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​Author's Note
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The title of this book may as well be WIP. I have changed the topic roughly four times, the last one being about a flat Earth, and serious doubts about NASA. Right so let's get that out of the way, since I've decided that I want to make a novel that is a prequel to Oracle of Tao.

This book instead deals with a dream that I had in the past. I was basically in a town, and well, the prologue happened. I spent the next several years trying to figure out how to work it into a coherent plot.  The rest of the book is semi-autobiographical, mixing my own past with fantasy content. Hopefully, this turns out okay. Wish me luck!

In regard to names, I changed those in my immediate family, my own name, and possibly those who are here today reading this. I'll also likely change names for people who I don't remember or just omit their names. In general, if I didn't remember someone's name, I just made one up. But for the most part, they know who they are and this probably won't be too personal.  Hopefully, I won't reveal anything super-embarrassing about anyone.  The same was true of major companies, no large businesses were named. Much of the places I visited, people I met, and such are the same.  Also, the story is not in strict chronological order, but topical order, so some events may jump forward or backwards.  

I tried to keep many of the conventions from Oracle of Tao such as Tolkien-style capitalization of magical concepts, italicizing spells and bolding for emphasis, and the use of the word "grey" to refer to magical greyness while "gray" is for the regular color.

If anyone thinks the ending to this story is too dark, I would say that my intention writing this was "a proper ending to Romeo and Juliet" and leave it at that.  The point being that romance stories have tragic endings, but it doesn't mean the story necessarily ends. Also, this ending was required to be dark because these characters were doomed by the canon of Oracle of Tao. But yes, it is dark.  Oh yes, and even expanding the size, I managed to have a short book, so I added a bonus book.
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​Prologue
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AMBROSIA

Belial had at last been defeated. His body had been pulverized to an evil spirit and a bag of bones, and then the spirit had been drained of its potency. “Yay! He's dead!” I shouted with joy. All of a sudden though, I felt something weird. You know, you're watching a movie and there's something scratched up with the video and it skips?  Anyway, that's what seemed to happen, there was a sort of ripple, and the villain disappeared from stage like a frame stopping. “What just happened? Guys, what do you think...?” I looked around. Nevras was gone too.  So were the others.  “Guys??? What happened? You're... gone. Why?”  And then everything fell apart.

The space around me fell away completely leaving only openness. Where before there were walls and ceilings, chandeliers, and other things, now there was only white empty space. I looked around, and saw the floating triangular form of God. I believe I can answer that, God said to me. As I watched however, the recognized form of God fell away, and I stared at my own face, identical except for clothing. This version of me carried a long robe and a stylized staff tipped with the Trinity symbol.  “Or, should I say,” she said in actual words, “I believe I can.”  

I guess I kinda shrugged it off.  “You're me? But...” I sighed, “Oh, nevermind. After evil twins, nothing surprises me anymore.”  Then God shrugged, “You should be at least a little surprised. After all, this will be hard to take at first. You've heard, I gather, about the First Oracle?” 

Yeah, I'd heard the legends, “Of course. The Oracle completed his training and then went off to face Belial, but he disappeared and...”

THE DREAM

Alethea woke up from her bed with a start. The town she was living in was known as the town of Winter. It was so named for very obvious reasons. A curse of some sort had locked the town in a single season. While other towns had summer, spring, and fall, Winter had... well, you guessed it.  The time in this town was frozen, so seasons didn't change.

Winter was not actually in a cold climate. It was in the same latitude as one might find Virginia in the US, rather than somewhere in Maine. So while snow storms were a regular occurrence there, they weren't the intensity of some area up north. Not that there was a Maine, or even a Virginia. Everything about this land screamed "fantasy world." Well, sort of. The houses were something straight out of a Thomas Kinkade painting, quaint houses surrounded by spruce trees, with lights inside and smoke spewing from the chimney, a gentle stream nearby, and deer that posed for the painting.  Roads connected a series of similar quaint houses, until at last the town ended near a harbor and a bridge. All that could ruin this picture was that this town wasn't a charming painting of light, but more of a sepia tone.  

And then there was the magic, what was at this time called thaumaturgy.  Later on, magic came from a more corrupt source (when it was called magic). Still later, it was further corrupted into necromancy and sorcery. But here, this was before all of that. This was when the thaumaturgy was pure and undefiled. The light inside the house at any other era could have been from the fire or from electricity, but it wasn't either. These were the power of runes.

Before recorded history, and well after it (as would later be called the New Earth), human beings were able to access particles of energy that floated in the air. These were discovered well before such a term as "atom" was coined, but they behaved much like atoms, able to divide themselves and release energy, or merge with others in the same was as oxygen could couple with other atoms to make carbon dioxide. But the reactions when these were put together were much closer to bringing about heat or cold seemingly from nothing. Magic followed the laws of physics, sort of. 

This older world had laws of its own, just as it had its own history and even its own language. The town was Winter in the English language, but the sign to the town read [image: image]. This was a land that predated even ancient Egypt and Babylon, a land that was just as modern by its own magical advances as the 20th and 21st centuries were.  But even a dreamer could tell. Winter's days were numbered.

Alethea was still a child, so she knew little of all of this, but she did know about the magical world, as much as most of the people in this town. To start with, they were living in a town under a curse. Two hundred years ago, an angry witch had cast it in order to torture a man who cheated on her. It didn't work out like she'd liked, but she'd used all her power making it permanent, she couldn't exactly withdraw it easily. It was bound to a bracelet she stuck on the man, but the man was now a bartender loved by all, while the witch was a malingerer living alone on the edge of the town.  Alethea visited her sometimes when she was bored. 

Also, Alethea routinely interacted in this town with the likes of dragons, goblins, and angels.  Her friends were a dryad named Arboria, a gnome named Autumntwig, an elf named Aellisa, a mermaid named Marina, and a kitsune named Renata. But everyone called her Rena, which was similar to the word for "fox." Likewise, many people called her Alicia because it was easier to say than Alethea. 

Now Rena was her best friend, who she met with every day, to explore their backyards and play games. They talked for hours about life outside the town, or about anything really. But right now,  Alethea had more pressing concerns. It was  night rather than morning. What woke her up with a start was not the sun but a series of crimson flames off in the distance. "Brimstone," her father said. She didn't know what to make of this until he announced, "Demons."

Alethea's father was a priest and her mother was a teacher. But those things meant something entirely different in this world than the modern one. A teacher didn't just teach reading and math, but the thaumaturgy. What many would in the future call "magic" was originally the thaumaturgy. And both of her parents were experts at it. Alethea's father, as a priest, had power enough to slay most demons. Which was probably good, if they ever came to this town.

At that, Alethea was shocked. "Are you sure?" she asked. Her father nodded, "There are only a few causes of this brimstone smell. The first is if God is going to rain down judgement upon us. The second is if we're near a sulfur mine or sulfur spring. But neither of those make sense here. Dear, put Alethea in the basement for shelter." Her mom rushed to obey, but the girl objected, "What if I get trapped in the house, and it gets burned down with me?!?" 

Her parents sighed. They realized that they weren't any safer in home than outdoors and the three of them left the house. Her mother explained to her the importance of keeping close to strong spellcasters for safety, but warned her that the two of them would likely be far too close to the action.  She asked, "Why don't you go hang out with your friends, Alethea?  I trust them to keep you safe."  Many townspeople had likewise left their home, huddling in family units or with their friends to avoid crowding too much and giving the demons an easy target.  Well, those who hadn't decided it was safer at home, and had their houses burned down with them in it.  Some of these people went to help fight the demons, while others decided to stay back. 

Her father and mother were in the thick of spiritual warfare against demon kind. They had just defeated several minor demons in the span of a few seconds, and were about to use their thaumaturgy against some more.  The demons breathed hellfire at them, only to have them guard with barriers of thaumaturgy and parry with blessed objects, then launch into a counterattack.  Hellfire was nothing to mess with, but they deflected it as easily as if it was a regular attack.

Demons had attacked this town before, but her mom and dad were considered heroes because they singlehandedly fought off a scouting unit that time. They were just a schoolteacher and a priest in Alethea's mind, but everyone respected them.  But now they dealt with an entire army, led by a greater demon.

Now, there are two types of thaumaturgy, miracles and prayers. Miracles are passive, a product of grace itself. With a prayer you ask for an effect, and it happens. Unlike modern day prayer, the people of this age could always count on their prayers being answered, though miracles seemed to be entirely at the whim of God. In addition to there being two types of thaumaturgy, there were two ways to cast it. For instance, the thaumaturgy they were currently using was called Holy Cross. Either they could simply shout, "Holy Cross!" or they could recite a longer prayer that was something like, "May evil be driven back to where it came from, by the divine grace of the redeeming cross. Holy Cross!"  And yes, the people of this land knew what a cross was and what it stood for. Christ may have died once for all, but there was an entire hidden history about him which modern people knew nothing about. 

Anyway, the general rule was that longer prayers were much more powerful, but there was a greater risk of being wide open to attack. For this reason, two people were typically paired in such combat. One was to provide cover with quick prayers, while another would take their time with the bigger effects. Her father chose the role of providing cover, not because his wife was a stronger user, though she did know more thaumaturgy, he was actually stronger due to his religious background. No, his real reason was because he deeply cared for her, and couldn't risk any harm coming to her. His strong feelings became a well of strength, as he summoned forth Holy Cross, Divine Shield, Sacred Arrow, and many others in rapid succession.  She recited the words, "May light that is beyond all other lights surround me, removing evil from nearby. That all that seeks us harm be removed from my sight. Exorcising Aura!"  At once, a large dome expanded all about her, turning the demons within a 30 foot diameter to bones, then turning those bones into dust.  She appeared winded, but after a few deep breaths, she was ready to start again.  

The demons were sneaky creatures, so they tried a flank attack. They kept the two distracted with a large force of smaller demons, while two larger demons snuck around the buildings.  "Look out!" her father called to his wife. She turned around, scared as much for her own safety as she was at the prospect of leaving her daughter without her mother.  She had no thaumaturgy prepared as she was caught completely off-guard, and he wasn't in a clear line of sight to defend her.  The demons might have made a snack of her, but that the creepy old witch called out the words, "Solomon's Temple" in a raspy voice. A large pillar of light covered the two demons as they screamed and disintegrated, freeing the couple to focus on those in front of them.  Other townspeople got into position. Just as if there had been a fire, everyone lined up to perform a task. Some guarded the rear, some assisted her parents, and some fought different groups of demons in other sections of the town.  Different people united out of loyalty to their home.

Alethea quickly found her friends while her parents fought.  Alethea's friends were quite powerful.  Alethea had currently not learned to actively use her thaumaturgy, but her friends were more than capable of defending her.  More important than their power though, was their sense of teamwork. Alethea joined her friends in everything from sledding to sleepovers.  It was difficult to explain how they got to be friends, though, as Alethea was a human and her friends all weren't.  But it was a question that could be answered more by chemistry than biology.  Alethea was close to her friend Renata, and all of Rena's friends respected and deferred to her. Over time, these friends of Rena became Alethea's friends.  Here, where demons were pouring in, things like a community and having friends mattered. It was the power of friendship that you could trust with your life.

Her friends could use powers of sorts too, but they were more like racial abilities than thaumaturgy. Marina as a mermaid could use water and song abilities; all elves had natural abilities of geomancy, perfect physical ability, and invisibility, so Aellisa had them too; Autumntwig had mastery over earth and illusion; and Arboria could do things like teleporting through trees, summoning vines or leaves, and so on. As for Rena, she had the nine powers of a gumiho (fire, illusion, shapeshifting, telepathy, telekinesis, luck, protection, light, and time). 

However, demons are relatively hard to destroy. While radiant energy and blessed weapons could dispense with them, most other types of damage had trouble getting through their thick skin.  While her friends were quite powerful, Rena hadn't really mastered her light powers yet, so none of them were very effective.  Alethea would have been scared, except for the fact that they excelled at defensive abilities.  Compared to them, she felt helpless with no prayers to use.

The tide of the battle began to turn. Demons are quite weak to holy power, and they indeed were falling in great numbers. But their numbers were nothing to sneeze at, and they have sharp fingernails, horns, and pointed tails. One of them caught her father off guard, giving him a nasty slash in the leg. This in turn broke her mother's concentration, and she stopped praying. She rushed to her husband, but the demons were swarming in. "No!" Alethea screamed, "Nooooooooooooooo!!!!"  Alethea had passive protective effects on her because she was a child, but when she screamed something changed.

In the background of the town, snow was falling, specks of white on the backdrop of evergreen trees and wooden houses. And then, the scene faded to white, and the dream ended. 
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​Chapter 1: Awaken
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EMETT

I awoke from the dream. It's funny, even though it was happening in a sort of remote third person, and the main character in the dream was a girl, I felt like it happened to me. Part of it was definitely that it was so incredibly vivid and real, that there was a distinct sense of immersion. There was also the fact that our names were etymologically related. Both Alethea and Emett referred to the word "truth." As an amateur linguist and general scholar, I got this significance right away. But I expected other people not to, so maybe it was just a coincidence. In any case, since I had no idea if it was supposed to mean something, I ignored it and got myself out of bed.  After all, the town seemed to have rules of physics to it that weren't true of any town that I knew of.

I was around eighteen this year. I have a father named Alex, a mother named Bianca, a brother named Ash (like the tree, he insists, not like soot after things are burned), and a sister named Willow (this was before Buffy the Vampire Slayer became a television series).  I was spending a vacation with my parents, as it was now July.  Many people at my age couldn't wait to move away, starting on work in order to become independent and pay for their own college, or skipping it entirely and going straight to work. I wasn't most people. I loved my parents, and always felt off-sync with the rush of the rest of the world. Despite being fascinated by several subjects of study for their own sake, everyone else seemed to know something about the world that didn't make any sense to me.  Or maybe they just believed something to be obvious, that just wasn't true to me. 

I guess I was always a little strange, even as a child.  I was born in Sharon CT, but we moved when I was four to Virginia. From there, we moved every few years due to my father's job as a priest, but always within Virginia.  I was always a religious child. I used to pray for the weirdest things, and not like a normal child might. One time, I prayed simply because the amount of time it took to say the prayer would be enough to cool food down. And sure enough, once the prayer was done, it was indeed stone cold. It wasn't my words that cooled it down, that was for certain. But my feelings on the other hand, I discovered later, had a powerful effect on reality. At the time, I didn't know any of this. What I did know was that growing up, I always felt like I had weird senses. I could always seem to know when it was going to rain by a sort of feeling, and I seemed to be very good with animals.  Outside my back door, a forested hill emptied out into a dock.  I always had all sorts of outdoor adventures growing up.

But lest you think that I was some wild hippie child that never got a decent education, let me dissuade you of this. I read encyclopedias growing up. I learned that the tallest waterfall was Angel Falls and the deepest part of the ocean was the Mariana Trench. Or was, before the Mandela Effect. After that, everything including the name of the Berenstein Bears was fair game.  But I would eventually learn about that too.  I learned about biology, physics, algebra, and all the rest in school, for I got a normal education. It was my extracurricular activities that tended to be strange. These were things like inventing languages (everything from some sort of squiggles, to pictographs of trees or snowflakes), coming up with different systems of government, or imagining what happened before recorded history. I always wondered why I had such hobbies.

When I had friends, these were mostly normal. I would play video games, go to sleepovers, and watch anime with friends. As a kid, I had a friend named Kyle growing up. Later on, I had another friend named Charlie.  No matter who I met, it always felt like I had the same five or so people that I hung out with, or rather all of the friends I ever met fell into one of five archetypes.  For some reason, I pictured them as five girls named much like that dream. The one I dubbed Autumntwig was athletic and into the outdoors with a friendly and outgoing manner, the one I called Aellisa was always tagging along with the first friend but seemed more prim and aloof, the one I called Arboria was very calm and almost bookish, the one I called Marina was very clean and organized, and Rena was incredibly approachable and usually my dearest friend at the time.

I made friends of both sexes, but I seemed to be better relating to girls than boys.  I thought there was something wrong with me, but my father Alexander tells me that he once walked in on a daycare where the ladies there were telling everyone that men were all savages, and women were all angels. Needless to say, he switched daycare after that, but even though it was a repressed memory, I always felt more like I had interests in common with other girls.

Later on, things got weirder. My brother Ash decided to crossdress me for this play about some historical figure, and these feelings of belonging more with girls than boys really cemented.  I wondered if I was gay, but I decided after some soul-searching that this wasn't really so.  I liked girls, as much due to being attracted to pretty things and people and being grossed out by things like body hair and body odor, but also because all things boyish turned me off.  I wasn't gay, but I didn't understand what I was. So I hid this, until I was nearly thirty. As such, dating was filled with awkwardness because I really wanted to be close friends rather than romantic, but I had awkward hormones and even more awkward social norms about behavior around the opposite sex. That is, I couldn't just hug a girl I wasn't dating. Nevermind that as a child, that had been just fine.

We moved away from my old home, into a small city. I went from having a few friends from school that I regularly hung out with to knowing practically nobody.  I met people mainly through church from there on, as I was simply too shy after the sudden move. Little did I know that the trouble was about to start.
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Chapter 2: Valentine
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EMETT

When I was in my first home (after Sharon CT, which I only have dim dream memories of leaving at around age four), we attended church. While this was the source of most of my friends, it also provided the first source of my perfectionism. Over and over again, as an acolyte, I was taught that candles be lit just so, starting from the right and working left to light, then starting from the left and working right to snuff. Had I been calm, this would have been easy to learn, but instead I fixated on doing it right. And in turn, I fixated from then on in doing everything right. I didn't want to be lectured or screamed at.

So when I moved to my new house, I wanted to not show any new friends any weakness. But it wound up that I didn't show them much of anything. I lost the ability to connect normally in conversation, so fixated was I with not appearing nervous or lonely.  After watching a play called The Foreigner, I started acting weird, speaking in strange languages. What? I was a dumb teenager trying desperately to hide my own insecurities and make new friends. Of course I would go about it completely the wrong way.

Bullies are also lonely. So when they see a kid who looks lonely and an outcast, having poor skills to belong themselves, they tend to tease them. I was bullied by a kid named Frank. It was a religious private school so there was a limit to the actual physical bullying I got, but there was a lot of teasing. And not just from him, but from some of the other kids. There was Meredith, Allison, and Meredith's friends, Candice and Eva.  While Meredith's friends didn't bully me much, I had a crush on Meredith. With her lean figure and red hair, I confused my crush for true love, and thought Meredith loved me back.  Meredith had a very neat and organized personality, and didn't feel that way towards me, a grungy teen who hadn't yet mastered hygiene beyond showering. Somehow, I got invited to a party where I played spin the bottle, and got my only kiss for the next twenty years. Unfortunately, she commented behind my back when I was standing nearby about how at the time I had Cheetos on my lips and my mouth was really moist and gross. My second kiss, for the record, didn't go much better. Within a week of seeing that girl, the entire thing blew up. But that's a story for later.

I also had a crush on Allison, an athletic but slightly aloof girl who was forever running in track meets. She wasn't mean like Meredith, but there was a sense where she completely didn't understand my attraction. Such a person by later terms might be called an asexual person, but there was no such term those days. I at no point saw her interested in anyone else, so I can safely say that she wasn't just more interested in someone else, but in fact was not into anyone at all. But being a dumb teenager, I made the mistake of blurting out my affections of both of them while they were in earshot, and that I had "difficulty deciding between them." Needless to say, between awkward situations with the opposite sex, bullying from Frank, and just general confusion about how to talk normally to other people, I was having a miserable first few years of high school.

My brother and sister also kinda messed with me (I typically wrestled with my brother Ash while my sister Willow watched and commented on this), but they didn't really bully me like Frank. It was more a good-natured exercise.  Although, there was one time when my brother had played some kung fu game, and afterwards was trying out moves on me. I freaked out, and backed up, right into a tree root, breaking or twisting my leg. I was in a cast for months, and was held back a year, so I met different friends for my first year of elementary. I think he blamed himself for this, so his fighting never again was serious to the point of being bullying.  But it got worse. While Frank didn’t seriously bully me and my brother was feeling too guilty to, an older man who was part of our church, and a bit goofy decided to bully me a bit. It was mostly teasing, but one time he wrestled me to the ground and tried to tell me, "Say you love Hanson! Say you love Hanson!!!" Hanson, of course, being a boy band where all members looked slightly like girls, and sang the smash hit MMMBop.  I sternly refused, screaming, "I will never love Hanson!!!" To this very day, I think Hanson as a band is absurd at best, but now have a friend who sometimes plays YouTube videos of Hanson, because he's a bit of a troll. I will never love Hanson.

I dealt with this teasing and bullying for years, basically going to school, then going home and doing homework and then watching anime or playing video games. I had no friends, and it was starting to wear on my nerves. Then something changed, and things began to get better.

It started because of Willow. My dear sister saw what I was going through and basically bribed me. Noting Meredith and her two friends, she decided that Candice was probably the most down to earth and approachable. Her friend Eva, if I'm being honest now, was a bit like my brother. Down to earth like Candice (I'll say one thing for Meredith, she had pretty level friends), yet coarse to the point of being almost mannish.  Eva was a dairy farmer's daughter, and kind of odd. So my sister told me, "If you talk on the phone to Candice for awhile, no being weird, I'll treat you to ice cream." I don't actually remember the ice cream, but I do remember eventually learning to be somewhat normal in terms of conversations again. And I remember talking to Candice normally from then on. After that, high school life went from being a fragment of hell to something actually nice. I had one friend. Even Frank started treating me better, it seemed.

As I got to know Candice, I discovered that unlike her friends who were odd in retrospect (Eva aside from being kinda a farm girl was blond with cow-like breasts, Meredith struck me as being flighty and I could never figure out how she had ended up with her friends), Candice was odd when I knew her.  She told everyone she was dating a Mr Rutherford, who nobody ever saw. Like me, she had built a persona. I remember her also singing at one point.


My funny valentine, sweet comic valentine

You make me smile with my heart

Your looks are laughable

Unphotographable

Yet you're my favorite work of art



Is your figure less than Greek

Is your mouth a little weak

When you open it to speak

Are you smart?



But don't change a hair for me

Not if you care for me

Stay, little valentine, stay

Each day is Valentine's Day



Is your figure less than Greek 

Is your mouth a little weak

When you open it to speak

Are you smart?



But don't change a hair for me 

Not if you care for me 

Stay, little valentine, stay

Each day is Valentine's Day 



She was heavier than Meredith by about thirty pounds, but with a cute face, and soft chocolate brown hair with reddish highlights (supposedly before I had met her, she had come from California and had totally flat blonde hair, but I think Meredith helped her out with her style a bit before I knew her). Something about all of this was endearing rather than repulsive.  I didn't see a sort of crazy gal, but I saw someone who was dealing with much the same insecurities as I was, someone who I could talk about anything with.  She was indeed my funny valentine, and the first time that I felt in love and loved back, rather than simply subject to a crush and crushed back.  

Near graduation, I danced with Candice. And I actually enjoyed it. She wore a silvery white dress if I remember correctly (and I don't) with heels and the whole look flattered her figure and made me forget my vain fixation with appearance and the fact that she was heavier than her friend. All those curves went in just the right places, and the dress itself turned me on for reasons subconsciously having to do with my own past with crossdressing but consciously about her looking that good in it. As we danced, I wanted her to lead, but she thought I should be a man and take the lead when I also didn't know what I was doing. So the dance wound up a bit like the first meeting of Squall and Rinoa in Final Fantasy VIII. If you don't get the reference, the two of them wound up crashing into other dancers and stepping on each other's feet before finally being among the better dancers. It was awkward, but I shall not forget that night. And then, I graduated and never saw any of them again. Except Frank, who I met again in college. But nevermind that.
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Chapter 3: High School
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EMETT

I have trouble with my memories. Like most people, I remember little of my life before about age four or so. Apparently, I lived in Sharon, met two girls named Sasha and Alissa who teased me, and a boy named Kyle who was my best friend. I also had a grandmother on my mother's side, who I played games with and who I so connected with that when she died, I had to go into therapy. That, plus numerous incidents where I bumped my head at the low ceiling of the same cottage that I talked about at age eighteen, and for the most part my memories well past four and into about age nine are a jumbled mess much of which I can't remember. Though there is something else. At our first house, there was a closet in the basement that I sort of feared. It wasn't that it was dark (though it was), but that absolutely shouldn't be closed.  This, combined with a fear of being touched on the back or shoulder (and of intimacy in general) made me think that maybe at one point I was locked in that room and molested. But like Joe Biden sniffing hair and touching shoulders and getting away with it on national television, I found it quite difficult or impossible to prove, so that meant the awful molester got away with it. Joe Biden, I mean. 

Thanks to this, people and places began to run together strangely. For instance, I sometimes conflate moving to junior high school, high school, and college.  It didn't help that we moved around quite a bit, or that the last year of high school was merged with community college before going to a proper college. So if I mentioned all of this as high school, I think it was actually junior high that I met Meredith, Candice, and Frank. 

In actual high school, not the one I have mixed up, I met this punk/goth girl named Cecelia and some other girl named Austin. I later met Austin of all places on a tour of the UK and Ireland with my parents. Here we were, having crossed a rope bridge and in a hotel near the coast overlooking Scotland, and I saw this girl from high school there. 

There was also a girl named Renee, and a French teacher who I was kind of sweet on. She always used to show us the strangest movies. One of these was a two-film series called Jean de Florette and Manon of the Spring.  The first film had an uncle and nephew cheat a hunchbacked man out of his property by blocking the water with cement, so they could grow carnations. As a result of the hunchback, the land is later covered with rabbits as well. His daughter Manon, the  little girl from the first film becomes a hottie ten years later, and roams wild in the forests and springs. The nephew falls in lust with her, even sewing a ribbon in his hair into his flesh (like I say, weird movie), which eventually kills him. The old man despairs of having any legacy now that his nephew is dead. She and some visitor to town plot to undo the uncle, and fall for each other in the process. Meanwhile, while the uncle is dying of old age, he finds out from an old woman that an old flame of his got pregnant with his child and had a hunchback, making Manon actually his granddaughter.  And so, despite the fact that his granddaughter hates him, he dies secure that she will watch over things after he is gone. The teacher's oddness reminded me of Candice and immediately attracted me, even though she didn't look at all alike. This teacher was petite and thin with medium-length blond hair and a youthful appearance. One day, I shared the film Brazil with the teacher, a dystopian story of a man living in an overly bureaucratic society who eventually "won" against the dystopia by focusing on his beloved and forgetting about reality. 

In the last year of high school, we moved to the Eastern Shore of Virginia, so I lost touch with most of my friends from there, but I took courses that transferred over to high school and thus was able to visit my friends the last year when I graduated. As for me, I spent a couple of years around the community college, hanging out with a girl named Nina. She was I guess I'd put it, kind of a Hispanic version of my junior high flame. She was short and curvy but with dark hair and glasses. Although one time, she dressed as a devil, with makeup and a cute red dress of some sort and wore contacts instead of glasses. Unfortunately for me, a real demon of sorts was to enter my life.
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Chapter 4: Demons
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EMETT

So anyway, we're back to the dream I mentioned.  I had this dream just around community college during summer break, and I wondered what it meant. By this time, I had developed a sort of affinity for element of wind. I had just come up with a religion after being stuck almost overnight after a field trip to an aquarium. I had overslept, and decided to drive there myself. I got separated from the bus, and then wound up having to find the place myself. On the way back, I got separated again, this time because I didn't want to pay the toll. So I was stuck in town of Baltimore, since apparently there were only a few ways out of the area. Depressed, I considered driving my car into a wall, as I felt like there was no way I'd get back home. I honestly don't understand how I was thinking back then, but I remember feeling a well of determination after that, and made my religion based from the sense of finding meaning where none should exist.

So unlike most of the world that didn't believe in magic, I strongly considered it a possibility. After all, writers that wrote fantasy novels were obviously writing what they knew. Clearly they were drawing either from alternate realities where magic existed, or they themselves had limited experience with magic themselves. In any case, I was able to adjust my body temperature slightly, somewhat affect the wind from not breezy at all to sorta breezy, and I had a limited sense of where other people were, which I thereafter called the "heart sense".  It wasn't like I could make fireballs or throw giant boulders around with my mind though. In fact, my mind didn't actually enter into the equation. It was feelings that did this. 

I suppose I can't talk about what happened next without being "culturally insensitive." On September 11, 2001, the day that I was supposed to take a chemistry test, some monstrous assholes flew a plane into the World Trade Center, and we also headed from several other targets if they hadn't been stopped.

Anyway, I got past that, and took my test. But the world wasn't really the same. This was the day that dream sorta came true. This was the day that the demons attacked my home town. Well, in a manner of speaking anyway.

Over the next several years, things got worse. Under the banner of "hope" and "change", the country in general was filled with high taxes.  I had never really thought of the world in terms of black and white, good and evil. To my line of thought, there weren't good or evil people, all people were good and evil.  So the idea that a man supposedly elected to fight "racism" was to me an alien concept. Even more alien was the seemingly punitive healthcare laws. On the pretext of dealing with "pre-existing conditions" my healthcare went from a PPO family plan which at my end cost me only $40 to basically an HMO which covered nothing until I paid nearly $11.5 thousand, and was expected to cost $440 monthly if I read correctly.  I didn't care to find out, but went straight to the insurance people and asked them to cancel me from insurance. I then tried to get exempted from the $600 charge for not having insurance. Also around this time, New York passed laws that said you could have someone fined up to $250 thousand simply for misgendering you. This wasn't as simple as calling a person who presented as female "he/him" because there had been recent new gender pronouns, like "xe/xir". Since it was impossible to know what someone wanted to be called, this effectively meant that you could have someone's house foreclosed on them, by charging them enough money all at once to force them to sell.  While I believed that people in general weren't evil, this convinced me that there were in fact demons in the world, and they manifested through government tyranny. 

High taxes, high regulations, all of this upset people enough that they tried to get rid of the system. After all, most people don't mind how other people live their lives, it's that freedom to live one's life in peace is a moral good, while telling other people how to live is a moral evil. And so, when one unfortunate politician made the political suicide of telling much of the country that it was racist, sexist, homophobic, and xenophobic when they honestly wanted everyone including their enemies to leave them in peace, the fact that they rightfully lost for their folly was blamed on Russian hacking. 

I would like to say that with a new leader in power things were better, but he never really got the chance. Despite his best efforts, most of the time, he was either defending against accusations of scandal, in impeachment proceedings, or dealing with other drama. He did manage to abolish the onerous mandate to have health insurance or pay a $600 fine. But it was like the demons blocked him from acting.  After the second impeachment attempt failed, a "dangerous pandemic" swept the world. Although honestly, neither I nor Alexander my dad, not Bianca my father seemed to ever get it. My brother and sister claimed they got it once or twice, but I suspect that had more to do with over-testing than anything else.  It was all too obvious to me that this was more tyranny being shoved down people's throats, and ultimately I suspected the man who was president during this time of being an accomplice in all this. After all, he hadn't told people what they needed to hear, that this whole thing was a fraud to seize power, and he had endorsed a dangerous vaccine that hadn't been tested but just arrived ready-made to fight this thing. Almost as if it had been planned years in advance. 

I grew skeptical of the whole sorry thing, seeing this leader as controlled opposition, and deciding maybe in fact I had no friends. I had also argued with a friend (we'll call her Momo, though she's not Japanese) so I had one less person to talk to while dealing with near-total isolation. My parents didn't deal with this. They masked up, they played the game, and they made it a point to try to keep in touch with friends all during this. But I had only a few connections in this life, and once those were cut off, I basically shut down. I didn't want to eat. I didn't even want to drink water. I didn't want to even breathe if I could help it.  My parents tried to talk me out of this, but realized they couldn't force me.  And so I lay in my bed waiting for death to take me. Time passed, and I was still not dead. It turns out that self-suffocation is hard because of a gag reflex, and the other two are long and slow ways of dying.  I went down for whatever reason because I wanted to help my mom cook a curry dinner. Even if I wanted to die, I didn't want them to feel bad about it. Though I initially refused to eat curry. My folks eventually talked me through my sadness now that I was in the same room as them, and I finally wanted to eat again. The curry was one of the best things I had eaten, as it had coriander, cardamom, and cinnamon all freshly ground with vegetables chopped by me and my mother. Also, apparently a family friend had brought doughnuts, one of which was topped with bacon. It was probably awful had I been feeling better, but today after having nothing to eat, and finally letting go of some serious depression, it was the best dessert ever.  There were other doughnuts there, coconut, almond, and I think blueberry frosted, but I only ate the bacon one.  I cannot remember whether I ate the doughnuts or the curry first, honestly. But what I do remember is  that this day rather closely resembled the story of Elijah (by the way, I am born on the Feast of Elijah, July 20).


Now Ahab told Jezebel everything that Elijah had done and how he had killed all the prophets with the sword. So Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah, saying, “May the gods deal with me, and ever so severely, if by this time tomorrow I do not make your life like the lives of those you killed!” 

And Elijah was afraid and ran for his life. When he came to Beersheba in Judah, he left his servant there, while he himself traveled on a day’s journey into the wilderness. He sat down under a broom tree and prayed that he might die. “I have had enough, LORD,” he said. “Take my life, for I am no better than my fathers.” Then he lay down under the broom tree and fell asleep. Suddenly an angel touched him and said, “Get up and eat.” And he looked around, and there by his head was a cake of bread baked over hot coals, and a jar of water. So he ate and drank and lay down again. 


Elijah later goes on a mountain, talks to the Lord, and God basically tells him "come outside, I can't hear you." He tells twice how everyone has abandoned him to do what is wrong, and he's the only one left. God tells him that he's not, that actually there are seven thousand who did not worship other gods, and that he is to appoint leaders to help him. But what made me laugh about this story was reading about the "cake of bread" after eating comfort food doughnuts.

MOMO

That's not really how things felt to me. One of my relatives died, and later on, I came down sick with the thing myself. It was lucky that I was protected or I might have gotten far sicker.

As for that argument, well it's been awhile, but I think one of my relatives said something similar, and it just pissed me off so much. It pissed me off even more that I was hearing the same words from someone that I thought was my friend. I also needed time to work through the idea that some topics we just had to agree to disagree. Even though they were totally wrong.  It took a long time to work up the nerve to make up with them, and to be honest, it had to go in stages from talking only occasionally, to getting letters asking what was going on, to return to normal conversation.  The first attempt with letters ended up disastrously, with us both cutting contact for letters too. But then one of us sent a letter in response to a question about being plus one in a wedding of all things, and that led to another letter. And another, until finally returning to normal texting on Discord. So yeah, it was a wedding that neither of us wanted to go to, of all things, that brought us back in touch with each other.  

While all of that was going on, my life was a quiet hell. My sister was having a baby or two, and we all were supposed to be excited for her while the house was crowded and she would barge in right when I needed to take a long shower to wash baby. That I had wants or needs didn't enter into the equation, because I was the one being selfish, of course. Never mind that my sister probably had enough for her own place between her working full-time and her husband bringing in money, but it was "selfish" of me to want to take a damned shower without a dirty smelly baby being shoved in my face.  A friend of mine told me (just now) about a comedy horror called Santa Jaws where
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