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“Now, Eve, don’t stare!” she cautioned herself, lowering her eyes towards her lap.  The pages of the book she always kept there were never turned, but no one ever noticed.  

For as long as she could remember, Eve had been fascinated by people.  She obsessed over them, observing and recording their every move in meticulous detail.  Public parks were her favorite places to people-watch.  She had tried malls and other venues, but she’d ended up discarding them as less than optimal.

Early on, Eve had come to realize that her overt surveillance often resulted in those she observed taking offense.  In order to avoid confrontations, she had become adept at concealment.  She had learned how to blend into the background, adopting inconspicuous dress, her eyes hidden behind a pair of dark sunglasses or a low-brimmed cap as she conducted her research.  

Today though, the park she had chosen was almost deserted.  The fine fall weather had turned cool, with a fitful drizzle blown on the leaf-littered breeze—not unexpected for the first week of October but still disappointing.  The few passers-by strode past heads down, their bodies muffled in mackinaws or cloaked by umbrellas.  

She had just about given up and was about to dematerialize when the unexpected appearance of a funny little man changed her plans. What a curious set of ears he has, she thought.  Very pointy! Not at all like the others.

She concentrated her gaze upon him.  He seemed to be in an agitated state of mind, pacing quickly down the path, paying little attention to his surroundings.  He’d no overcoat, no hat, and no evidence of a brolly.  

“What peculiar clothing,” she murmured, “so ‘old-fashioned,’ as it were.”

She increased her audio sensitivity, trying to catch his conversation.  He was speaking into a cellphone.  “Yes. . . that’s right,” he said, his voice an odd, steamy whistle.  “Yes, I’ve tried turning it off, waiting three seconds, and then turning it back on.  No!  It’s the revision prior.  No!  I don’t want to upgrade!”  He grew more agitated, his voice rising in anger.  “Whaddaya mean, support ended last month?  The thing’s only a month old!”

As he came closer to her perch, an iron park bench set back from the crossing point of the two main paths that gave onto the greensward, she was able to make out additional details.  His hair, for instance, was striking—an incredible fiery auburn that seemed to stick out in all directions as though his head were crowned with flame.  His skin too was an odd hue, very sallow, almost leathery.  

“Oh,” she concluded, “he’s an odd duck for sure!  I can’t wait to add all of his particulars to my records.”  She lowered her head further, feigning deep interest in her hardcover as he drew even with her position.

“Listen!  Listen to me, you never-to-be sufficiently damned imp!”  He was by then nearly screaming into the phone, holding it in front of his face as though he would bite it.  “I want to speak to a supervisor! . . .  What’s that? You are the supervisor?  Well then, get me your boss! . . .  Yes, I’ll wait!”  He paced a small oval right in front of Eve, impatience growing with each step.  ”. . .Finally!  Well, what can you do for me?  Yes! It’s crucial for my assignment!  No, it’s not under warranty. . . .  Six months!  Why, you little—I need this fixed today! . . .  Don’t you dare disconnect me!  Do you know who I am?” 

The one-sided conversation came to an abrupt end as he threw the phone down in a fury.  It hit the hard-packed stones and cracked.  He started jumping on the remains with both feet.  

“Infernal sprites!” he screamed.  “Just you wait!  As soon as I get all the forms filled out with HR, in triplicate, I am going to see you all are fired, and I don’t mean let go from your jobs either!” 

His eyes had lit up with an internal flame.  Smoke curled from one of his pointy ears.  Eve imagined she could detect a whiff of brimstone as he grew ever more agitated.  

“There! I hope you are happy!” he snarled and he kicked the tangled mess onto the grassy verge near her high-heel black pumps.  

She looked down, just in time to witness a pair of puce- colored lips appear on the surface of the destroyed touchscreen.  The lips extruded a fleshy pink tongue and then sounded a loud Bronx cheer.  Then they disappeared in a burst of flame, taking the remains of the destroyed phone with them.

“And good riddance!” he screamed, shaking a claw-like fist and throwing another kick at the spot where the rude lips had appeared.

Startled, she shook her head, reviewing the internal instant playback of what she had witnessed.  No malfunction! she thought in wonder.  That was an actual class-five physical manifestation of a tongue and a pair of humanoid lips!  They rendered a fully audible unvoiced linguolabial trill and then disappeared approximately zero point seven seconds later! Amazing!

“Did you see that?”  She looked up, wrenched out of her internal reverie: Was he speaking to me?

He plowed on as though she’d answered, “Idiots!  Here I am trying to execute the most important caper since the Fall of Job, and I got supply problems!”  He seemed to shake himself, focusing on her for the first time.  “Hey-heyy! You’re a cute one, aren’t you!”  He leered.  “Say, Beautiful. . .where have you been all my life?”  He cocked a fiery eyebrow in her direction, doffing an imaginary hat, and gave her an exaggerated bow.  

Eve was nonplussed.  Oh, great, a pick-up artist! she thought.  Well, since I can’t just pop into non-existence right in front of his nose, I’ll humor him so he’ll go away.

She lowered her gaze, her deep green-gray eyes studying him over the rims of her sunglasses, and gave him her patented, make-one-more-move-and-I’ll-scream-for-the-police look.  Adopting a prim tone, she said, “To whom do I owe the pleasure? Mister—ah. . . ?” 

“Luc!  My friends all call me Luc,” he replied, sticking out a gnarled yellow claw that Eve took with some reluctance.

“Luke,” she said, overstressing the “u.”  “That’s Luke with a ‘k’?”

“No, no, no.  With a ‘c’.  L-U-C.  It’s sort of a nick-name,” he continued, giving her a rather toothy grin.  “My real name is quite a bit longer.  And now, since you know mine, what would yours be, my pretty little morsel?”

She looked at him in shock.  No other being had ever called her “pretty” or introduced themselves with such boldness.  Her personal interactions had heretofore been limited to fending off the occasional pick-up effort of a few lonely house-husbands.  Her autonomic sub-systems kicked in, betraying her with a flush, which crept up her delicate neck and brought a fetching rose-pink color to her aquiline features.  

She glanced momentarily at her novel. “It’s Eve,” she replied in a near whisper.  “Pleased to meet you.”

It was his turn to be startled.  His head rocked back, and he dropped her hand as though it were electrified.  His expression became unreadable, and he retreated back a half-pace from the park bench.  

“Eve,” he repeated under his breath.  “How wonderfully perfect!”  A smile, less toothy and more wolfish, crept onto his face.  “My day is looking up!” he muttered to himself.

She watched as he his gaze slid over her form and came to rest on her eyes.  She met it, regarding him in silence, till he broke away.  

He cleared his throat and shook his head.  “My dear girl, you have no idea how pleased I am to meet you!”  His smile was broad now, and his eyes grew merry and bright.  His hair too had somehow become more tame, almost as if he’d brushed it back without touching it.  “Do you know that, of all the people I’ve ever been assigned to contact, you’ve been among the most elusive and difficult to find?  Why, I’ve been searching for you for weeks and weeks, ever since you popped up on our radar, so to speak!  But you’ve been a sneaky one, haven’t you?  All our usual means of tracking and locating targets were simply useless.  We had to dedicate a full division—a full division, I tell you—just to develop a new way to find you.”

Eve sat stock still, trying to absorb these new facts.  He’s been searching for me? she thought.  Why? I’ve done nothing wrong.  No one has been harmed.  I’ve never met anyone like this funny little man! 

She decided that this conversation was taking a turn that made her uncomfortable.  It was her unwritten policy never to allow her subjects to observe the more unusual aspects of her nature, but this seemed to be an emergency.  She rose to her feet, finding that she stood almost a head taller than her inquisitor, and turned to face him.  “Mister Luc,” she declared with some passion, “I don’t know who you are or why you should be looking for me, but I can tell you I’ve had quite enough of this!” 

His eyes widened in surprise as she continued, “I will not be stalked—yes, stalked by some dirty old man who screams and yells!  You will stop bothering me, at once, or I will inform the authorities.” 

Favoring him with one more imperious glare, she turned on her heel, prepared to hasten off.  If he so much as moves a muscle, I’ll scream! she resolved.  

She had made three strides when she felt his claw-like fingers seize her right elbow.  “Not so fast, my pretty!” he hissed.  “We haven’t finished our little talk!  I’ve got a—

whoof!” 

Eve’s copy of Paradise Lost landed squarely in his protruding paunch, cutting his words short.  A puff of sulfurous smoke escaped his lips as he doubled over wheezing.  She turned, caught between running and calling for help.  

Her decision was made for her as he straightened up.  His face was contorted in rage, his eyes lit with the same inner flame she had observed when he was destroying his cellphone.  “Why, you little minx!” he growled, “that hurt!”  He extended both arms and lunged towards her, his gnarled yellow hands splayed open to grasp her.  

There was an explosive
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