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      “Let’s go, Charlie!” Bethany Phillips hollered up the stairs, “We’re gonna miss our flight!”

      “I’m comin’, I’m comin’!” her eighteen-year-old son called back at her, “I gotta get all my stuff.”

      “Relax, Beth,” her husband soothed. “We got plenty o’ time. It’s our last vacation with him under our roof, so le’s enjoy it, ok?”

      “Sure, John,” she grimaced, “As soon as we land in Miami, I’ll start enjoyin’ it.” Fidgeting, she turned her back on the man, aware that they never saw eye to eye these days.

      Shaking his head, the older man helped his son haul his suitcases out to the awaiting van. Giving the boy a pleading glance, he yearned for peace between the pair; I hope she knows how important this is to me. My last summer to spend with my son before he really becomes a man.

      “I don’ know why we have to take a whole two weeks of vacation, anyways,” Charlie complained while he strapped himself in. “Yeah, I’m goin’ t’ college, but I’m gonna be in Austin, for Christ’s sakes! It’s only a couple o’ hours from here.”

      “That’s not the point,” his mother explained for the umpteenth time. “The point is, nothin’ll be the same after you leave. An’ we wanna enjoy you bein’ our little man, just one more time. So, humor me, ‘k?”

      Exhaling loudly through his nostrils, Charles Phillips stared out the window. Watching the east Texas terrain flying by, he could see his brown waves reflected in the glass. Reaching up to tap them, his mahogany orbs drooped at all that he would miss with his friends.

      Pulling out his cellphone, he checked in on Facebook, looking over a few of their posts, and what was going on in his world. Heaving another heavy sigh, he shoved the device back in his pocket to glare at the scenery again. Before long they would be in San Antonio, and boarding their flight, off to the summer cottage that would house them for their two week stay in Florida.

      In reality, the bungalow belonged to his aunt Belinda; mom’s twin sister, he recalled. But, she had insisted on their taking it for the trip, knowing how badly they wanted to go. Fine, he pouted, hunkering down in his seat a little further. I guess I can play along. But if they think I’ll ever go on another stupid trip with them after this, they can dream on!

      Unloading in front of the entrance, his father placed the bags on the curb and instructed them to wait while he parked the vehicle. Standing in the warm Texas heat, Charlie noticed a tall blonde in a straw hat observing him coyly from the corner of her eye. Breaking into a wide grin, he gave the girl a nod, which only earned him the faintest of smiles. Damn, she’s pretty, he observed her pale blue eyes and creamy porcelain skin, before his mother interrupted his train of thought.

      “Grab th’ bags son; we need to hustle if we’re gonna make it,” she implored, continuing on in a cascade of instructions and complaints.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he did his best to comply. Lifting one pack onto his shoulder and rolling the other, Charlie trailed along behind, trying to keep up while scanning the crowd. Man, that sucks; catch sight of just the kind o’ girl I’d like to meet, when I have no chance of it happening.
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            Fine as Silk

          

        

      

    

    
      “Earth to Charlie!” Clarisse called again, waving her hand in front of the young man’s face. “Hello! Anybody home?”

      “What?” his brown eyes blinked rapidly against the glare. Noticing the crowd pushing and milling around them, he took a step back, staring at the fair-haired girl working to garner his attention, “Who are you?”

      “Who am I?” she stammered, her crystal blue orbs displaying genuine anguish. “I’m Clarisse,” she stamped her foot slightly, pulling her hands to her hips in the form of fists. “We met this morning? You can’t have forgotten.”

      He stared at the blond whiffs of hair, noting they were as fine as silk, floating slightly in the gentle breeze. Pretending recognition, he agreed, “Oh, yeah. So what’re we gonna do next?” He posed the query, hoping it would come off as appropriate; I have no clue who this girl is!

      Giving him a slow smile, she nodded, “This way.” Catching his hand, she entwined their fingers, swinging them whimsically while leading him down the walk.

      Stealing a sideways glance at the corner, Charlie observed that she wore white shorts, with a white tank top. Most of her flesh exposed, he could see she probably did not dress so scantily under normal conditions, and her skin would qualify as ghost white.

      Her cotton-blond locks were long and straight, parted in the middle of her forehead, and hanging almost to the hem of her shorts. Matching his six foot frame within an inch or two, she appeared tall and lanky. The sun surrounding her, the paleness of her being almost gave her an ethereal glow in the bright light.

      “So, finish telling me about your school,” she cajoled playfully when they entered a small cafe and scooted into matching tan seats, facing one another.

      “My school,” he faltered, unsure which school she referred to, or what he might have already said. “There really isn’t much else to tell. Why don’t you tell me about yours,” he tried to weasel his way out. He pulled a menu out of the holder next to the window and gave it a frown, “Nothing looks good.”

      “It’s ok, we don’t have to eat yet. It was only a suggestion,” she smiled at him, her lips perfectly turned, stunningly beautiful.

      “Ok,” he nodded, “We can try again later.” Standing, they made their way outside, where they moved slowly, his nerves beginning to relax after the initial shock. Noticing she studied him intently, he grinned sheepishly, “So, care to tell me about yourself?”

      “I’m from Maine,” she supplied with a small grin, “Originally,” her tongue flitted across her lips in a quick circle, “But lately I’m all over. I never stay in one place for very long.” She produced a pair of sunglasses, almost clear with a soft blue tint, and dropped them onto her face casually.

      “You already finished school then?”

      “Something like that,” she looked away, appearing slightly nervous. “Oh, I have to take this,” she exclaimed, opening her hand where a small cellphone in a white case appeared. Sliding her finger over the screen, she glared at it for a long moment, making choices of what looked to be icons, followed by a brief video. Closing her hand a moment later, the device disappeared.

      “Everything ok?” he smiled, having noticed the strain flitter across her features.

      “All fine,” she smiled brightly again. “Many people depend on me, Charlie. It’s my job, I guess you could say.”

      “The one that means you travel,” he casually dropped his gaze to her perfect little rear end when she turned to look for the bus. Where’s the phone? He observed her pockets were empty, her outfit too tight against her slender frame for hiding places. “So what is it that you do, exactly?” he asked, sinking into his seat on the massive transport a moment later.

      “I’m a consultant of sorts,” she flicked her hair and dusted imaginary dirt off of her pristine clothing. “I help people avoid unpleasant or harmful situations.”

      “Oh, that sounds really cool!” he grinned, taking in the front side of her, not locating the rectangle that would indicate her hidden apparatus.

      Bumping along in silence for several minutes, he only felt mildly curious where she was taking him. Somehow, being in her presence, he didn’t feel concerned about anything else. Not rushed, or irritated in any way, almost as if nothing else mattered. “So, how do you get your clients?”

      “Oh,” she paused, her soft grey orbs appearing distant, the glasses no longer covering them, “They sometimes come to me. Others, my boss messages me to take them on. And of course, I do what I can, either way.” Adjusting herself to sit up straighter, her voice dropped almost to a whisper, “Do you believe in magic, Charlie?”

      “Magic?” he scoffed, “That depends. Are you talking about in books or movies, or regular stuff?”

      “Well, regular stuff I guess.”

      “Then no, I don’t believe in magic. There’s no realistic basis for it.”

      She giggled loudly, “What if I could make you believe, Charlie?”

      He stared at her with wide brown eyes, his mouth suddenly dry, “How’re you gonna do that?” he demanded almost angrily; what in the hell is going on with this girl?

      “Relax, Charlie, I’m not going to hurt you! I only want to let you in… on my secret,” her face turned down, she cut her eyes up at him.

      Returning his gaze to the front of the bus, he stretched his neck until it cracked quietly. Great, I meet a pretty girl I’d like to know better, and BAM… she’s loony-toons. First, she claimed to know him, when he had never seen her before in his life. Wait. I have seen her before! Stealing a look out of the corner of his eye, he finally recognized her. She was at the airport before we left Texas. He was sure of it.

      Rubbing the outside of his lips with anxious fingers, he glanced to the left, at the people next to him, who seemed oblivious to the couple’s presence. And now she wants to prove to me that magic exists. Feeling as if he should be somewhere else; like his mother or father would be looking for him, he sighed deeply. “I think I need to get back to my parents.”

      “Your parents are fine, Charlie. They know where you are, remember?” She smiled sweetly, “It will only take a few hours, I promise. Let me prove it to you, so you can believe, and then you can return to your family, if you wish.”

      No, I don’t remember, he challenged her silently, raking his jaw side to side. Meeting her gaze, he stared into the crystal blue orbs, feeling himself being drawn in. “Ok, Clarisse,” he bobbed his head lightly. “Of course, this should be interesting to see. I’m pretty confident, here, an’ I doubt you’re gonna change that.”

      The girl grinned, returning her glasses to her face and staring straight ahead as they bumped along on the cushioned seats.
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            Rules of Magic

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing when the bus came to a halt, Clarisse showed him her perfect white teeth, “That wasn’t so hard.” She guided him off with a soft touch on his elbow, and led him towards the sidewalk and onto a beach. “The first thing we need to go over are the rules of magic. There are only a few, but they are very important.”

      The young man grinned from ear to ear, as if he were already on to her game, “Rules, huh,” he rubbed his palms together eagerly, “I can’t wait to hear this.”

      “The first rule,” she remained calm, “Is that only those who are chosen can see it, even if they experience it. If they’re not part of the chosen, they ignore it.”

      “So everyone has magic in their life, they just don’t know it.”

      “Absolutely,” she nodded, her hair blowing gently in the breeze, “There is magic all around us. It comes from another dimension, one that living people cannot see.” Turning, she slipped off her shoes and took a seat on the soft, warm earth beneath them.

      “And why don’t they see it?” he inquired, dropping onto the ground next to her, noticing that her naked toes curled into the sand. Removing his shoes to join her, he sat with bare feet pressed into the warm grains as well.

      “Because it’s against the rules,” she appeared wistful for a moment, “The universe has its divisions; its laws of physics if you will. Man struggles to understand them, and sometimes even to break them. But they are unbreakable, Charlie. They must be followed, and we can do no other.”

      “Ok, the first rule is, magic is only for the chosen. What’s the next rule?”

      “The next is, magic only works on non-living objects,” she curled her legs and wrapped her arms around them tightly, resting her head across the little flat space formed by the tops of her knees.

      “So you can’t do magic on me?” he continued to feel amused.

      “No, not on living things,” her head popped up, and she leapt to her feet, “I’m sorry, I have to take this again.” Opening her hand, her small white device lay in it once more, and she peered at it intently.

      Rising slowly next to her, he felt certain it had appeared out of thin air. Keeping his eyes fixed on the glowing screen, he could see her viewing some sort of video. When she had finished, she curled her fingers and the item vanished; oh my God. “Where did your phone go?”

      “Not now, we have to leave.” She held out an extended appendage, “Take my hand, Charlie. I can’t take you with me if you don’t choose to go.”

      He stared at her slender fingers, her perfectly manicured nails slightly longer than what he preferred. Pursing his lips, he returned his gaze to hers, considering what he had gleaned so far.

      “Please, Charlie, we must hurry!” she shook the digits at him, smiling slightly to encourage him.

      With slow reluctance, he grasped her hand, only for a moment aware of the warmth. An instant later, they were standing outside of a building. The air felt cooler, with a dense fog or mist pressing in from all sides. Looking around, he could see the lot filled with rows of matching vehicles, only varying in the color. Recognizing it as a car dealership, “Holy shit!” he gasped, “How’d we get here?”

      Remembering his shoes were still sitting on the beach, he glanced down at his should-have-been bare feet, once again covered by his canvas sneakers. His mouth gaping, he began to tremble, “What’s happening to me?”

      “You’re fine, Charlie. Let me work for a moment, and then I will explain everything.”

      A woman and her son exited the building, chattering merrily. “I don’t get it,” the short brunette spoke to the boy, waving her ring of keys at him. “It wasn’t working and we had to use the key, but now that we’re here, it’s fine.”

      “Sounds like magic,” the boy teased with a giggle.

      “Right,” she joined in with a soft laugh, “Our guardian angel is looking out for us again.”

      Slipping into the vehicle, the pair rolled away, off to finish their errands and continue their day.

      His brow furrowed deeply, Charlie demanded loudly, “Ok, so what was that all about?”

      Shaking her head ever so slightly, Clarisse cut her eyes over at him, then ran her hand down his arm, “They are some of my clients; or charges we sometimes call them. I’m their Guardian Angel, Charlie. It’s my job to look after them.”

      Glaring at her, he stammered, “You really expect me t’ believe that?”

      “No,” she confessed, “Not yet. So let me explain. It really is my job to look out for certain people.” Opening her left hand towards him, her phone-like device appeared. “This is my Seeker.”

      Blinking at the dark screen, he knew there had to be a trick to it. Things don’t just appear out of thin air. However, that is what he saw, as best he could describe it. She brought her hand up, and it was empty; she opened her palm flat, and it was just… there. Lifting his eyes from the device to meet hers, he waited for her to go on.

      “A Seeker is a communicator, if you will. I know it looks like a cellphone to you, but it is much more than that. This is how I see what is happening with my clients, wherever they are. It is also how I get instructions from the great ones.”

      “The great ones,” he huffed, “You mean God?”

      “No, Charlie. You are outside the world of men, now. You must learn to see the bigger picture. There are two great ones in our world, two deities. They are a set of twins, a male and a female, who have been here for many thousands of years.”

      He nodded, still staring at the flat screen, “So they send you orders on here, and you go save people,” he pulled his hands to his hips. “But they looked fine, so I don’ get it.”

      “Of course they were fine,” she smiled at his linear train of thought, aware it would take time for him to adjust. “I altered their future. Earlier today, I was messaged by Destiny that the pair needed an alteration. I sabotaged her key fob so that her car would not unlock with the remote, and they had to use the hidden key to get inside. She is a sensible young woman, and made the stop here at the dealership, to have it looked at. But there is nothing wrong with it, and the mechanic sent them on their way.”

      “I don’ see how sending them on a wild goose chase is helping them,” he frowned, sounding cross.

      “Oh, Charlie,” her laughter tinkled lightly, “Take my hand, love.” She made the offer, and he reluctantly obliged.
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            Destiny and Fate

          

        

      

    

    
      An instant later, the couple sat at an outdoor cafe, a selection of food before them. Only mildly surprised this time by the sudden shift in scenery, Charlie wrinkled his nose at the spread. “I’m still not hungry,” he muttered. “An’ you didn’t explain why you made her key not work. Only, she was driving the car t’ get there, so obviously it did work.”

      “Yes it did,” Clarisse agreed, “I simply prevented the door from opening. I didn’t want to strand them; only to give them a nudge.” Leaning forward, she folded her hands under her chin, her elbows on the table, “You saw the fog, right?”

      “Yeah, what about it?”

      “In the bad weather, an accident lay in their future. But Fate had not put it there, so Destiny allowed me to change it. To alter their path, so they could avoid it.” She stared patiently, waiting for him to process the concept, then continued. “What Fate has deemed cannot be avoided, Charlie.”

      “Destiny and Fate,” he squirmed, “Those are the twins?”

      “Yes, those are our guiding spirits,” she confirmed.

      “You said ‘our,’ so that means there are more of you… Guardian Angels.”

      “Yes,” she went on, “There are quite a few of us in this world. Those who have been chosen to live on this side of the plane, to guide and protect the future of men; whatever that future might be.”

      He looked away for a long moment, his gaze falling on the people around them, going about their busy lives and taking no notice of the couple seated at the table. “Where are we?” he demanded, aware that they were not in Florida, best he could tell.

      “New York,” she offered quietly. “I like this place. I find it restful, and come here often when I’m not busy tending to my clients.”

      Continuing to watch the crowd, the young man sneered, “You’re crazy, you know that?”

      Clarisse blinked her long lashes at the young man, allowing him to work his way through what he had learned. Sensing a new message, she opened her hand to peer at her indicator. Touching the icon, she viewed one of her favorite clients, her eyes growing misty for a moment. Closing her hand, she straightened her features, “I’m not crazy. I am as real as you are, and I have a very important job to do. There are dark forces in this world, and I am the hand that sees to it they are kept at bay.”

      “You’re sayin’ there’s things out to get us,” he quipped, finding her story amusing.

      “Yes, Dark Angels are always about, pushing destruction and ruin wherever they can.”

      “So that makes you, what, a Light Angel?” he laughed out loud, mocking her with his tone.

      “Yes, I’m a Light Angel, Charlie. Sometimes called a Summer Angel; I draw energy from the warmth of the sunlight.”

      “And you use it on non-living objects to change the destiny of people,” he chuckled again, his disbelief obvious. Pinching his arm, his laughter continued; I’m gonna wake up any minute.

      Staring at him, she could tell he wasn’t buying her story, and she would have to go deeper if she were to win him over. Reaching across the flat surface, she offered him her palm. Watching his eyes glare at her extension, she prodded, “Don’t be afraid, Charlie.”

      Swallowing hard, the sandy haired male raised his brown eyes to glare at her soft blue orbs, “What if I don’ wanna see any more?”

      “We don’t have a choice,” she whispered. “Just a little more, hun, and I promise; I’ll take you back to your parents.”

      Lifting his hand, he caught the edge of the table, giving it a squeeze. Sliding his fingers across the glass top, they trembled slightly when he reached her. The moment his flesh touched hers, the chairs were left empty in the small gathering, no one around them taking note.
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            The Dark Side

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlie felt chilled, a dark alley surrounding him. Blinking a few times, he could make out the graffiti covered walls that lined the narrow passage. To his left stood a large dumpster, filled with smelly garbage, some of which had fallen onto the ground and polluted the air. Coughing at the foul mixture, he leaned against the wall, trying to catch his breath.

      “Where the hell are we now?” he demanded, more unhappy with their journey at every stop.

      “We’re still in New York,” she supplied in a quiet voice. “Visiting one of my oldest charges,” she continued softly, “One I have tried so many times to help.”

      Following her gaze, he could make out a row of cardboard boxes leaning against a wall. The air was cooler in the shadow of the tall buildings, and he emitted a small shiver when he noticed the sound of rustling paper coming from inside the structure. “Is someone in there?” he gasped. He had heard of street people, but had never seen a homeless person beyond those who begged on corners back in Texas.

      “Yes,” she agreed softly, “He’s in there.”

      “So, why don’t you use your magic and build him a place to live?” the boy scoffed more loudly, before realizing they might be heard. Inching closer to the makeshift sanctuary, his voice took on a lower disgusted tone, “What kind of Guardian Angel are you, if you let this happen to him?”

      Clarisse could hear the accusation, aware that he did not understand. “I cannot make the choices for him, Charlie. I can provide the path or the means, but in the end, it is up to the client to follow them. The woman you saw earlier; she had to choose to make the stop. That is what altered the future for them, and avoided the accident. She could have chosen to continue on, and I would have been powerless to stop it.”

      “So it is with this man,” her extended palm indicated her subject, “Many times, I have lain obstacles in his path. Tangents that could have led him to a better place. He chose to sidestep them. The choices we make dictate the lives we lead, Charlie,” her face grew drawn, and he could see the sadness pressing down upon her.

      “You’re saying he wants t’ live like this?” he glared at her incredulously.

      “Not in so many words,” she whispered, “I’m only saying, he chose not to take a different path. This is where we are, and this is how it is.” Her face shifted, fear taking the place of sadness, “Oh, no!”

      “What?” he bit angrily, “Another client you have failed t’ protect?”

      “No, Charlie,” she opened her palm, staring at her small white communicator, “It’s time. Come away, precious,” she stepped forward, and he noticed that her wardrobe had changed, and a long white gown flowed about her. Grasping his arm, she guided him away from the box, their backs to it.

      Hearing a commotion behind them, the young man paused. Turning to look over his shoulder, she gripped him tighter, preventing him from doing so. He could hear the cries for help and frowned into her horror-stricken features.

      “Don’t look, Charlie!” she implored in a raspy voice.

      “What’s happening?” his eyes wide as saucers, he panted, hearing the sound of the cardboard shelter being ripped away and blows being laid upon its occupant.

      “Fate will claim him,” she confessed, a tear spilling over and moistening her lashes, “I am duty bound not to interfere.”

      The ruckus continued, striking fear into Charlie, his chest growing tight as he struggled to breathe. Staring into her clear blue orbs, her comrade felt confused, “But... you’re his Guardian Angel! Stop them!”

      “I can’t,” she cried, oblivious of the two men who had ceased their beating and began to paw through the remains, searching the body and its premises.

      Holding him, inhibiting him from seeing their actions, Clarisse trembled in the darkness of the alley. Sliding his arm around her slender frame, Charlie pulled her closer to him, his own horror overwhelmed with the urge to protect her. He could feel the warmth of her air brushing his cheek, keeping the heaviness of the shadow that surrounded them at bay. A moment later, the two men ambled up the narrow path, walking right next to the couple.

      “Did ya get a whiff o’ this stack o’ cash?” one of them wafted a fist full of bills, “Couple ‘o grand here, but it smells like ass!” he cackled.

      “Half o’ that’s mine,” the second man rejoined with a punch to the arm, “An’ I don’ care what it smells like! It all spends th’ same.”

      Charlie could feel his gut wrench at their degrading demeanor. “Oh my God,” he breathed, turning enough to see the bloody corpse and what remained of his home strewn across the pavement. “You hid us, so they couldn’ see an’ attack us, too,” he deduced, gripping her more firmly, “Like some kind o’ cloaking magic.” The very air around them seemed to grow even colder as he held her thin frame.

      Glaring at him in surprise, she inhaled deeply, holding it for an instant before releasing it loudly; “Sure, Charlie,” she nodded.

      Turning back to face her squarely, the young man jumped at the sight of a hooded figure, standing over her shoulder.

      “Well, who is this now?” the stranger spoke in a low moan, removing the cover from his head.

      Instantly, the girl stiffened, emitting a small cry. Spinning in her new friend’s arms, she placed herself between the two males, and shook her head slowly, her heart pounding at the surprise visitor.

      Looking him up and down, Charlie noted he wore a black robe, his skin equally dark; human shaped, but definitely something else. “Who the hell are you?” he demanded, his voice filled with bravado.

      “I am Gous,” the new arrival hissed.

      “Go away, Gous,” the blonde screamed, wiping at her tears while straightening herself to her full height, “You may have taken the beggar, but this one is mine!”

      Low laughter rumbled from beneath the dark cloth, “Is he now?” His beady brown eyes shifted to auburn, “What if I’m still hungry?” His dark lips parted, exposing sharp white teeth.

      “Can’t you fight him? I mean, what is he?” Charlie stood closely behind her, speaking quietly into the back of her head. His instincts on edge, he recognized the ebony stranger as a foe.

      “I am a Dark Angel,” Gous proclaimed, the sound of his voice grating on the boy’s nerves like nails on a chalkboard. “I am the minion of Fate.”

      Shifting, her white robes billowing around her, she called back, “You have no business here! Be gone, before I summon the Keeper!”

      The Dark Angel laughed at her challenge, “Are you frightened, boy?” His eyes had grown brighter, the red overpowering the brown, looking more like glowing embers. When Charlie failed to respond, he addressed his nemesis, “The beggar was always mine. I only took my time, allowing him to suffer before I devoured him. Watch yourself, Clarisse. I think you are mine as well,” he ended with a sneer.

      “I will never be yours!” her jaw clenched. Leaning closer to her, Charlie’s arms tightened around her waist as if to hold her from physically attacking the interloper. “Away with you!”

      Too frightened to speak, the young man waited. The hair on his neck standing on end, he watched a hand slide out of the robe, rising slowly to caress her trembling chin with an extended digit.

      “Enjoy your time while you can, Summer Angel. The darkness is coming, and there is nothing you can do to stop it!” His words filled with ominous foreboding, he turned his back on the couple, disappearing the instant his hood had been dropped back into place.
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      Turning in Charlie’s arms, Clarisse stood nose to nose with him. His hands slid up her back, relieved that the stranger had left them, and the couple forgot their surroundings for a moment. Lifting her chin, her soft white lips tenderly brushed against his before he parted them to deepen their kiss.

      Growing aware of his pull upon her, she withdrew, “No, Charlie.” She exhaled loudly, caught up in the moment with him.

      Staring at her features, so close that they blurred, he asked for the second time, “What’s happening t’ me?”

      Glancing at the beggar who was no more, she released her companion, catching his fingers, “I need to refresh.” An instant later, they sat upon the beach, with the hot sand beneath them.

      Looking up, she allowed the warm sun to cascade across her face, while the young man cast his gaze hurriedly around them. It looks like the same place, he contemplated, noting his bare feet. On the left, his shoes lay next to him. Frowning, he wondered if they had ever left the spot at all. What if she did all of that through some mental illusion? “We’ve been here all along, haven’t we?” his words sounded terse, his accusation clear.

      “No, Charlie,” she spoke softly, aware of his internal struggle. “I brought us back to Miami to warm up and recharge.” She lifted her hand, opening the palm to indicate the large ball of fire above them.  “I haven’t done anything to you. I can only use my powers on non-living things; what you feel is real. What you see is true.”

      “Why did those men attack your other client?” he asked quietly, “Why did you hide me from them, but not him?” His voice quavered, feeling as if he were a pawn in some game the girl played with the Dark Angel.

      Her brow furrowed, she had no choice; he would have to be told the truth about the powers that be. “Gous sent the men to do his bidding. He can make men act, but he cannot do things to them directly, any more than I can. It is part of the protection that mankind was given when the planes were formed. He wanted to claim the beggar’s soul, but he cannot simply kill men outright.”

      She glanced over at him, nervous about what she would divulge. “That is the source of his power, love; the essence of the living. That is why I can never influence a living thing. To do so taints us. It destroys any who partake of such dark magic, weakening the being forever, and transforming them into a loathsome and vile creature.”

      Charlie stared at her, his mind racing. After a long pause, he squinted at her, “Are you saying that thing was once a Light Angel? And that he went dark because of what he did?”

      Her eyes shifting to take in the waves before them, she admitted, “I guess that would be one way of looking at it. Although, I am not certain that he was ever what you would call light. Most men are not, and the power of the dark minions is growing. Mankind has forgotten the ways of caring and love, and embraces the evil in the world more and more.”

      Her golden locks fell in a shiny curtain, blocking her face from view. Daring to catch the strands, he pulled them back so that he could see her profile, “How long have you been an angel?” he asked quietly. “Were you once a living person, like me?”

      Her lip quivered when she turned to take him in. “I was a living person. I was caught in a rift. An instant when another’s fate was imposed upon my own.” She swallowed visibly, then confessed, “I’m not really from Maine. I grew up in London, with my parents. When I was seventeen, they decided to move to America, and I went with them. We were on board the Titanic,” her voice dropped. “I’m sure you know what happened to it.”

      His eyes wide, he could feel his lungs refusing to work. Forcing a deep inhalation, he stammered, “You’re sayin’ you died over a hundred years ago?”

      She shrugged, “Yes, although that was not my fate. I had been placed in one of the lifeboats. But a drunken woman, flailing about in panic, knocked me out into the freezing ocean, and I drowned. My body was lost to the sea, and I had no choice, but to become a Light Angel.” She pursed her lips, then popped them open with a small snapping sound, “About a dozen angels were taken from the aftermath, and the rest were devoured by Fate and his minions.”

      Charlie felt sick, his chilled flesh crawling, even beneath the warmth of the sun. “That’s horrible,” he managed. “And you’ve been watchin’ over your charges ever since?”

      “Yes,” she smiled, “Not that I mind it. I rather enjoy it, almost as if it were a game.”

      “And how long have you been… watchin’ me?” he eyed her, wondering if she would lie.

      “Since you were born, Charlie,” she smiled shyly. “I have often wondered these last few years if Destiny had chosen you for me; to be my mate.” Her blue eyes shown, unsure how he would react to the idea.

      “Your mate!” he exclaimed. “I have to go home! I have my parents, and college, and a whole lot o’ other stuff I need t’ do. I can’t get all caught up in some dead girl; in some… ghost!”

      “I am not a ghost, Charlie!” she snapped, angry at the insinuation, “It was just a thought! Besides, it will be Destiny who does the choosing, so don’t worry.”

      “But that’s why you’ve taken me on this crazy journey, today, isn’t it? Why we met and what you’ve been planning, showing me all of this?” his voice too high and loud for comfort, he berated her callously.

      “No, love,” she shook her head, wiggling her toes into the sand, “I know better than to try and manipulate people. That is the path that leads into the darkness.” Her eyes cut over to him, “I was only hoping, that is all.”

      “Then in that case, I’m ready to go home now,” he stated flatly. “I think I’ve heard enough about you an’ your crazy alternate universe. Besides, my parents are probably wonderin’ where in the hell I am, an’ it’s about time I stopped makin’ them worry.”

      “Your parents aren’t worried… or looking for you,” she soothed. Shaking her head, the girl stood, waiting for him to join her. Deep down, she had wanted their adventure to last for several days, and that would give him time to warm to the idea of being with her. But the untimely arrival of Gous had spoiled that plan, and the young man had discovered too much, too quickly.

      “You must prepare yourself, Charlie,” she spoke softly. Casting her gaze upon his handsome features, she took his hand with her left and wrapped it with the right. “I have told you much, but I have not shared it all. What you will learn next will be the hardest for you.”
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      Allowing her to hold him, Charlie pushed his feet into his shoes, and cast the sand from his shorts with his free hand. “Whatever,” he quipped, grabbing her roughly when he was ready.

      An instant later, they stood in a hospital, in one of the corridors. Looking around wildly, he gasped, “Now what the hell are you up to?” He could see a row of patient rooms around the outer wall to his right, with a large nurse’s station in the center of the square, to his left.

      Spinning around, a woman that had been standing at the counter next to them passed unchallenged through both of their bodies; first hers, and then his. His mouth agape, he glared after the short blonde. “I knew you weren’t really taking me places! This is all in my head!” he screamed loudly. “See? They don’t even notice us! They can’t hear us or anything!”

      Grasping his arm, she squeezed him firmly, “Calm down, love. I told you, this part will be the hardest.” She wiped his bangs to the side, clearing his vision with her long pale fingers. “You’re right, they can’t see us; or hear us for that matter. But, we are really here. We’re in a different plane. Remember me telling you that? We are outside the world of the living.”

      His eyes darting around, his chest heaved, and he only half listened to her. After several minutes, he moved to the side; the women passing through him more than he could bear. Watching them come and go for a while longer, he puckered his lips. “So why are we here?” he blurted, half suspecting the reason. I’m dead. I’m fucking dead.

      Sliding her warm fingers into his, she guided him down the hall. Entering a small room, a young man lay in the large bed, a myriad of hoses and tubes attached. From the doorway, he could see his mother slumped in a chair, and his father standing at the window. Moving closer to the pair, he could see the man’s eyes were glazed; he stared, unseeing, into the afternoon sun.

      “What happened to me?” his voice fell across the silence. Waving his hand in front of his father, he knew before he did that it was a useless act.

      “He can’t see you, baby,” she comforted, “They can’t hear us, either.”

      “I know,” he agreed, shoving his hands in his pockets, “We’re in another plane.” Turning slowly, he faced the machines, aggravated by their beeping and humming; the only sound in the small space. Stepping towards the bed, he lay his hand on the railing, feeling the cold metal in his grasp. “Well?”

      “You were hit by a car. Rifted by another’s fate. It had just happened, when we met this morning, and Destiny summoned me to your side.”

      “Rifted; like you,” he nodded slightly.

      “Yes, like me.”

      Tears came without warning, and he asked in a squeaky voice, “Can I please be alone?”

      “Sure, Charlie,” she nodded gently, turning to the door and exiting through the wide-open frame.

      The young man wasn’t sure what to do, staring at himself as if he were another person. Watching his chest rise and fall, lying on the mattress before him, he could hear the hiss and pop of the machine. After a long while, he shifted to study his parents. Man, they look so old, he observed.

      His mind turned, and he thought about the lives the three of them had led. He had grown distant from his parents the last few years; pushing them away. He suddenly longed to reach out to them, to pull them close and tell them everything would be ok. But I can’t, he lamented. At that moment, a man in a long white coat entered the room and closed the door.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Phillips,” he cleared his throat, “I have the results of our tests.”

      His father turned from the window in slow motion, while his mother sat in the chair; if she could hear, she gave no sign.

      “Your son’s brain functions have ceased. The machines are all that are keeping his body alive. I realize this will be a very difficult decision for you, and you can take all the time you need.” He reached for the door, pausing with his hand resting on the handle, “I’ve been a physician more than a decade, and this part never gets any easier. I am truly sorry for your loss.” Pulling the knob, he allowed the portal to close behind him.

      As if on cue, his mother began to wail; a low loud shriek that would have woken the dead, if it were possible. In an instant, Charlie closed his eyes, picturing Clarisse; wishing nothing more than to be by her side and away from the pain and unraveling that would take place in the tiny space.

      Finding her, he materialized next to her slender form, standing on a stretch of concrete sidewalk, overlooking the sea. Taking her hand, he gave her a squeeze. “So what do I do now?” he asked softly. “Am I their Guardian Angel?” he smiled slightly, “Or is that still your job?”

      “Oh, Charlie!” she sobbed, flinging herself into his arms. “I’m so sorry. I don’t want you to think I wanted this. I never wanted this!”

      “I know,” he exhaled loudly, wrapping her tightly. “I just don’t know what will become of them, with me gone. They don’t really love each other; not any more. They haven’t in years. Without me to bind them together… who knows what will happen to them.”

      She whimpered quietly, her forehead pressed against his. “There’s something else, love. One more thing you must know.”

      The setting sun to his right, and the ocean to his left, he traced the line of her back with a firm grasp. Her hair shimmered in the fading light, and he smiled, “Well, don’t leave me hangin’! Am I gonna be a Dark Angel?”

      “No, Charlie, you won’t be a Dark Angel, unless you choose to be,” she grinned. “In fact, you could choose to be dark… or light. Or, you could choose to go home.” Her crystal blue eyes flittered to his soft brown orbs, drinking him in.

      “What do you mean, I can go home?” He stiffened, catching the hand she had been using to rub his shoulder. “You said I was dead. That I was hit by a car! The doctor even told them, and I even moved like you do! Through thin air, with only a thought.”

      “I know, and for right now, you are very much a part of my world,” she worked her way closer to him, pressing against his warmth, “But, you were rifted. That means, Destiny will intervene on your behalf, if you ask her to.”

      “I don’t understand,” he hesitated, “If that’s true, why didn’t she intervene for you?”

      “Because my body was gone, Charlie. You can’t live in the physical world without a body. I’m just a spirit now,” a tear trickled down her cheek to drip unchecked from her jaw. “You were right. I am a ghost. Trapped for a hundred years in servitude. There is nothing for me to do, except continue to serve the living. Or be mated to Gous.”

      “Gous?!?” Charlie shoved her away, “You were serious about that? I thought he was jus’ messing with you!”

      “No, hun,” she sniffed loudly. “He’s been following me for a while; stalking my clients, taking them here and there. He wants me; so far I have kept him at bay, but I don’t know for how much longer.”

      Frowning, he squeezed her hand, “This is all so confusing. Let me get this straight. I can choose to stay here, with you, as a Light Angel. Or I can turn Dark, and use people to do my bidding, feeding off o’ their souls. Or I can go home to my parents, an’ have my life back, jus’ the way it was.”

      “Sure, love. That’s more or less accurate. Only your life won’t be exactly what it was. You were still injured. You will still have to heal, and there may be things about your body that won’t be like they were. But yes, you could go back,” she hesitated. “But if you do, you won’t remember me. Nor will you remember the second plane, or any of the things you have learned today.”

      His air catching in his throat, he coughed slightly. “How long do I have to decide?”

      “Until they cut off the machines keeping your body alive. When that happens, you will have to choose, either to return and give your body life, or to let it pass, and stay here with me.”

      “Ok,” he agreed quietly, sliding his fingers along her jaw, trailing the line beneath her ear and into her hair. Leaning forward, he pressed his lips to hers, a soft kiss, tasting her before parting them to delve into her warm mouth more fully. Ending the affectionate display a moment later, he implored, “Give me time to decide, ok?”

      “Sure, Charlie!” she grinned from ear to ear, hoping he would choose the path that would make her the happiest in the end.
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      The sun dipped below the horizon, and Charlie felt an odd ache in his chest. “It’s time t’ go home, I guess,” he smiled slightly, trying to remain positive, “Where might that be?”

      “Wherever we want it to be,” she replied with a hint of mystery. “I’d like to show you a bit more, if you’re willing.”

      Nodding, he placed his hand in hers, content to allow her to guide him. In an instant, they traveled from the east coast to the west, the light blindingly bright after adjusting to the dark.

      “Whoah!” he shielded his orbs, noticing the deja vu before him, “We just watched this, didn’ we?”

      “Of course,” she giggled, adjusting his fingers in her grasp. “But I love sunsets; and sunrises.”

      “Yeah, I think you have a thing for oceans, too,” he smiled, flicking his gaze up and down her thin frame.

      “Of course,” her voice grew wistful, “It is a part of me.” Cutting her eyes over at him, she wondered if he understood. Either way, it was time to continue her lessons. Opening her hand, she peered into her Seeker, noting which clients were turning in for the night.

      “Soon, we will travel to the other side of the world,” she explained, showing him the tiny display. “I have a few clients in Australia, and a few more in Europe.”

      “So while these guys are asleep, you’re off tending t’ them. Don’t you ever sleep?”

      “No,” she twisted slightly, the warm evening breeze fading with the sun. Blinking a few times, she traded her clothing for a light sweater and white denim, looking up and down his tall frame. “You can change too, if you like. Close your eyes and envision what you would like to be wearing.”

      Doing as she commanded, he leaned his head back, allowing his brown orbs to close, then open slowly while still looking at the fading blue above them. “Gosh it’s beautiful here,” he lowered the lids again. When he opened them, he found he wore a long-sleeved tee and a pair of jeans with sneakers. “Was I the one controlling the shoes before?” he recalled finding them in the sand and on his feet with no explanation as to why.

      “Yes, you were,” she turned him so they could walk along the pier. “You’ve been learning to control it the entire time we’ve been together. A little practice, and it will be like second nature.”

      “Ok, well, tell me this. First off, why do we bother wearing clothes, when no one else can see us. And second off, if this isn’t my body, why do I feel cold?” he could hear the questions forming in rapid succession inside his mind, and wondered how much she would actually divulge.

      “We wear them because of custom, I guess. I don’t really know. We can assume whatever shape and appearance we want, but mostly, I look like myself.” She shifted her eyes over at him, finding his observations strange.

      “Do you always train the new Summer Angels?”

      She laughed out loud at that one, “No. I have never trained anyone. None of my clients has ever become an Angel before.”

      “Never?” he gasped. “In a hundred years, you would have thought at least a few of them would have made it to heaven.”

      “This isn’t heaven, Charlie. Not like what you are thinking. I can’t say that it doesn’t exist, and that some of the souls make it there, but that is not where we are. Many souls are devoured by the Dark Angels.”

      “Yeah, about that,” he grimaced, “You said that you absorb your energy from the sunlight, which I get. But Gous feeds off of death. I don’t see how there’s enough for there t’ be too many of them, if that’s the case.”

      “Oh, that’s not all that he is able to use. Not exactly. He feeds off of souls, but one does not have to die for him to absorb part of it,” she guided him over to a bench, taking a seat. “He feeds off of the negative energy that is produced when men do things to hurt one another.”

      “Wow,” he shook his bangs out of his eyes, “So those two guys beating up that beggar. That gave him more than the soul alone.”

      “Yes,” she agreed, “It tore parts and chunks away from the two men, and he devoured that as well. Lying, stealing, injuring, all of those things feed the dark side. All he has to do is give the humans a push; their natural instincts take over, and the deed is done.”

      “Ok, so why don’t you just push them the other way? Use your magic to make them do good things for other people instead of bad?”

      “I told you why; we cannot use our power on the living.”

      “Because it doesn’t work,” he deduced.

      “No,” she sighed, “Because it makes us dark. A Light Angel who uses power over the living will become dark. There is no way to avoid it.”

      “So you use your power on inanimate objects. How does that make the humans be protected?”

      “Well, it’s like an art, really. You have to learn how to blend everything to make it run smoothly. If a human can sense that you have altered something, they get agitated; you don’t want that kind of disruption. You want them to be calm, and act as if you are not even there,” she patted his leg.

      “Because technically we aren’t really there,” he stared at the ground before him, the weight of the issue a heavy burden at the moment. “So when do I get my own Seeker and clients and all that stuff.”

      “When your body has grown cold, you will be welcomed by Destiny. She will present you with a Seeker, and a short list of clients, which will grow over time.”

      “A short list?” he turned up a palm in surprise, “How is that gonna protect everyone, if we only have a small number? There’s like seven or eight billion people on this planet.”

      “Right,” she agreed, “But they don’t all get Guardian Angels. Only those chosen by Destiny. The rest are left to Fate, and he does not care what happens to them. They are like cattle or sheep, only here for the feeding and entertainment of his minions.”

      “Fine,” he swiped his hand, as if he were wiping the discussion away, “What about the Keeper? You told Gous you would call him, so what does he do?”

      Clarisse smiled, watching the last of the sun sink into the water in the distance. “You don’t miss a thing, do you? Keeper is Destiny and Fate’s father. He maintains the balance between the two halves; the darkness and the light. Gous may think that they are growing strong, and eventually will win, but I don’t think that will ever happen. Keeper ensures that there will be balance. In fact, I think he is a little partial to the light.”

      His brow furrowed, “If he’s partial to the light, does that mean he can destroy the Dark Angels?”

      “Yes, I guess you could say that. He collects them, and absorbs them into himself. Recycles them, if you will. They are his source of energy, although he doesn’t actually need to feed. His power is perpetual, as if it comes from every corner of the world,” she outlined the connection for him.

      Leaning forward, Charlie placed his elbows on his knees, laying his chin on his hands, “Well, that’s no good.” He sighed loudly, “If he can destroy them, and rid the world of them forever, why doesn’t he?”

      “There cannot be light without darkness, Charlie,” her voice grew quiet. “And no darkness without light. Come,” she stood abruptly, “Let us be off to visit more of my clients. I can’t wait to make the next stop with you by my side.”

      He grinned at her, finding her observation amusing. “I still have things I wanna know,” he insisted.

      “Yes, but you will not learn them all in one day,” she offered him her hand.

      Allowing her to take them to their destination, he slid his fingers into hers, while for a brief instant his mind drifted to his parents. Then they were gone, and he was again focused on the girl, her mission, and his new life, if he could call it that.
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      Arriving at their target location a moment later, Charlie once again squinted into the morning sun. “Where are we now?”

      “Germany,” she smiled brightly, “One of my clients has a new baby, and I want you to see it.”

      Standing to the side of the path next to her, he could tell they were in some type of park. A short distance away, a couple ambled along, side by side, pushing a large carriage. As they passed, Clarisse grasped his arm, guiding him along next to them so they could observe the infant.

      “Aww,” he moaned, “It’s sleeping.”

      “Yes, she’s precious. It took many months and a good deal of help for them to conceive,” she admitted with pride.

      “I thought you weren’t allowed to use magic on people,” he glared at her.

      “Oh, I didn’t,” she grinned sheepishly. “I helped with timing, that’s all.” Opening her Seeker, she offered it to him again, “See this line?”

      Charlie stared at the screen and what appeared to be a graph, “Yeah, what does it mean?”

      “This is her life-line,” she indicated the woman before them. “See the two grey areas along the edges?”

      “Yup, I get those, too,” he nodded.

      “You want the life-line to stay between the grey zones. If it crosses into one or the other, something is out of whack,” she touched the screen. “When that happens, you have to make an adjustment, depending on your warning code.”

      Watching the flicker, he understood. “So you make changes to her environment.”

      “Yes, changes that act as a gentle push, to alter her course.”

      “Unless she’s like the beggar,” he recalled his former lesson, and the sad result.

      “Yes, sometimes, they refuse to take a different path,” her mood grew somber. “But they must have free will, Charlie. You must never force them; that is the path to darkness, and it will destroy you.”

      “I get it,” he placed his hand beneath hers, turning the device so he could see it better. “What does this red flashing mean?”

      Seeing the mark at the same time, she gasped, “It means we have trouble. Gous is attacking one of my charges!” Offering her hand, they were off in no time, arriving outside a small house bathed in darkness.

      “Where are we?”

      “Ohio,” she breathed, “Try to be quiet, in case he or other Dark Angels are about.”

      “Oh,” he held back, unsure of what to do. Following her flowing locks, he moved around the outside of the house, watching and listening. Hearing a crash on the opposite side, they dashed around the corner in time to see a pair of legs disappear into the broken frame.

      “Quickly!” she grasped his fingers, whisking them to the second floor, where her clients were sound asleep in their bed.

      “We must wake them!” she whispered loudly.

      Shrugging, Charlie reached over and gave a large vase a shove, causing it to crash to the floor. The man sat straight up, and Charlie quickly deduced that he was naked. Looking over at the woman, he could see the outline of her in the dim light, realizing that she was as well. Grabbing the blanket, he started to yank it off of her, when Clarisse hissed, “Not obvious!”

      He stared at her for a moment, before grasping her meaning. “The guy’s down stairs!” Snapping his fingers, he disappeared, leaving Clarisse in a mild state of panic.

      An instant later, she was next to him, observing as he began to shove everything off of the kitchen counters, allowing it to fall onto the hard tile floor with a loud crash. The burglar had been climbing the stairs when he heard the noise below, followed a moment later by the sound of footsteps above. Realizing the owner had awakened, and his attack no longer a surprise, he retreated by way of the back door.

      Running through the kitchen, he observed the broken items with a frown, unsure what had caused the issue. However, realizing he had no time to investigate, he opened the rear exit, and sprinted across the yard, making it over the back fence only seconds before the porch light lit up the entire area.

      “Man, that was close!” Charlie huffed, grinning at his fair-haired companion. “And you’re right, that was kinda fun.”

      “No, it wasn’t fun!” she countered angrily, “If we hadn’t come right away, and had some fast thinking on your part, my clients could have been killed!”

      He felt torn by the tears on her cheeks, watching the mistress of the property assess the damage in her bathrobe. “I’m sorry,” he stammered, “I guess you care a great deal about the people in your charge.”

      “They are all I have, love! A few hundred people, and they are like my family.” Her face had grown flushed, the anger boiling inside her.

      “You should calm down,” he cautioned. “Being upset won’t help you make good choices.”

      Turning her back, she shoved her face into her hands, sobbing quietly. Stepping towards her, Charlie ran his hand across her shoulder, working it beneath her silky strands. Locating her spine, he ran his digits up and down, giving her a firm caress. “Don’t worry, Clarisse. They’re fine.”

      Deciding the couple would be ok, and that his companion needed sunshine and rest, Charlie slid his hand around, taking her hand in his. Clasping her fingers, he squeezed, and waited for her to return the gesture, indicating she was ready to travel. A moment later, they were back in Germany, standing on the path where he felt certain the couple and the child would comfort her.

      Feeling the warm rays on her flaxen hair, Clarisse raised her face to drink in the golden energy. Turning and opening her eyes, she smiled at him for a moment, “Thank you!” but the look quickly shifted to horror.

      Spinning on his heel to follow her gaze, he could see the carriage laying on its side a few hundred feet away, the man and woman who had been pushing it nowhere in sight.
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