feel like the first time. No, in fact it felt as if I had done this a hundred times before. And as we soared higher up far past the city, I found myself closing my eyes and just marvelling at the feel of the wind hitting my face as if I had just welcomed back another memory.  
 
    I only opened my eyes when I heard a chuckle, realising I wasn’t on my own like my mind had fooled myself for a time into believing. But the smile he gave me was worth the interruption to my private nirvana. It was one that said he was happy to see I wasn’t crying out in fear. That he was happy that like this in his arms, way up above the world, I felt at home. This was when I knew without a shred of doubt that we had done this before. We had spent moments throughout time finding solace above the clouds with all the troubles we faced long gone and far beneath us.  
 
    I couldn’t even tell you how long we had been flying for, but the second he started to descend I was half tempted to ask him to just keep going and never stop. But then I gathered even Angels must get tired of flying sometimes. So, I remained silent and simply enjoyed the ride as he would tip us slightly to ride the current.  
 
    I then watched utterly fascinated at the sight of his wings and the graceful way they would move. The gentle sweeping motion of them gliding up and down as they caught the air beneath them, had me wondering how I barely felt it being in his arms. You would have thought it would have been a rough ride, but it wasn’t, for if anything it was enough to almost lull me into a peaceful sleep.  
 
    Suddenly, with this thought, the second I started to close my eyes it injected me with enough fear for them to snap back open again, knowing that if I did that, then I could lose everything.  
 
    “Ssshh, it’s okay, we are just landing,” he told me, obviously mistaking my jerk in his arms for something else. I then watched as he turned us slightly to the side and in the distance, I could now see where he was taking me. There, at the very top of the highest point of a cliff, facing out to a huge lake was a lighthouse. I knew now this was where we were heading, and he gripped me tighter readying himself for landing on the black, wrap around balcony that circled the top near the lantern.  
 
    The second he got close enough he folded in his wings and we dropped about ten feet, making me cry out as we free fell until landing with a thud on the metal walkway.  
 
    “What is this place?” I asked the second he let my feet touch the floor after first holding me steady.   
 
    “This is Split Rock Lighthouse on southwest of Silver Bay, on the North Shore of Lake Superior,” he told me looking up at the massive steel lantern we were stood next to and he leaned back against the rails as he told me more of its history.  
 
    “The Lighthouse was built in response to the great loss of ships during the famous Mataafa Storm back in 1905, when 29 ships were lost on the Lake. One of these shipwrecks was the Madeira, which is located just over there, north of the lighthouse,” he told me pointing off in the distance and I looked down feeling slightly queasy, which was weird considering how we had just got here. But then I had to remember Vincent was the one with wings not me and it must have been a sheer drop of over a hundred foot into the crashing waves below. 
 
    “That’s awful,” I said thinking of all those lives lost to those waves and all those heartbroken wives that would never get to see their men coming home.  
 
    “Unfortunately, it often takes a tragedy to prevent another from happening,” Vincent said making me think of our own tragedy and the one potentially looming on the horizon. One we had no way to prevent…not now anyway. 
 
    And it was all because of me.    
 
    I turned away from Vincent’s gaze just so that he couldn’t see the tears that threatened to fall once more, and he mistook this for something else. The light coming from the massive lamp inside was almost blinding, so Vincent shielded my eyes a moment before he cast a hand out behind him, making it dim down enough for us to see each other comfortably.  
 
    “What if there are any boats out there?” I asked being concerned someone could get hurt. He gave me a tender look as if what I had said pleased him and I knew this when he told me,  
 
    “I am not surprised you were a nurse in another life, for your concern for others often takes my breath away…have no fear, sweetheart, for there are no boats out this evening.” I released a sigh of relief, but then this was when his earlier words finally sunk in.  
 
    “Wait, you know about that?!” 
 
    “I also had a vision,” he told me softly after he turned on the railings and was now looking out over the water. And like this he didn’t just look like the Angel he was, but more like a God of the sea overseeing his kingdom.  
 
    “About me being a nurse?” I asked pressing for information. He didn’t answer me but instead pulled something out of his pocket and held it out to me.     
 
    “Here, this belongs to you,” he told me, and I reached out and took the pin from his palm. And the instant I did, everything started to change.  
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    9th November 1888… 
 
      
 
    I held on tight to the now bloodied pin in my hand, the one I had lost and had somehow ended up on the killer’s desk. But then, as I reached out for it, that was when my horrors really began.  
 
    And now here I was, running through the streets of London again, when doing so at any time of night was never a good idea. But even less so with a killer stalking the streets. Well, I guess I didn’t have to worry about that any longer, for that matter had been dealt with. No, now there was only the matter of me and the part I had unknowingly played in its gruesome end. 
 
    For I had been the bait they needed.   
 
    The second I heard this I finally knew why…why he had pretended to…to love me.  
 
    I wanted to hate him! I wanted to cry and run as far away from this wretched place as I could, until finding the solace of green fields and breathing in clean air. But the truth was that there was nowhere I truly belonged, for the one place I had, he had now taken away from me. 
 
    I truly was his lost lamb once more.   
 
    So, I ran, with little to no destination in mind. For I had no money, as he was still yet to pay me my wages. I had asked him about this on numerous occasions, only to receive the same answer each time…  
 
    “I will take care of you and your needs, have no fear of that and think no more on the matter,” he would say and now I knew why. Another form of control, for why would he need to pay someone he always knew wouldn’t last more than the few months it would take to catch his monster. I had been so stupid, as I had asked myself over and over again what a man like Vincent could have ever wanted with me!? 
 
    But then it all started to make perfect sense, for I was without a single person who would miss me once I was gone. I was the most expendable person in London and he couldn’t have picked any better, for I had no family to speak of and very little in the way of friends.  
 
    I should have known the first second I stepped foot in his opulent mansion and asked to see my patient, for it was one he could never provide. I would hear the excuses, he is on his way, he will be here the following day. But then the days turned into weeks and weeks then into months and I was left as nothing more than a nurse without a patient.  
 
    But it was all a ploy. A way for him to seduce me and make me foolishly believe a man like that could fall in love with someone so much lower down the social food chain than himself. And what’s worse, was that I allowed myself to believe it! Oh, I may have put up a fight against it and not made it easy for him, but the inevitable fact remained was that I had fallen in love with him the very night he saved me.  
 
    And what was worse, was that I still, even now… 
 
    Loved him.       
 
    “Stupid Lizzy, so stupid!” I scolded myself the second I thought it safe to slow down and lean against the wall of an old corner pub I didn’t know. In fact, I didn’t even know where I was any longer. But then, if I didn’t know, then did that mean that he didn’t either?  
 
    Because the second he dealt with the monster that had been his true reason for me being brought into his life, he was then left with a loose end, for I now knew what he was.  
 
    For he wasn’t a man. And as I had predicted all along, 
 
    He was an Angel of Death.    
 
    And he had sent his man in search of me, I knew this because the last thing I had heard when hiding behind the window had been his issued command.  
 
    “Go and bring her back to me!”  
 
    “And what then?” The scary one named Lucius had asked in his cold calculating way.  
 
    “I will deal with her… after I have first dealt with this one.” This last and threatening comment had come out in a growl of anger. Anger he now directed at the demon he held in his grasp… the one he had been hunting. 
 
    “Very well, looks like the hunt is far from over then,” Lucius said before leaving the room with a respectful head nod and a farewell promise in response to Vincent’s demand.   
 
    “Don’t fail me, Luc.” 
 
    “When do I ever?” he said with a sadistic grin and a wink. Then he was gone, and I was left to listen to the horrifying sounds of pain seconds after a single issued warning down at the demon,  
 
    “Now it’s time I play.”   
 
    The sound of such a sentence was so chilling I found I had to slap both my hands over my mouth to capture the scream that wanted to erupt, the second it was followed by the sounds of pure agony.  
 
    That’s when I ran. 
 
    And in the end, where did it get me, only into the hands of even more trouble.  
 
    “Hey, well would you look at what we have here then, oh yes, very tasty indeed…show us your tits, love!” A drunken man said, after staggering out of the pub with his two companions. 
 
    “Come on, I want another drink,” one of his friends said, grabbing his torn lapel and trying to get him to go back inside.  
 
    “Well, I want decent pussy, and there ain’t a bitch in there without teeth missin’!” he complained, and I knew this was my chance. I turned around and started walking the other way but the second I heard him shout,  
 
    “Hey, girly where you going?!” This was when I took off running. The second I was grabbed from behind and roughly pushed up against the wall of the pub I realised I hadn’t gotten far at all. The stench of stale ale and a week’s worth of sweat and dirt rose up to my nostrils making me want to gag. I could just make out yellow crooked teeth, greasy hair and dirty hands that grabbed my face and pressed my head to the wall.  
 
    “Well, will you look at this, boys, isn’t she just the jammiest bit of jam you ever did see?” he said, and I knew the saying to be that he thought I was beautiful. Well, I doubted I could have just slipped away with saying, ‘thanks but would you be so kind as to unhand me’.  
 
    “What do say love, gonna give it to me sweet or fight me for it?” he asked on a snigger close to my face, making his two friends chuckle. This was when something snapped within me and I narrowed my eyes at them before I said, 
 
    “Oh, I’ll fight!” Then I don’t know what came over me, but I reared my head back and headbutted him in the face making sure to catch his nose and watched as he stumbled back, now with blood pouring down his nose. Pain exploded at the top of my head from the hit and I knew that I had also cut myself. I stumbled back from the impact but came to my wits enough that when the next man made a grab for me, I kneed him where I knew it hurt.  
 
    He grabbed his genitals, bending to one knee as the pain overwhelmed the function to remain standing and this was my chance as the other man couldn’t get to me for the other two in the way. 
 
    I ran down the street as fast as I could, hearing them getting up to come after me, talking about teaching me a lesson I wouldn’t ever forget. I tried not to think of what was to become of me as I needed to get away from this current danger before then possibly facing another. So, I continued to run, at least gaining distance between us thanks to their new injuries and the fact they were intoxicated. 
 
    But then, just as I was turning a corner, a hand shot out and grabbed me from behind, covering my mouth and pulling me into the shadows. The strong hand covered all of the lower half of my face and I could feel the hard body at my back, breathing steady.  
 
    I instantly knew it wasn’t Vincent. 
 
    It was Lucius.       
 
    This was confirmed when he whispered in my ear,  
 
    “Calm that heart of yours, girl, as lucky for you, I am not your enemy on this night.” Then when he thought it safe to do so, he loosened his hold and shifted me so that my back was to the wall we were hiding behind. Then, with his hand still covering my mouth, he raised a finger to his lips. His steel coloured eyes watched me carefully, issuing me with a silent warning.   
 
    “Ssshh,” he murmured, making me nod my head in understanding. Because, right in that moment, I thought it was better the devil you knew than the devil you didn’t and this man right in front of me now was all devil.   
 
    But right now, the demon in front of me wasn’t the one who wanted to rape and beat me to death, so I knew which side to choose pretty quickly. He must have seen this conclusion pass in my eyes as he soon released my lips. His gaze then snapped to the cut on my forehead and as he removed his hand, he tutted as he retrieved a handkerchief from his jacket. Then he held it gently to my head and nodded for me to take over and hold it there. 
 
    “Where did that bricky cunt go?!” I heard one of the men say, knowing the term bricky to mean brave, something I didn’t exactly feel right now, not when I saw Lucius’ deadly eyes snap to their direction and he said,  
 
    “He will want their blood for this…” I didn’t have to guess who he was talking about. But then, with a slight shrug of his shoulders he said, 
 
    “…Oh well, then it’s a good job I’m hungry.” Then he winked at me before rolling his shoulders and stepping out into the open, facing them as they approached. My mouth dropped as I asked myself did that really just happen.  
 
    “Well, what we got here then?” 
 
    “It ain’t a Mutton Shunter is it?!” One man asked worried they had stumbled across a policeman. 
 
    “Nah, it’s just some Meater!” was one of their replies and if there was one thing I wouldn’t have ever called Vincent’s partner, Lucius, then it was a coward, not considering he had just stepped out to face off three men without a single weapon or man at his back.   
 
    “Why, oh why did it have to be rats for dinner?”  I heard Lucius complain to himself before he then addressed them making me wonder just what the hell that statement meant, along with the one he had said about being hungry!?  
 
    Which made me do something foolish and sneak a look around the corner to see Lucius cracking his neck to the side before motioning them forward with his hand.  
 
    “Oh, would you look at this guy!” One of them said, before running at him and the second he got close Lucius’ hand snatched out so fast my eyes couldn’t track the motion. He had grabbed him by the throat and was now lifting him off his feet and raising him up to his greater height enough to bring his face inches from Lucius’. I then couldn’t help but scream when witnessing the horror that came next. Lucius’ fangs extended down past his bottom lip, before he tilted his head a little to one side, as if amused and said,  
 
    “Yes, have a good look at death, before it eats you!” Then he yanked him to his lips, tearing into his neck in one swift bite before then ripping out a chunk of his throat and then tossing him aside as if he was nothing but a piece of tasteless meat!      
 
    This was when the other two started running and Lucius turned his head to me, with blood soaking his chin and said with eerie calm,  
 
    “I would get running if I were you, pet.” Then he was gone and the only thing I heard after that were the screams of two men as they were caught seconds later.  
 
    Needless to say, I took his advice.  
 
    I started running, and once I had put some distance between me and the gruesome scene, I tried to find some focus just as it started to rain. I raised my hand to my head, realising that in my haste I must have dropped the handkerchief the demon had given me. I took in my area, trying to decide which way I should go and what I should do now.   
 
    I had nothing on me, as all my worldly possessions were still at Vincent’s home. So, with no money and nothing to my name, I decided to make my way to the docks in hopes of maybe sneaking onto a boat, one that would hopefully take me far from here. 
 
    But I soon realised that the far away I was hoping for wasn’t going to find me today.     
 
    I knew this the second I heard something behind me and I looked back down the street I had just run down, seeing a figure slowly stand from where he had one knee to the ground. And the second I saw the shadows of his wings behind him, I knew this was how he had landed. Then, I watched utterly fascinated as he picked something up as he rose fully to his feet. He then brought the item up to his face and that’s when I knew it was the handkerchief I had dropped. I watched him inhale the scent as if confirming what he thought.  
 
    This took me back to that very first night when he told me he could smell my blood, for now it looked as if he knew its scent, as the second he recognised it, I watched as he crushed it in his fist before he roared out his anger. This was when I ran for more than my life, but also for whatever sanity I had left, before he took both those things from me.  
 
    Then, just as the Heavens really opened up and rain started to pour down, I skidded once as I rounded a corner, righting myself just in time. Then with one last push I ran faster, seeing a place I could hide as a broken door hung on one hinge to an abandoned building. 
 
    But I never got there.  
 
    This was because one second my feet were on the ground and then in the next second they weren’t. I screamed as I was suddenly plucked from the earth and watched as the place I had once been stood became smaller the higher I got. Then everything stopped the second I reached the same height of the building I was stood next to. 
 
    Then my face was taken by a pair of large hands and I was too far gone in my shock to say anything when he tipped my head to look at my injury.  
 
    “You’re hurt,” Vincent said tenderly, and I hissed when he ran the pad of his thumb over it. The second I made the sound of pain his gaze hardened, and anger flashed once in his eyes like blue flames erupting behind them.  
 
    “He’d better have made them pay for this!” Vincent snapped once and before I could say anything in response, he swung me up into his arms and launched himself off the building and into the stormy night.  
 
    “AH!” I screamed in fear and I grabbed onto his neck as it was either that or fear of falling to my death. The man had already broken my heart, so why not let him break the rest, rather than just let some dirty street of the city do it for him.  
 
    I had no idea where he was taking me as I had no choice but to bury my head in his shoulder as rain pelted against my skin. It was only when I felt a few steps being taken that I realised we had landed a short time later.   
 
    “It’s alright, you’re safe,” he told me gently and I wanted to ask if he was right of mind, for surely not if he expected me to believe that! Which was why, the second he put me down, I wrenched myself away from him.  
 
    “Careful!” he shouted as I realised where I was. We were on the rooftop of his home and I looked down either side of the sloping roof to the drop far below. We were both stood on a narrow flat walkway in the centre, with a small row of spikes framing the small pathway to the chimney pots. I spun round, getting my bearings before facing him again.  
 
    “Why did you bring me back here!?” I demanded, making him frown back at me.  
 
    “Why do you think?!” he snapped back, clearly angry at my reaction to him.  
 
    “I don’t know, for leaving me to the streets would have rid you the trouble of dealing with me!” I threw back at him.   
 
    “What?!” he barked that one word as if he couldn’t believe what he had just heard.  
 
    “And what the fuck is that supposed to mean?!” he asked once he shook his head as if this would help in collecting his thoughts.  
 
    “I…I…think you know what it means,” I said more fearfully this time, now taking into account my situation and all I needed was a simple push and there was no coming back from that fall, no matter how much my body tried to heal itself.  
 
    “Well, I think you will find it means something entirely different to those that are my intentions,” he told me sternly.  
 
    “Which are?” I asked as I shivered in the rain.  
 
    “Well, to begin with, to get you out of the fucking storm and inside where I may take care of you,” he said snapping something within me.  
 
    “Ah yes and I know your version of taking care of someone, for I heard what you said to your friend, how you would take care of me…like you…did to that…” I couldn’t finish it as now he looked so beyond hurt and angry I found my words failing me.  
 
    “You believe I wish to hurt you?!” he asked incredulously as if he had such a hard time believing such a thing had come from me. I swallowed hard wondering now why I was feeling guilty for thinking such things. But then again, here I was, on this rooftop in the rain and with an Angel I had seen do unspeakable things to another being.  
 
    “What other reason would there be for my being here now?” I asked making him frown and the second he took a step towards me I took a step back, now getting closer to the end.  
 
    “Careful.” he warned in a dark tone.  
 
    “Answer me.” I demanded straightening my back and with it my resolve.  
 
    “You are here because it is where you belong,” he told me as if he truly believed this.  
 
    “But why? Why would you possibly think this?!” I asked shaking my head as if it was impossible to believe such a thing.  
 
    “And why wouldn’t I? From the first moment I met you I knew you to be mine,” he said shocking me.  
 
    “I belong to no man, for not even the Gods will have me!” I admitted as now the tears started to fall, merging with the rain. I hated how vulnerable I looked as I now spoke of my fears for the first time and letting him in where he didn’t deserve it.    
 
    “Oh, my dear girl, is that what you think?” he asked this time in a tender way that only ended up messing with my mind further.  
 
    “I belong to no one,” I repeated again, this time more firmly and he lost that tender tone when he almost growled,  
 
    “You know that isn’t true, for you belong to me.”  
 
    “No!” I argued making him argue right back,  
 
    “Yes, you do, and you know it…it’s why you’re running scared,” he challenged making me laugh once without humour.  
 
    “Of course, I am scared! I ran because you terrify me!”  
 
    “You’re not scared of me Elizabeth, you’re scared of yourself…you’re scared of falling,” he said making me tear my face from his knowing he was right. But little did he know I had already fallen, he just hadn’t caught me yet.  
 
    “You can’t want me…it cannot be,” I said softly, looking off to the wet tiles now running with water from the heavy downpour.  
 
    “Why would you think this?”  
 
    “Because look at me, Vincent! I have nothing…absolutely nothing to offer you. You could have anyone your heart desires! You have your pick of all the beauty the world has to offer and in doing so doubling your fortune…” At this he actually laughed and the second my features twisted in pain because of it, he told me, 
 
    “I am not in need of more money, Sweetheart.”  
 
    “That’s a lie for every man wishes to have more, it is the way of the world,” I told him.  
 
    “That maybe so but it not the way of my world and neither is it the way of yours, for you know I am not like every other man you see,” he said making his point when his wings behind him bristled in the rain.  
 
    “That being said, I am still without family connections, but then again, maybe that is why you picked me.” Once more Vincent’s demeanour changed to one of wariness once more and definitely on guard.  
 
    “I think you’d better explain that to me and be warned, my girl, for I am in no mood to hear what I fear it is you wish to say…for if it is, then I foresee only one way for me to change your mind,” he told me in warning and I didn’t ask him what he meant by that. No, instead I told him what he asked me not to.  
 
    “I don’t know, maybe you needed my knowledge of…” I paused before saying it, as to me it sounded ridiculous, but what other reason could there be, for I could only think of two and that last was by far the worst.  
 
    “Of?” he prompted.     
 
    “…the best ways to dispose of a body.” At this he laughed at me making me clench my fists.  
 
    “Trust me, my dear, if I wanted to rid myself of a body slain by my hand, then I wouldn’t need a woman’s help to do so,” he replied in a cocky manner, making me wonder just who I had really fallen for, seeing that he could speak to me so at ease in referring to men he had killed.  
 
    “Then my only reasoning left is the worst of all,” I replied wondering if I was really going to say it.  
 
    “That being?” he enquired, and it was as if he knew it too for he crossed his arms over his chest as if preparing himself for the final blow.   
 
    “It was like he said to me before you arrived,” I said referring to the killer.  
 
    “Which was?” I swallowed hard and decided to seal my fate.  
 
    “That you needed the bait.”  
 
    Upon hearing this he visibly flinched back a little as if he had been struck and by my hand. He seemed utterly struck dumb for he simply stared at me for a whole minute before he could even find breath, let alone the words that would follow but follow they did.  
 
    And this time, it was his turn to strike. 
 
    “It seems as though my only crime was to fall in love with a girl who sees me as nothing more than the monster I killed to save her life,” he said, this time making me catch my breath as a sob tore from me. I covered my mouth and shook my head, telling myself he couldn’t love me…he just couldn’t…could he? 
 
    I took a step back and then another as he too continued coming towards me.  
 
    “BE CARFUL!” he shouted.  
 
    “Stop!” I shouted back, holding out my hand as now I was on the very edge and he looked down at my feet, checking I was still stable on them before he demanded,  
 
    “Give me your hand.” I shook my head as I cried.  
 
    “Come, let’s get you inside and we can speak more about this, just give me your hand and I will…” 
 
    “NO! Just tell me!” I shouted making him frown as he watched my every move.  
 
    “I will tell you anything should you just give me your hand,” he said, and I knew for the first time I had the power to know the answer I had been searching for all this time. So, before I could give that up, I demanded,  
 
    “Tell me what I am, Vincent.” 
 
    “I will if you just…give me your hand, girl!” he shouted suddenly, annoyed when missing my hand as he tried to reach out for me, making me take my very last step back. 
 
    “Alright! Alright please, just be careful, for I may have wings but from this height then it is uncertain I could make it to you in time.” I looked back over my shoulder a moment down at the ground thinking about what he said and wondering if he needed enough distance to gain the speed? Was this why he was so worried, because for once, he didn’t know whether he could save me or not.  
 
    “Tell me, Vincent…tell me what I am?” I asked this time in a small voice that could scarcely be heard over the sound of rain pelting down on the rooftop all around us.  
 
    I watched as he released a heavy sigh and with it, the drop of his shoulder as he made his decision.                    
 
    “You’re one of the Fallen and I…” he reached out his hand as I reached out mine as now I knew what he had given me, I was prepared to come inside to hear him explain… but then he continued, and I had my eternal answer… 
 
    Just not the way I ever wanted to hear it… 
 
    This was when my heart shattered and the second it did I closed my fingers so that he was just an inch too far from me as I started to fall backwards. The second he whispered those tortured words back at me I knew all hope was lost, I did the only thing I could do. 
 
    I let him go forever and said goodbye, the only way I knew how.   
 
    “NO!” he roared as I started to fall from the roof and down to my death, finally… 
 
      
 
    Breaking his curse.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Present Day… 
 
      
 
    I suddenly reached out as if I was falling and was caught by Vincent. It took me a moment to realise where I was and the instant I did I tore myself from Vincent’s arms.  
 
    “Ari?” 
 
    He said my name in question but with the vision still ringing in my mind, I knew that there was only one thing left to say.  
 
    “You didn’t tell me…why didn’t you tell me, Vincent?” 
 
    “Ari, I don’t know what…” 
 
    “Tell me what I am!” I suddenly shouted at him, yanking myself from his reach as he tried to grab me. He looked utterly shocked until it must have clicked in him.  
 
    “You had another vision.” 
 
    “TELL ME!” This time I roared my demand at him because now I knew that this was what he had been keeping from me all this time. For he had known the moment he first saw me what I was. What I have always been. And now those painful words he had spoken to me that night on the roof, well, I couldn’t get them out of my mind. But I needed to hear him say it. I needed to play it back in this time or he would never be free.  
 
    He took a deep breath after looking torn on what to do for a moment before finally coming to a decision and this time, he finally picked the right one.  
 
    “You’re one of the Fallen, Ari,” he said and the second the words were out of his lips I closed my eyes as I knew now what must be done.  
 
    The only way to free us both.  
 
    “Finish off that sentence, Vincent,” I told him gripping on to the railings behind me, readying myself for the end.  
 
    “Ari, I don’t know what your…” 
 
    “Finish it…please,” I begged, but once again he didn’t know what I meant, so in the end…I did it for him. Now repeating those painful words I’d heard him whisper to me on that rooftop. 
 
    A rooftop death in the rain where only heartache was to find me. 
 
    And now, my death would be his only saviour… 
 
    “You told me that night, you said…” I paused long enough to turn and face the water, shimmering under the moonlight.  
 
    “…For you are cursed to forever love an Angel without wings.” 
 
    Then like she did that night…  
 
    I let myself fall to break the curse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    To be continued… 
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