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   Summary: In a life of hate, deceit, and dishonesty; Nathan finds there is an upside to life when he meets Tracey. A confident, beautiful, outgoing girl who immediately falls in love with him and has no regard for the danger that lies within his life. He decides that loving her may be worth risking his life to death… and hers. 
 
    
 
   


 
   Dedication 
 
   To the ones who stand behind everything life brings to you
 
   Never turn their backs and always keeps you close.
 
   Love life’s loves and LIFE LOVES YOU!
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Prologue
 
    
 
   The love I have can last a lifetime alone, in the darkness waiting for the mate of love to return to the side of a lonely heart. But I cannot wait long past tomorrow to hold you, hear you, and see you in my arms. Without my arms wrapped around you, our bodies wound within one another. There is no darkness emptier then I at that exact moment. There is no depth lower than the empty feeling I have from longing for you. For this love is greater than any I have had the pleasure of feeling. For this love is you. 
 
   Nathan-
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   1: Enraptured 
 
    
 
   The last week before a break, Mrs. Kimble’s class always lasts forever! I cannot wait for this week to be over. It’s almost spring break—the next best thing to look forward to, apart from summer. It’s the start of the warming days, when we can lose the coats and start letting some skin show. That earthy scent comes back, due to the freshly bloomed flowers and trees, and the newly grown grass. 
 
   Oh yeah, and the preeminent point—lack of class. My impatience for graduation, in a few months, also grinds at the back of my head. 
 
   Still three days to go, until I can enjoy our week of no school and not waking up early. Mrs. Kimble moves on to literary words that are meant to capture your feelings when you speak. Yeah, only three more days—if I can ever get out of this long-ass class! 
 
   “So,” Glen pulls me from my thoughts, tapping my back, “what do you have planned for our lovely break that’s coming up?”
 
   I turn a quarter of the way to her, not wanting to draw attention to us. “Nothing much. I haven’t put too much thought into it. What about you?”
 
   “Well, you know, Andrew Stevens is planning the next break party, I think it is Friday at 9, or maybe 10.” She looks up to the ceiling, then nods. “I heard it from Robert, in the hall.”
 
   Break party, it’s what we call any party thrown the last day of school and the opening of a break. It seems lame, thinking of it now. I guess it serves its purpose though. 
 
   Intriguing, I think, as I speak. “Andrew is not known for throwing parties, especially at his place—his mother would murder him if she found out.”
 
   “Well, he is apparently willing to risk it—that’s why everyone is planning to go. It so has to be worth it,” she chimes, in anticipation. “So yeah, very intriguing.”
 
   “Tracey and Glen, is the talk of Andrew’s party more important than the study going on in this English class?” Here she goes. Mrs. Kimble, on another role of trying to embarrass her students by using her bionic ears to ease-drop on their conversations. 
 
   Today, Tracey Warren and Glen Richards are on her hit list. 
 
   “Of course not, Mrs. Kimble!” Glen says with exaggeration. “Nothing is more important than what is going on within your exceptional English class.” Glen is the best smart-ass in existence. We have known each other since grade school. When her, her mom, and her older sister moved to Bennington, here in Vermont, she walked into my classroom and our third grade teacher assigned her the desk next to mine. I smiled at her and she offered me one of her princess erasers. We have been tied at the hip ever since. 
 
   “Now Glen, with your equipped sarcasm, you should try directing your efforts more towards paying attention to your studies,” Mrs. Kimble states calmly, while giving her a piercing look over the bridge of her glasses, “rather than towards being a smart-aleck.”
 
   We have gotten each other into hell, and she has been the one to get us out;—in most cases. We are both eighteen, though she is a few months older than me; yet, I’m taller than she is. While I have dark-brown—almost black—hair, she has that pretty, sandy-brown hair that many girls color their heads to achieve. Freckles cover her cheeks, and I have a beauty mark resting aside my left eye. We both have curvy shapes that pull eyes as we walk, and Glen flaunts hers with an ‘I got it, girl’ attitude.
 
   “Smart-Aleck!” Glen gasps. “Mrs. Kimble,” she says, slowly and with emphasis, “now, with your high expectations of me, you know I wouldn’t dare. I love being one of the students you go home thinking of, how you can make me into a better person before I leave this school.” She flashes her pearly whites and winks at Mrs. Kimble. 
 
   The other students in the class snicker and shake their heads. Mrs. Kimble—for a moment—only glares at Glen. The bell rings loudly, jarring her attention. 
 
   That bell may take forever to ring, but it is always right–on–time! Gathering my things, all I hear is giggling, rambles, and shuffling from the other students trying to rush from the classroom. Looking at each other, Glen and I attempt to make a run for it. 
 
   The last thing I need is for Mrs. Kimble to desire to keep me in this classroom any longer than the hour I already had to suffer through.
 
   Hallway in sight.
 
   “Harrumph, ladies.” Mrs. Kimble clears her throat, noticing me and Glen fulfilling our escape plan. 
 
   Damn, I think to myself, too late. We turn, facing her. Arms folded across her chest, she glares at us with one eyebrow raised. The left side of her mouth turns up as if to say ‘don’t even think about it.’
 
   I hurry to speak, being the more reasonable one of the two of us. “Mrs. Kimble, yes, what is going on in your class is more important than any party thrown by anyone. But you have to excuse us, because we have something extremely important we need to have completed for my mother before she gets home.” Yes, it’s a lie, but hopefully a believable lie. 
 
   Her one eyebrow lowers so that it is even with the other as she contemplates my story, trying to decide whether it was the truth or my escape route. “Lad—” The phone rings the moment she begins to speak. She steps to it, eyes still on us. 
 
   Once the person on the other end starts to ramble loudly and too quickly, she shoos us away. Her expression shows worry as she listens. I care—but not that much. Immediately, Glen and I make a run for it, hitting the hallway in record time, before she can hang up.
 
   I am a little interested in this party. Andrew is never allowed to have company, which restricts any party-throwing. His mother is extremely strict and for him to risk it… 
 
   “Hey Glen, hey Tracey,” Eric cuts us off from our walk to the parking lot. “You ladies coming to Andrew’s party on Friday?” I now know, around every corner, someone will be talking about the party. “Y’all know, everybody from our school and our sister schools are supposed to be there.”
 
   Mt. Francis Senior High School contains most of the students in town. “I didn’t think Andrew’s house was that big, to pack all those hormone-driven teenagers.” I’m curious to know exactly how big Andrew’s house is. We have never been in it, just in the area.
 
   “It’s pretty big, not to mention he has the lake in his backyard. So it is party central. We can all ride over there together, if you all want.”
 
   “Thanks, we were just on our way to see if the rest of the girls were interested in going. Once we know for sure, we’ll decide how we will get there. See you later, Eric.” Glen waves him off, pulling me to continue our walk to the parking lot.
 
   “So you really want to go, Friday?” I ask as we approach our group of friends.
 
   “Of course,” she says, as if I asked a ridiculous question. “You don’t?”
 
   “Yes, I mean, especially if it’s as big as everyone is making it seem. But we can check with the others, see if they are thinking about going.” I am always good at including the other girls of our group in our decisions. 
 
   The parking lot is where the juniors and seniors meet after class. We could hang out there for hours, but the school will not allow for our time to exceed two hours after the last class lets out. 
 
   The girls and I always meet up so we can plan what we are doing later or anything else that holds importance, which is usually nothing; however, anything can entertain a bunch of teenage girls.
 
   “Hey Rachel, have you heard about Andrew’s party? You’re going, right?” Glen always jumps right into whatever the juicy stuff is.
 
   “Hi Glen, how was class? Maybe we could start off our conversations with a greeting.” Rachel was always there to check her. “Yes,” she answers, “we were just talking about it. We all want to go. What about you two? Tracey, I know you’re not going to miss this party, right?”
 
   “No, you know better. I’m going,” I state, lacking enthusiasm. Realizing it, I perk up. “Eric stopped Glen and me in the hallway to offer us a ride. You know he tries to get in good with Glen and all.” 
 
   Eric has had the hots for Glen for as long as I can remember and she keeps shutting him down. It’s funny to watch her get mad when we all talk about it.
 
   “Ha! Yeah, Glen can ride to the party with Eric, and the rest of us will figure out how we are going to get there. No biggie, right Glen?” Stephanie, another of our group, taunts or instigates a situation. 
 
   “I think you all can just go straight to hell and take Eric and his ride with you,” Glen calmly states, looking around the parking lot. 
 
   We laugh at her nonchalant sarcasm. 
 
   “Okay, all jokes aside, we have a few more days to figure out how we are going to get there.” Joy lowers our excited mood with her ‘poop on the party’ personality; yet, we love her.
 
   “True,” we all agree. “What are you guys getting ready to do? Want to go to the mall?” Rachel never wants to go home after class. She is always trying to find something do. 
 
   The girls and I all kind of favor. Rachel is the tallest of us. We all stand five-foot-three to five-foot-five, with long hair and golden skin, because we spend so much time in the sun whenever it is out. We don’t just hang out and do nothing—our days together are spent shopping, eating, and partying.
 
   But today I am in no mood to go to the mall. I really just want to go home and lay around the house with no company. 
 
   “No, I’m all set. I’m going to head home. Call me when you all get back.”
 
   “Okay, see you later, Tracey.” They chime behind me as I walk away.
 
   Getting in my Mazda 6, there is a flyer on my window. They are really planning on advertising this party everywhere. Really, flyers? And on my car of all places. I hate shit on my car. Throwing the flyer to the backseat, I turn up the radio. There are little-to-no cars left, and I am so ready to be at home, on a couch, watching something not relevant to life. 
 
   Maybe there will be something on MTV, no, E, no… Maybe there will be a good movie on HBO, no, maybe on FX. Yeah, FX always has a good movie on. I’ll sit back in the family room and wa—
 
   There’s a loud screech and a hard bang. I jolt forward and back—my body slams against the seat. Blinking, trying to get my eyes to focus, I’m dazed; my vision fades out then back in. I think—I think I just got hit waiting at a stop sign. Panic kicks in as I look myself over. Am I okay? Oh my goodness, am I hurt? 
 
   What the hell! Somebody just hit my damn car! I grab my head, feeling it starting to throb. I think I hit my head on the—
 
   A tap pulls me from my self-examination.
 
   No, the idiot who just hit me is not tapping on my damn window! 
 
   I open the door, pissed. “What? What the hell? You just hit me!” I yell, still trying to get my eyesight to focus.
 
   “Um, yeah, I know.” I look at him. “I am so sorry.” The apologetic voice comes from a perfectly chiseled face that responds to my anger subtly. 
 
   He looks at me with slanted, brown, prominent eyes. When he turns a little away from the sun, they turn a slight hazel. His strong nose ends in a rounded point, and his hair—maybe black or brown, depending on how the sun hits it. Very attractive lips that say ‘Hey, I am here, kiss me.’ He is tall-enough to block the sun and that adds to his presence in a way that is equally hypnotizing. And his shoulders are broad-enough to block a tackle from a football player.
 
   “I know this is probably the worst thing that could happen right before your break. I am truly sorry. I can get the car fixed for you.” His exposed arms show off his tanned skin tone, which somewhat glistens from the rays of the sun, and it’s as if I’m watching it soak up every ray.
 
   I swing my legs from the car and step out. The world seems to shift. I grab my head, feeling dizzy. The earth feels like it’s moving beneath my feet, and I lose my balance. 
 
   He catches me with a quick grab of my arm and cuff of my waist. There is a tingle, slight burning feeling, where his hand touches my bare arm. 
 
   He makes sure I’m standing on my own, then quickly pulls his hand away. The earth shakes again and I become a little wobbly. He touches my shoulder, holding me in place, and makes sure not to let his hand touch my bare skin. 
 
   “Um, are you okay? You look a little out of it.” His voice is lyrical and smooth, with a base sound that adds a manly tone. Faultless. “Can you hear me? Are you okay?”
 
   Damn, he’s talking to me. Remember words, Tracey, say something. “Um.” Better words. “Yeah, I think so. How did you hit me?” My voice sounds distant to me, and too calm. 
 
   “Completely not paying attention. I came here to pick up my cousin from school and didn’t see him. While searching the parking lot and texting him, I kind of lost focus on the important part of driving.”
 
   “You do know you are not supposed to text and drive, right?” Holding my head, I walk around to the back of my car, checking for damages. 
 
   He follows. “Again, I apologize for any damages. I will get everything fixed.” His voice, now factual, has lost the apologetic tone. 
 
   Examining the back of my car, there are no real damages, besides some scratches and a ding by my license plate. But as my mom would say, ‘the damages can be under the car and not noticeable, honey.’ “Well, looks like the only real damage was to my head.” I lightly let my palm touch my head, feeling a knot start to protrude from the side of my forehead. 
 
   “Can I take you to the hospital? You do seem a little dazed.” He moves to look at the car. “And after we leave the hospital, we can take your car to the body shop, because even though it doesn’t seem like there are any damages, doesn’t mean there aren’t any under the car.” Really, Mom?
 
   “That’s true, but I don’t think I need to go to the hospital. My head just hurts. I think I will be okay once I get something to eat and a Tylenol.” Each of my words comes out slowly. “I am just going to head home and maybe go to the body shop later.” I scrunch my nose, feeling disoriented. “I think I need a nap.” My thought process is off. I put my hands out to my sides when the earth starts shaking again. 
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he says in a concerning tone. “You may have a concussion and it’s never good to go to sleep. You could slip into a coma.” 
 
   “Humph, maybe.” A striking pain shoots through my head. I reach up to touch it, seeing him do the same. His thumb grazes my hairline next to my temple, and that’s it. Everything goes black, and my body hits something hard. Maybe the car or…the ground. 
 
   I have never felt anything like this. I have been touched by many guys. Well, not touched but touched—brushed by them in the hall, held hands, given a hug. I have kissed a few guys, and not even with my first. Yes, that first. None of them ever had that type of effect on me, where I was knocked unconscious. This cannot be good. My dad is so going to kill me.
 
   


 
    
 
   2: Touched 
 
    
 
   I wake up on a bed, in what seems to be the nurse’s office. It smells of rubbing alcohol and those blue, hockey puck-looking tablets that are thrown in the toilet and turn the water blue. It doesn’t stink, but it is not helping my headache any, either. My ass hurts and my head is pounding. 
 
   Pushing myself to sit up, the room begins to spin. It adds a nauseous feeling to my problems. Moving with more precaution, I slowly reach for my head. Stopping when I see a figure moving in my peripheral vision. 
 
   I want to look, but out of fear of what I might see, I will not, because if it’s him—the hot guy that hit me in the parking lot—and I barf, this situation could get a whole lot more embarrassing. 
 
   Without turning my head, I peek out of the corners of my eyes. 
 
   There they are—those masculine, broad shoulders even a concussion cannot make you forget. Clearly!
 
   Wait—is he sleeping? His shoulders are moving steadily and calm. He can’t be just staring at me and not saying anything. I question turning my head, not only because I don’t want him to see me look at him, but also because I fear my worsening headache. 
 
   Unable to not look, I turn my head, taking less than a second. Maybe even a millisecond.
 
   “What are you doing?” Busted! “Practicing for the exorcist?” he retorts sarcastically. 
 
   I’m caught. What type of an excuse can I use for this? Trying not to turn my head fast to look at you, in case you were looking at me. NO!
 
   “Um, I was, um, trying to…stretch…my…neck slowly…to avoid, making my head hurt worse,” I say stupidly, taking one word at a time, just to implicate I was saying each word as it came into my head.
 
   He gets up from the chair and walks in my direction. 
 
   That walk. He seems to sway across the floor, his shoulders moving with each step. Left foot, right shoulder, right foot, left shoulder. I quickly peek at him, hoping he doesn’t see. I notice that he doesn’t slouch and his jaw is tight.
 
   I look away as he gets closer. I have no idea what he is going to do or say. I do know he’s close and I want him to touch me again. As long as I don’t pass out…again.
 
   His hands are in his pockets as he approaches the bedside. “Would you like to go get some ibuprofen for your head?” he asks, bending over, looking at my forehead. Well, I assume he’s looking at my forehead. “The nurse is still here, and she has been waiting for you to come to.” Hands still in his pockets. “You feeling okay?”
 
   I must be looking foolishly, because he said that as if it was the second time he’d asked me. “Umm, yeah, I think so.”
 
   “Okay, let’s go see what the nurse has for you. Maybe she can do something about your headache.” With his hands still in his pockets, he offers me his arm to grab. 
 
   I refuse to take his arm. Not that I do not want to touch him, because I definitely want to touch him. I just figure, if he wants to help me, he would have offered me a hand for more stability. Offended, I say, “Nah, that’s okay, I got it.” I shoo his arm away.
 
   Still not looking at him, my grip tightens around the edge of the bed, readying myself to stand up. Not sure if I’ll be able to do so without help, but I’m willing to take the chance.
 
   His breathing changes, sounding impatient. I must be taking too long for him. I peek at him through my lashes. He’s looking at me, rising one of his smoothly, thick-laid eyebrows. “You sure you got it?”
 
   “Yes.” I drag out slowly. “Getting impatient?” I ask, sounding a little more aggressive than I intended. 
 
   The truth is, I am incredibly dizzy and not sure if—when I stand—I will be able to continue standing. I am also giving the spinning blue and black tiles on the floor time to settle. 
 
   “Nope, just didn’t want you to hit the floor.” He smirks cockily. I can no longer avoid looking at him. 
 
   Taking him all in, my eyes brush over his slightly-scruffy chin and nicely-trimmed mustache above it, noticing he doesn’t have any hair hanging over his upper lip, like most guys do. I really hate that.
 
   My eyes continue to drift, making their way to his plump, raspberry-colored bottom lip that requests that I get up from this bed and kiss it. Maybe even nibble on it for a second. 
 
   He licks it, making my idea of tasting it so much more. 
 
   He is dressed down in dark, denim jeans and a black t-shirt, matching his Nikes. He just looks amazing, standing there with his broad shoulders and thick arms waiting for me. 
 
   Yeah! Waiting for me to stop staring at him like a total dork! What am I thinking? Come on, Tracey, get your shit together. 
 
   That smirk reappears, and his head slightly tilts forward, making some of his shorter hair fall onto his forehead. I can’t determine how long his hair is, but it looks like the top is longer than the back and sides. It has a slight wave effect, also requesting ‘Feel me, Tracey. Come, rub your delicate fingers through me.’
 
   He closes the distance between us, removing his hands from his pockets. “Come on, let me help you,” his voice, soft and caring. It sounds unexpectedly perfect, welcoming me to trust it.
 
   His hands reach out, grabbing my sides, and my heart stops, taking my breath away. I feel his soft grip faintly tighten as he grabs my waist and lifts me slowly off the bed. He places me down gently, my landing is soundless, like a feather floating to the floor. 
 
   “Thanks,” I mutter without a breath. We make direct eye contact, when I look up. Something I’ve been trying to avoid since I’d passed out.
 
   His eyes, looking back in mine, swirl from the hazel-brown they were to a green-brown. It is fascinating, stunning even. I can only stare into them, watching the color fill.
 
   He quickly blinks and moves back, taking a little longer to reopen them. My expression must have given me away. I didn’t notice how aware I was of his hands still being on me, until they were gone—a sense of comfort and warmth going with them.
 
   “Come on, let’s go. It’s getting late and you probably need to get home.” His voice is deep, different from the one he used moments ago; it’s stern and precise.
 
   “Um.” He looks up, not to me but over my shoulder towards the doorway. I look at him suspiciously, pointing to his eyes. “You have something going on up there.”
 
   “I know,” he says, shaking his head “It’s such a pain.” He reaches out his arm and hand towards the door, as if to say, ‘Let’s go. After you.’
 
   I like the way he handled that.
 
   I don’t want to pry, so I shrug my shoulders—childish, I know—and walk slowly—still feeling a little dizzy.
 
   “Hi Mrs. Waturstrom,” I say to the woman at the nurse’s desk. “I’m feeling a little better, but my head hurts. May I have something for my headache that will tie me over until I get home, please?”
 
   The nurse is a nice little lady. She is older than she looks. She says it is because her late husband kept her young. He passed away maybe a year or more ago. It’s noticeable it broke her heart. She used to be very bubbly prior to it—she would kind of dance when she walked—and now she is just your basic happy nurse—keeping a smile on and speaking with a slight hint of excitement, but not really feeling it. 
 
   Her face is beautiful, with little to no wrinkles—except when she smiles—and no scars, apart from a tear-shaped scar that takes property under her right eye, right above her cheek. It is faint and you can barely see it. Though, for some reason, I always notice it, yet no one else seems to.
 
   “Of course, Tracey. Nice to see you feeling better. I’ll give you a Tylenol for your head and a bottle of water. Just wait there one moment.”
 
   “Okay, thank you.” I rest on the counter while I watch her walk over to her cabinet of ‘relieve your pain’ goodies. 
 
   “Now Tracey, I am not trying to pry, but sometimes I just cannot help myself.” 
 
   What does she mean by pry?
 
   She looks at a label on one of the pill bottles before she continues. “Would you all happen to be involved with each other?” 
 
   My eyes go wide. I know he has to see them—he’s only standing a foot away, maybe anticipating me hitting the floor again. “Um,” I follow quickly before he could comment “no ma’am, he isn’t.” I don’t even know him. 
 
   “Oh!” I can hear the real shock in her voice. I don’t think it’s that surprising. “I’m sorry, dear. I just thought…well, with the way he carried you in here and his concern over you being well. That boy even fell asleep in that hard chair, waiting on you to wake up.”
 
   I had not even put thought to how I got in here. I look over at him and he is shaking his head slowly looking at her. She doesn’t say anything else, just continues to look in the cabinet and shrugs her shoulders twice. 
 
   He looks at me, and I smile at him. “Thank you,” I say softly.
 
   He quickly shrugs. “It was nothing.”
 
   “You didn’t have to do that,” I say, still staring at him.
 
   He takes another glance at the nurse and shakes his head before looking at me. “Not like you could walk right,” he says, reaching around me as he grabs some candy out of the glass bowl the nurse leaves on the counter. “I have to go make a call. Meet me outside after you get your pain relievers.”
 
   “Wait, why do I have to meet you outside?”
 
   “You have to get home, don’t you?” he says cynically, looking at his phone.
 
   “Yeah, but I can drive my car.”
 
   “Your car is at the shop getting fixed. You couldn’t drive it home with a busted bumper. It will be ready in an hour; they’ll drop it off at your house.” 
 
   Wait—I didn’t see my bumper busted—was I that out of it? “Wait.” He stops walking. “So you’re going to take me home?” I ask in a softer tone. “You don’t have to do that. I have probably taken up enough of your day already. I can call someone to get me.” I look for a clock. “How long have I been out?”
 
   “Well, you have been out for maybe…” He looks at his watch. “Two and a half hours.” My eyes go wide—what!? “And, nah…” He shakes his head. “It’s not your fault you’re in this situation. If I had been paying attention, I wouldn’t have hit you. It’s my responsibility to make sure you’re okay.” He walks to the door and says, “Meet me outside.”
 
   I turn, seeing the nurse shoo her hand, swiftly shaking her head with a boring, unamused expression. Weird. 
 
   She walks back over to me. “He seems like a nice boy,” she says, handing me one of those little cups with two pills and a small bottle of water.
 
   I take them happily. “Yes, I guess so. He didn’t have to carry me from the parking lot to in here though. I know I must have been heavy.”
 
   “No dear, I am sure you weighed nothing more than a feather to him.” She looks up at me, shocked. I have to say, I am giving her the bullshit look. I weigh way more than a feather—hell, than a watermelon. “Well, I mean, with those arms and all.”
 
   I shrug, not wanting to go further into that conversation. “I better get going. I don’t want my mom to worry. Seeing I’ve been out for almost three hours.”
 
   “Oh yes! Don’t let me hold you up. Get out of here,” she says, chuckling softly. 
 
    
 
   I walk down the hall towards the rear doors—I assume he is still parked in the rear lot—and the swirl of his eyes play back in my head. They literally changed colors right before my eyes, like nothing I’ve ever seen before. It was beautifully hypnotizing. 
 
   Nearing the door, the spring break sign catches my attention. It’s bright and colorful, bidding us farewell. They must have just put that there. I hadn’t seen it earlier in the week. The sign lights up; there is a bright light that blinds my vision, and then black.
 
   My ass meets the floor for the second time today. I just ran into a wall.
 
   I hear a deep, soft chuckle, while warmth covers me and I’m lifted from the floor. Hands wrap around my arms. There is burning from the touch but quickly replaced with comfort, and the pain goes away from my head, back, and butt.
 
   I feen for more of it, and once it realizes that I realized it, it’s gone. Hands off, warmth replaced by the coolness of the building and the slight, warm breeze from the open door. I’m standing on my own. But the pain in my head is returning with an angry vengeance. 
 
   “Sorry, I just keep running into you,” he says, soft and amused. 
 
   I reach for my head. “Wow, what are you made of—bricks?” It feels like I ran into a wall with skin. 
 
   “Uh, no. Last time I checked, ninety percent water, a lot of muscle, tissue, bones, and a little blood somewhere in there.” He laughs at himself. I give him a look that says ‘cut the bullshit.’ Walking into him really hurt. “I’m only kidding. It’s muscle. I work out sometimes.” Sometimes! “Sorry I walked into you,” he says, with a more serious voice. “I wasn’t paying attention. Once again, my head was in my phone.” 
 
   “Humph, you’re a busy man, huh?”
 
   “No, not really. Just at some points there is a lot going on.” He looks around me. “Did you drop anything? Are you ready to go?”
 
   “No and yes. I need to get home to lie down. And eat.”
 
   “Okay.” He leads me to his truck—an all-black Silverado. It has huge wheels that are the height of my thighs. “You need some help getting up there?” he asks, opening the door.
 
   I notice the multiple handles to help me get in. “Nope, just stay there to make sure I don’t fall, please.”
 
   He half chuckles. “I can do that.”
 
   With only one trip and a fall forward, I make it into the truck. He laughs at me, and when he gets in, I feel obligated to explain that I am not a clumsy person. I am only discombobulated, because I am still suffering from the side effects of the fall when I hit my head—and running into a human wall. He laughs at that. 
 
   He offers to buy me something to eat, but I decline. Not to be rude—I just would prefer to get home, because I don’t feel well.
 
   We are three blocks away from my house when he apologizes for the third time—since we have been in the truck—for hitting me and running into me. 
 
   “It’s fine, really.”
 
   Nearing my house he asks, “Which house is yours?”
 
   “Just five more houses. It’s a brown and white one with a garage facing us.” He nods in understanding. “You have been very nice to me and I appreciate you. I mean it, you know…what you’ve done for me.” I pause to gather my thoughts. “So what’s your name? ‘Sir hits a lot’?”
 
   He looks at my deviously, then turns back to the road. We are coming up on my house.
 
   “Well, here we are,” he says, completely ignoring my insinuated question. He turns to look at me. “Hello Tracey, I’m Nathan. I apologize again, for hitting you. I give you my word, it will never happen again.” He gives me a boring look. “Sorry you were wrong.”
 
   “Wrong about what?” I ask as he pulls up in front of my house.
 
   “My name.”
 
   “Drat!” I snap my finger for extra exaggeration. 
 
   I sit, knowing I should leave, but I can’t. I need to, but I don’t want to. 
 
   He turns off the engine but does not turn off the truck. Getting out, he walks over to my side and opens the door for me. “Does your head feel any better? You really don’t know how sorry I am.” He says it in a way that seems like he is apologizing for more than just hitting me.
 
   I shrug. “I’ll be fine after I eat and wake back up. If it gets worse, I’ll go to the doctor.” I smile. He unexpectedly returns it and I melt.
 
   I reach out to grab the handle, in preparation to jump out of the truck. He grabs my outreached hand softly, taking me by surprise. 
 
   I am at ease, no pain. Comfort and happiness fills me, yet there is a fire. It is so…alive. It burns through my hand, starting in my palm, making its way up my arm, and starts to creep through my chest. 
 
   It’s short-lived as the fire fizzles away with the release of his hand. Although it was burning, I welcomed it. There was a minor discomfort, but it was bearable and I want more. Not more of the burn, but more of his touch. 
 
   I don’t even realize I am out of the truck and standing in front of him, when he clears his throat, drawing my attention. He is looking at me and we make eye-contact. Unable to resist it, I stare into his eyes that are looking back into mine as they start to swirl again, turning into a deep ocean-blue with grey edges. Strikingly beautiful. 
 
   My eyes widen, and as if he realizes what I see, he quickly looks away, towards the setting sun. “I’ll watch you make it in the house safely. I’ll see you around sometime, Tracey. Sorry again.”
 
   Through suspicious eyes, I drag “Yeah,” slowly stepping back. “Okay, Nathan.” He shivers. It is getting a little chilly suddenly. “And you don’t have to keep apologizing. It’s okay.” I turn, walking towards my front door.
 
   “Don’t go to sleep just yet. Your car should be back within thirty minutes.”
 
   I wave over my head saying, “Thank you.”
 
   


 
   3: Chosen
 
    
 
   I slide to the floor with my back against the door. It feels like my chest is going through contractions and my brain is pounding out of my skull. It all hurts so badly. I sit, minutes ticking by as my headache worsens. 
 
   There are knocks at the door that sound like someone is trying to bang their fist through the door. Why are they knocking on the damn door so loudly? “What!?” I say—as harshly as their banging sounds. 
 
   “It’s Jim, from Frankie’s Auto Body, the repair shop, dropping off your car.”
 
   I get up slowly, every move making my head hurt worse and worse. I open the door and glance up at Jim. “Just put the car in the driveway. Thanks for dropping it off.”
 
   He drops the keys into my hand. “Already done. Have a good night.”
 
   “Uh huh.” I close the door. When I turn around, my vision blurs. 
 
   I stand in the foyer of my house, while an annoying sound rings in my ears. It’s not until it stops that I realize it was my phone. And until I rummage through my bag, do I realize I had left it at home. 
 
   I refuse to walk up all of those stairs to get it. Hell, I can’t even make it to the couch. I must have hit my head harder than I thought. I mean, he did say I was out for two-plus hours. But why is my chest burning out of control like this? I must have a severe case of heartburn—very severe. 
 
   I need to eat. If I eat, at least my head will stop hurting. That’s my theory anyway.
 
   My mom always leaves snacks on the breakfast bar of the kitchen that overhangs into the kitchen from the hallway. That’s as far as I need to get. 
 
   Using the wall for support, I find one of the three barstools that sit in front of the breakfast bar. In no attempt do I try to climb up on it; instead, I slump over it. As I do, the room spins. Hold it together, Tracey, I tell myself. 
 
   On the right side of the bar are the healthy snacks; on the left are the chips and Twinkies. I’m on the right, and although I love Twinkies, I will not force myself to walk over there. I try to decide between an apple and a banana.
 
   I grab the banana, still leaning over the chair. I peel it as good as I can, through blurred vision, before eating it slowly. 
 
   The phone rings again and I have no interest in answering it. All I care about is making my way to the nearest couch and sleeping for the next three days, or until my head stops hurting. I stand, taking one step, and my legs go weak. 
 
   I drop down to my knees, feeling no pain but the hammer hitting every inch of my head with the force of a man who can lift four-hundred-thirty pounds. I have no strength to walk, so I crawl my way to the living room and take five minutes to pull myself onto the couch.
 
   The door knocks, three times. “NOO! Go Away!” I shout. There is no way I am going to answer the door. They knock three more times. I’m not moving.
 
   Thankfully, there is no more knocking, and I throw one of our decorative pillows over my head to block out the sunlight.
 
   The sound of the garage door rising wakes me. I pull the pillow from my face and see that it is dark. The garage door opens. “Mom!” I groan. My mom will help me to my room.
 
   “One moment, Tracey. I’m almost in the house.” My mom is so polite. She is really pretty, tall—maybe five-foot-six—petite, and is always at her best. There is never a hair out of place or a wrinkle in her clothes. That includes her pajamas. 
 
   My dad is the same, but he is never home, due to his job. I hate it, but my mom loves it. Not only because it brings in the ‘big bucks,’ but because ‘you always need to have some time away and to yourself. Gives you some time to miss him, and that makes it better when he returns. It keeps the relationship happy and strong,’ she always says.
 
   “Tracey, where are you?”
 
   “Mom,” I groan, not as loud as the first time. I’m being a big baby. I hug the pillow to my chest, waiting for her to find me. If I move my head, it will remind me of how bad I feel. 
 
   She comes in, looks me over, her eyes resting on my face and then they go wide. Her perfectly arched eyebrows almost touch her hairline. Pure shock holds her face hostage. 
 
   “What?” I question nervously. 
 
   “You are as red as an apple, and your forehead is bruised. It’s not that bad, but it’s noticeable. Are you feeling okay?”
 
   “Can you help me to my room, please? I don’t feel well. My head hurts.”
 
   “Your nurse called and said you had passed out and hit your head.” She crouches down near my head. “I have been calling you all day, but by the sound of your phone going off from upstairs, I can see you left it at home.” Her fingertips brush across my forehead, and she instantly removes them. 
 
   “Am I that hot?”
 
   “No, honey. You’re freezing.”
 
   “Freezing!?” I turn my head too quickly, waking up the heavy-lifting man that bangs my head with his hammer. “That’s okay, Mom. Can you just help me to my room? I don’t feel well.” 
 
   “Do you want to go to the hospital?”
 
   “No, just to my bed.”
 
   “Okay, honey. Let me get you a water and some pain pills, then we will head upstairs and get you to bed.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
    
 
   Swirling eyes haunt my dreams. Salient, swirling eyes, turning from brown to green, then from green to blue. The blue then swirls into a strange grey—a lifeless grey, so empty that they could be completely black. Their desolation interests me. 
 
   A hand on my hips lifts me, assisting me into the tall, black truck. The feel of his grip is tight, and the warmth from his touch sends chills over my skin. In the truck, he climbs in after me. His body pushes against mine, forcing me to slide over. The back of the chair slightly raises my shirt as I push towards the other side of the seat. He notices and grabs my bare waist, stopping me from moving away from him. I love it.
 
   His touch scorches the spot where he touches me, but it feels amazing. His hair has fallen around his head. It’s longer in the front, but not by much. Just enough to touch the top of his eyebrows. The sides—around his ears—and the back are shorter.
 
   His face strong and jaw locked, his eyes swirl from green to blue, with that same hint of brown constantly circling his pupils, as he searches my face. He looks at me as if he is studying every feature, every expression. He is gorgeous, voice harmonious—when he speaks in a language unfamiliar to me—and he drops his head to the side of mine. His hand rubs up my back and gently presses my body against his. His chest is hard against mine. 
 
   The warmth from his breath dances across my neck and collarbone. My skin begins to ache, craving his kiss, with his lips being so close. I can’t move. My body is numb. “How do you do that?” my lips whisper.
 
   He lifts, looking me over, and his mouth opens to speak, or maybe kiss me, I assume, when his eyes leave mine to go to my lips. They are also begging for his. 
 
   He loses his grip on the steering wheel and his hand slams on the horn. That loud-ass horn—it’s going to wake up the whole damn neighborhood. That damn horn, interrupting this perfect moment. 
 
   “Tracey!” Oh shit, my mom. If she sees me like this, she’s going to kill me. I shuffle around him, but he isn’t moving. 
 
   “Tracey! Your alarm is going off, wake up!”
 
   Wake up?
 
   “Tracey, are you feeling better? Are you going to school today?” I open my eyes to the covers over my head. 
 
   My head isn’t hurting and I feel much better than before I went to sleep. I sit up. “Yes, I’m going to school. And yes, I feel better.” I reach behind my bed to the flat headboard to cut off that damn alarm clock that ruined such an excellent dream. 
 
   Looking back at my mom, she’s smiling at me. “You look much better today.” She walks over to me and touches my forehead. “That must have been a good sleep.”
 
   “You have no idea.” Besides that damn horn. 
 
   “Good. Get up and get a move on. You’re already running fifteen minutes behind time.” She leaves my room, already fully dressed and on her way to work, I assume. My mom and I have a great relationship and I can talk to her about anything. But today, I’m not interested in why she is leaving so early.
 
   “Okay, thanks for waking me up,” I say to her back.
 
   Getting ready, I can only think about him. My mind won’t leave his eyes, his voice, or his touch. I can’t understand it. I don’t even know him, so why am I wanting him like this?
 
   My car looks perfect. I can’t recall any of the damages that required for it to be fixed. Driving mindlessly to school, I try to take my mind off my memory of the warm hands on my body. I make it five minutes short of being late. Like every morning, I meet Glen by my locker and we head to our first class—Trig. 
 
   She talks and I can’t focus on anything she’s saying—something about the party and what she wants to wear. I just nod as we walk. Entertaining her with ‘yeahs’ and ‘uh huhs.’ 
 
   My classes fly by and I pay little-to-no attention.
 
    
 
   Walking to the lunchroom, Scott meets me in the hall. “Hey Scott,” I greet him.
 
   “Hey Trace.” I hate Trace. 
 
   “Tracey,” I correct.
 
   “Sorry, Tra-cey.” I roll my eyes.
 
   “What can I do you for?” Scott is nice, a mellow, down-to-earth guy. He’s not too hard on the eyes either. But whenever he comes around, you never quite know what he is going to say.
 
   “So my cousin hit you yesterday.” See what I mean?
 
   “He’s your cousin?” I ask without thinking, my astonishment showing. Not because he is his cousin, but because he knows him. My heart jumps excitedly in my chest. I mentally slap myself for being so credulous. 
 
   “Yeah, his name is Nathan,” he says dully.
 
   “I know his name.”
 
   “Oh, he was courteous enough to tell you his name?” he asks rhetorically. 
 
   I give him a warily look. “What do you mean?”
 
   “My cousin is not the nicest guy you could meet.”
 
   “He seemed nice yesterday.” To be honest, I don’t care how not-nice he is. I just want him around me. Wait—really? I shake my head at my thoughts.
 
   “It really doesn’t matter.” Before I can interject, he continues, “He was supposed to pick me up yesterday but didn’t. When he stopped by the house last night, I asked him what happened. He told me about how he ran into you, then you all went to get your car fixed and he followed you home to make sure you were okay. Said you hit your head pretty hard on the steering wheel.” He moves to look at my head. “I don’t see anything though.”
 
   What type of story is that? That’s not how I remember it. But maybe that’s how he wanted to tell it to Scott. “Umm, yeah, something like that.” I touch my head where I remember hitting it yesterday. It doesn’t hurt and the lump is gone. 
 
   “Well, he’s a douche, so it was weird to hear him talk about fixing your car and following you home. I just needed to see if the story was true and that he didn’t just blow me off for some girl.” He gives me a puzzled look. “Not…saying that you’re just some and girl and all.” He looks away. “You know what I mean. So you—”
 
   “Tracey!” Glen calls my name from a few feet in front of us, as if I didn’t see her.
 
   “Hey, beautiful,” I greet her as she wraps her arm around mine. 
 
   “What are you two talking about?” she asks. I don’t want Glen to know about what happened yesterday—yet. I don’t know how to explain it. 
 
   I look at Scott, cutting him off before he answers. “He was just asking me if we were going to the party,” I answer quickly. 
 
   He nods in agreement and understanding. Giving me a confounded look, he walks away saying, “I’ll talk with you two later.”
 
   “Wait!” I can’t help it. “Are you all going?” I tried to hold it in, but I need to know if he is going to be there.
 
   “Don’t, Tracey,” he says in a serious voice, looking over his shoulder. “Yes, I’m going.”
 
   Why is he so adamant about me not showing interest in his cousin? It does nothing but fuel my curiosity. I turn to Glen, looking at her as she watches Scott walk away, her eyes fixated on him as if she’s studying his every movement. I smile to myself. She is staring. Staring at Scott. 
 
   Scott is kind of hot. He plays on every sport the school offers for guys, and he’s built. He, too, is tall, with brown hair that has a red tent. His face is round, with almond-shaped eyes, eyebrows that match his hair, and a dimple in his chin. 
 
   He is nice and possess that ‘can do’ attitude, backed with his positivity of going to school and staying focused. “Are you checking out Scott?” I ask teasingly.
 
   She looks at me shocked, like reality just hit her. “Uh, no.”
 
   “Come on now, Glen, you were so checking him out. Just be honest.”
 
   She looks away from me, back down the hall. “Okay, I was, a little bit.”
 
   “No! You were a lot!” I say, laughing. “It’s okay. He is kind of cute.”
 
   “He is…” she fades, eyes non-focused.
 
   “I didn’t know you had the hots for Scott. Why haven’t you tried to talk to him?”
 
   “I don’t know. I just—” Her face scrunches. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Come on, let’s go get some lunch, miss ‘hots for hots.’”
 
   “Tracey, don’t tease. I don’t know how I feel about this yet.”
 
   “It’s okay, Glen. Just chill. I’ll stop. Now, come on.” I drag her with me to the vending machine. I hate eating cafeteria food, it doesn’t taste real. “You want something?”
 
   “Yes. Can we go to the mall after school?” she asks, pointing at a Butterfinger behind the glass. 
 
   “I thought you already had an outfit to wear?” I ask, forcing the dollar into the machine. 
 
   “Well, I did ‘til I found out Scott,” she speaks his name in a whisper, “was going. I need something better now.”
 
   “You know, Scott doesn’t like that slutty stuff, so what are you going to wear?”
 
   “I know, that’s what I’m trying to change.” 
 
   I shrug, handing her the Butterfinger, and start to eat my bag of chips as we walk to our table. Glen and I are quiet, while the other girls ramble about their outfits and the party. I ignore them, tired of hearing about the party already. Glen is usually never quiet, and I assume she is thinking about Scott. I’m quiet for thinking about him, and Glen with Scott. 
 
   I never knew Glen had a thing for Scott. And I can’t understand why she is so ashamed of it. And why doesn’t Scott want me to have an interest in his cousin? What is so bad about him?
 
   The rest of the day is a blur to me. I can’t think straight. My head is all over the place, focusing on things I want, things I can’t make sense of, and…him. He is all over my head. And it irritates the hell out of me. I even daydreamed about him running into me again, sitting in my last class. 
 
   This shit is crazy! 
 
   I cannot understand why I can’t get this boy out of my head. 
 
    
 
   I accompany Glen to the mall after school. While we’re here, I figure I can find me something to wear as well. Maybe it will take my mind off my new obsession. Ridiculous, to be infatuated by someone you barely even know. Barely? Let’s try, not at all.
 
   “Tracey, let’s go into Charlotte Rousse.” Charlotte’s is Glen’s favorite store on the less-slutty side. I like it too, and I’m ready to go.
 
   “Okay, I’m thinking about getting a new outfit for school too.”
 
   “Oo, that’s a good idea. An outfit for the day and an outfit for the night.” She snaps her fingers left to right.
 
   I laugh at her notion. “Yes, those were my thoughts exactly.”
 
   “Hello,” we’re greeted, when we step in. “Let us know if you need anything!” the employees say cheerfully. 
 
   “Will do,” we say at the same time.
 
   “So I was thinking about a skirt with a lace shirt, maybe some heels, and a lot of accessories.”
 
   “I think we are going to a house party, not a club, and that would be overdoing it for the person you are trying to impress.” I have not said anything else about Scott since she asked me not to earlier. 
 
   “Well, miss conservative. What do you think I should wear?”
 
   “I really think you should be yourself, something you would wear, just not so much leg and cleavage. Maybe a little high-rise shirt, over your navel, some tight, straight-leg jeans, and feel free to wear your heels but remember it’s only a high school party.” 
 
   She ponders my suggestion. “And what are you going to wear?” she asks with an eyebrow raised.
 
   “I was thinking some waist-highs, tight of course, a sheer collared blouse tucked in, with a tank underneath, along with my high-top studded boots, and I’ll find some accessories to assist.”
 
   “Mm, cute!” She looks intrigued. “Okay,” she says, after a pause, “let’s find it, then we can find what we’ll wear to school.”
 
   Shopping in the mall for two hours—trying on clothes and putting outfits together—I find exactly what I want for the party and for school. I chose some denim shorts that stop mid-thigh and a shirt that says ‘Tell Him I Said HI.’
 
   Glen found some jeans that look like she painted them on and a lace, knit shirt that has a non-see-through shirt sewn into it. She found some cute pink wedges that matched perfectly, and some TOMS shoes to go with this ‘school girl’ dress she’s going to wear to school.
 
   She wants to spend the night at my house tonight, which is okay with me. I call my mom and she is also okay with it. Before heading to my house, we stop by Glen’s so she can grab her toiletries and undies. 
 
   We arrive at my house as my mom is finishing up dinner. “Hey, Mom!” I say. “Hey Mrs. Warren,” Glen follows. 
 
   “Hello, girls. How was the mall? Did you girls find some cute clothes for the party?”
 
   “Yes! What are you cooking?” Glen always goes for the food.
 
   “Just some smothered steaks, mashed potatoes, and fresh green beans. You both hungry?” my mom asks, without looking up from placing the food on our plates.
 
   “Yes,” Glen answers for the both of us.
 
   We sit around the table eating mom’s food. It’s delicious. “So who’s throwing this party tomorrow?” my mom asks, for the sake of conversation.
 
   I quickly answer. “Andrew.”
 
   “Andrew’s mother is going to let him throw a party?” Andrew’s mother and mine were both in the Parent Teachers Association when we were in grade school and middle school. They would set up gathering and events for us. Andrew’s mother was the only one who refused to have the parties at their house and would limit the activities he could participate in. 
 
   “Yeah, I guess she is.”
 
   “Wow, I never took her for the type. She is so…strict with him.” she says before drinking from her glass of water. 
 
   “That’s the same thing I said.” My mom isn’t the type to allow me to throw parties either. But I don’t like my house full of people anyway.
 
   She also isn’t the type to tell me ‘no’ about everything. I am pretty responsible, so she lets me go out, go to parties, and go shopping, without overbearing me with questions. 
 
   “Okay, you girls be safe when you go and do not get into any trouble. I know I’ll probably only see you all tomorrow morning and may be asleep when you all get in.” She stands and starts cleaning off the table. “You feeling okay today, Tracey?”
 
   “Yes, Mom.” I take a glance at Glen still stuffing her face. Looking back at my mom, I mouth ‘not now’ as I shake my head. I don’t know how to explain to Glen what happened, so it’s better to avoid the conversation all together. 
 
   “Well, good.” She nods. “You all get to bed so you can be up early.” She walks over and kisses my head. “Glen, when you are finished, just place your plate in the dishwasher. Tracey, put the remainder of the food in the containers when you’re all finished. Place the dirty dishes in the dishwasher as well. Love you,” she calls out as she walks to the stairs. 
 
   “You finished eating yet? You have been throwing food down your throat since my mom placed it on the table,” I joke.
 
   “Your mom can cook. And considering my mom never cooks, I need to take full-advantage of the opportunity.” She smiles as she finishes her last fork-full. I take the plate from her, so she doesn’t have to move. “Thank you.”
 
   “Yep.” I finish cleaning the kitchen and we head to the family room, where we’ll be sleeping for the night. I don’t like other people sleeping in my room. I know that seems selfish or unfriendly, but that’s my space. 
 
   “So…do you think I can try Scott?”
 
   I look at her curiously. “Try him? What, is he a new candy?”
 
   “No, Cey, you know what I mean. I don’t know…it’s—” She takes a short pause. “Something about that guy. I mean, not just that he looks good. We all know Scott looks good. But his matured attitude, and the way he acts and responds to certain things…” She shakes her head. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Why haven’t you told me you had a thing for Scott before? With the way you’re talking, this isn’t something new.”
 
   “I guess it isn’t. I mean, I have always been attracted to him, but I didn’t realize I wanted to possibly have a relationship with him until the other day.”
 
   “What happened the other day?” I’m curious. 
 
   She smiles. “What happened?” she says, thinking to herself before answering. “I do not know where to start. Maybe a couple of weeks ago I passed him in the hall while class was going on. He was in his own world. You know, Mr. AllAboutBusiness. That was when I noticed him. I noticed his perfectly built body. He looked like he just came from the gym, dressed in a black tank and some black and white basketball shorts.” 
 
   She takes a breath before continuing. “But he was glistening in all his sweaty glory and his arms were protruding out the tank’s sleeves, which looked like the size of my thighs,” she exaggerates. “He ran his hand through his loose, wavy hair as he walked past me and said ‘Wassup Glen?’ and gave me the sexiest crooked smile I had ever seen. Stopped me right in my steps.” Her eyes float around the room as she tells her story. “Then I was in the stairwell, running down the stairs, and apparently I forgot how to walk. I think I missed two full steps, running down them, and right before I hit the floor, maybe about to break my face, he was there to catch me. Mr. Prince Charming, there to save my life.” 
 
   She smiles to herself and says, “He was flawless, grabbing my arm and turning me around to catch me in a cradle. He looked down at me while a tremor filled my body from him being so close. He asked me if I was okay, and all I could do was nod.” She thinks. “He gave me a full smile, and a new feeling came over me. He stood me up and said ‘good’. He told me to be careful, before he rushed out the door on the second floor.”
 
   I don’t say anything, waiting on her to continue. She takes a moment, looking at her hands. “I don’t know. I just felt weird after that. It just felt like I needed to be with him.” A teeth-revealing grin steals her face as she replays her memories.
 
   It’s cute. “Well, why haven’t you tried to talk to him?” 
 
   She is just staring into space, not paying attention to anything I’m saying. I smile to myself, letting her have her moment. It’s funny—I know just how she feels. But the craziest part about it all is that he is my guy’s cousin. My guy? What am I saying?
 
   “Glen!” I half shout, not loud enough to wake my mom.
 
   “What?” she answers, irritated.
 
   “I have been talking to you, and while you were daydreaming in Scott Land—Wait, Scotland—” I laugh out loud at myself. 
 
   She rolls her eyes. “Really?” 
 
   Still laughing, I manage, “Come on, Glen, let’s go to bed.”
 
   My mom pulled our blow-up mattresses out and brought down some sheets and comforters. 
 
   “You’re right.” She pulls her sheets back. “I’ve been having dreams about him too. It’s like I can’t get him out of my mind.” She pauses. I look at her, paying full attention to her every word. “Do you think he’s thinking about me, like this? I mean, it seems so girlish to be floosy over some guy. You know?”
 
   What is she saying? That’s exactly how I feel. “Yeah, I do agree,” I say, without thinking. “I know exactly what you mean.”
 
   “What do you mean?” she asks suspiciously.
 
   Uh… “Nothing. I just mean I know what you mean about having something stuck in your head.” Even though she has told me her crush story, I’m still not ready to share mine. 
 
   There are still parts of my own story I don’t understand. Swirling eyes, burning touches, weird dreams. Weird conversation. 
 
   “Oh, okay. Well, I’m tired. We’ll finish talking tomorrow. Thanks for letting me stay over.”
 
   “No problem, you are always welcome.” Glen is one of those people who can lie down and demand herself asleep. I wish I had it that good. She is out within seconds. I climb into the sheets of my own blow-up mattress and snuggle up, staring at the dark ceiling.
 
   


 
   4: Obsessed 
 
    
 
   Someone knocks on the front door the moment my mind blanks. “Now, who could be knocking on the door right now? And why are they knocking so quietly?” I say out loud to myself. I stand, feeling a demanding presence that makes my body cover in goose-bumps. 
 
   I walk over to the door. Opening it slowly, I peek out the crack that I leave available to look outside. 
 
   “Hello, Tracey. It’s Nathan.” My heart stutters as I open the door wider to the familiar voice. He looks at me with bright, expectant eyes. “I’m sorry for stopping by so late.” He looks around outside. “I just wanted to check to make sure everything was okay with your car.” He looks back to me. “I came by earlier and saw it was here, but you were gone.” He avoids making eye contact and his voice feeds my desperation. 
 
   “Umm, uh, yeah, erum.” I clear my throat to remove the mumbling. “Excuse me. Yes, everything is fine. My friend just wanted to drive. But I, um, drove my car to school this morning and everything was fine. I didn’t see or hear anything out of place.” I smile, hoping he will return it. 
 
   He does, flashing his perfect, white teeth behind those welcoming lips. I watch them as he speaks. “The other car in your driveway—that’s your friend’s?” He smiles wider, a little devious. “You having a sleepover?”
 
   His smile turns cocky. Mine fades. Asshole. “No,” I say wryly, “she’s just staying over. Going to school together in the morning and then to this party, and she’ll probably come back over here after.” I stop myself from blabbering my entire life story. Why am I telling him everything? He didn’t ask for all that.
 
   “Oh, okay.” He tilts his head to the side a little, leaning against the wall that’s beside the door. His expression darkens, bringing to my mind what Scott had warned me about not getting involved with him. 
 
   “Can I ask you a question?” I ask, staring at him.
 
   He gives me a wearily look. “Depends. But I didn’t come over to stay long. I just wanted to check on your car, make sure everything was okay for you.” 
 
   “Right,” I drag out slowly. Taking a glance at the moon, I yawn unexpectedly. An embarrassing, be alone, wide-mouth and watery-eyes yawn. “I am so sorry.” My facial expression matches how surprised I am at doing that in front of him and not covering my mouth. 
 
   A tear escapes from my left eye and runs down my cheek. He reaches up, wiping it away with the back of his hand. He follows, slowly wiping off the remainder under my eye with his thumb. His touch is soft. I unconsciously lean in against it. 
 
   “Looks like someone is sleepy.” He removes his hand quickly. “Go back to bed, Tracey. Sorry I bothered you this late.”
 
   He turns away. I subconsciously reach out, grabbing his hand. Realizing what I had done, I want to let go. But I am flooded with the burning, then comfort, then happiness—contentment. 
 
   “Wait,” is all I can muster, becoming overwhelmed by the feeling his touch gives me.
 
   He turns back to me, head low, looking at our hands. It is hard to see his face with the moonlight behind him, but I can make out the light in his eyes when he looks at me. They look as if they want me as much as I want him. 
 
   But his mouth says, “Tracey,” in a whisper, “don’t.” Saying a lot, without saying anything at all. Why not?
 
   “I’m, I’m s-so s-sorry,” I stutter as he removes his hand from my grasp. Chest cracking. 
 
   He moves closer, reluctantly, as if he is trying not to, but can’t resist. “Look, Tracey, don’t be sorry. I just don’t want to hold you up any longer. I know you have to get up early for school.”
 
   “Nathan.” His eyes focus on me at the sound of his name. With him being closer, I can see him fighting his feelings. His eyes are calculated and his face is tight. “What are you trying not to say?” I ask, through questioning eyes. It irritates me that I can’t figure him out.
 
   He gently presses his hand to the side of my face, his palm covering most of my lower jaw and his fingers resting against the side—to the back—of my neck. “Don’t, Tracey,” he says again, softly, as he rubs his thumb back and forth against my cheek.
 
   Feeling his touch makes me forget about whatever worry I had and whatever insecurity I was feeling. I lean into it, eyes closed, craving more. He leaves it pressed there and I can feel him staring down at me. 
 
   Please, I beg to myself. I feel the warmth go through my neck and down to my chest. It starts to burn and ache. I now realize it is him who causes the burning and aching I feel every time he is around and leaves my presence. It’s worse when he is gone, practically unbearable. But when he is around, it’s warm and comforting. Something else I can’t explain. 
 
   I press my hand against his, wanting to feel him under my touch. He lets me for only a second, before removing his hand completely. I’m immediately empty, cold, and the ache in my chest begins to cringe and tighten. I place my hand over where I feel the pain, and grab at my chest to suppress the pain, hoping to comfort it.
 
   “I’ll see you around, Tracey.” I can’t turn to leave. I’m frozen in the cool breeze and the empty feeling that consumes me. “Go in the house and go to sleep, Tracey,” he says, looking at me like he’s ready for me to walk away, slightly angered. 
 
   I say nothing, standing, still looking at him with hurt-filled eyes. My mind is blank; I only feel pain. 
 
   He walks toward me and turns me around by my shoulders. He moves next to my ear and whispers, “I dream of you too,” and kisses the back of my neck—too softly. My heart forgets how to beat as he gently pushes me in the house. 
 
   My feet move, against my will, walking me into the house. The door closes behind me, once I’m completely in. I back up against it, sliding to the floor. My heart is still stuck in mid-beat. I listen as his truck starts up and pulls away. I listen to it until I can’t hear it anymore, and every car I hear, I swear it is his. 
 
   I am losing my fucking mind. 
 
   I force myself from the floor to the family room, chest still aching. Lying down, I close my eyes and his soft lips haunt my skin; his eyes haunt my memories, then his elusive words, confirming I’m not in this alone. 
 
   I can’t understand why he is fighting it. Why it seems like he is teasing me. Why doesn’t he want it like I do? I want to be with him, touch him. It’s so bad, and it feels like a need more than a want. 
 
   It takes me forever to fall asleep. I toss and turn, thinking about all the things I shouldn’t, trying to fight it. His words, ‘Don’t, Tracey,’ creep through my mind. I regret how much I love the way my name sounds in his voice.
 
   I don’t remember at what point my heart decided to start beating again. That thought transitions to me, thinking about his touch and the way it makes my stomach drop, leaving room for butterflies to swarm. It makes my heart flutter and my skin shiver with goose-bumps.
 
    
 
   Glen’s alarm goes off, playing a song by the Fall Out Boys. She wakes up instantly and cuts it off. She looks over at me looking at her. “Why is that your alarm?” I ask, staring at her. The alarm scared me awake. 
 
   She shrugs. “I love it.” She smiles wide. “Aw, Tracey,” she throws herself back on the bed, “Again, I dreamed about him. I am messed up in the head,” she says, covering her red-turning face with her hands. 
 
   Tell me about it. “It’s okay,” I say, my eyes un-focusing, seeing him instead of what’s in front of me. “Maybe you just need to talk to him, be around him, and share a moment with him, without him needing or wanting to leave or walk away. Maybe you didn’t get enough, and every ounce of you knows that too. So you want more. Maybe that one touch just wasn’t enough, or the looking into his eyes as God placed him there in that moment to save you from breaking your face as you were falling down the stairs.” My own situation plays back to me. “So your body is telling you it wants him, just as much as you do.” Even when you deny it. “It makes you crave his touch. Your brain clouds your head with images of him and he haunts your dreams. Your eyes deceive you every time you close them, and your ears play tricks on you—making you believe he is next to you by playing his voice repeatedly in your head.”
 
   I shake my head, throwing myself back on the blow mattress. My head hits the pillow gently, but my chest aches horribly. 
 
   “Umm,” Glen starts, “yes…exactly.” Getting up, she walks over and lies down on my bed, propping her head on her hand, turned onto her side. “And how do you know that?”
 
   My eyes widen as I stare at the ceiling, now realizing what I had just said. “Huh?”
 
   “Tell me the truth, Tracey. Do you like Scott too?”
 
   “Ew, no!” I say, showing as much disgust as I feel. She flinches away. “Not saying that there’s something wrong with him,” I follow quickly, “just that I am not attracted to him. He is cute though,” I add for her comfort. 
 
   “Okay, so spill! Tell me what is going on and how you know exactly what I’m feeling!” she says with expectant eyes.
 
   I still do not want to tell Glen about my mysterious new friend, feelings, and attraction. We’ve been friends forever, yes, and I can trust her with anything. But this just isn’t a comfortable situation for me. 
 
   She did tell me hers though, right?
 
   “Come on, Tracey, spill. You look worse than me, so I know it has to be something.” I steal a peek at her through the corner of my eyes. She’s staring at me like I am going to give her the secrets to the world.
 
   “It’s not that serious, Glen.”
 
   “So tell me then.”
 
   I’m having a mental fight with myself over telling her and not telling her. I’ll tell, but how much detail I’ll share all depends on how she reacts to the beginning. “The other day,” I start, “this guy hit me while I was in my car in the parking lot at school.” I look at her, expecting a reaction, but I get nothing. 
 
   “He came to my window to check on me, and when I looked at him it was all downhill from there.” I tell her about everything, except the swirling eyes, burning touches, nurse’s office, details in my dreams, and how he showed up here last night. 
 
   I stole Scott’s story, basically. 
 
   “Okay, he sounds hot,” she says, smiling from ear to ear.
 
   “And, he is Scott’s cousin.” Popping whatever giddy bubble she was in, a wider smile spreads from shoulder to shoulder, consuming her face. I’m not sure if I should have said it or not. 
 
   “OMG, are you serious?” she is eager. 
 
   “Yes, but Scott tells me not to talk to him,” I sit up, my excitement is nowhere near hers, “and he seems like he doesn’t want to either.”
 
   She rambles through our showers and as we dress, about how we could end up a family, why wouldn’t Scott want me to talk to him, why I didn’t tell her when it had happened, why he wouldn’t want me being as cute as I am, and a lot of other comments—completely ignoring the hurt in my statement. 
 
   I refuse to tell her his name, because I can’t speak it or hear it, thanks to the spasm it sends my stupid heart through. Every time I think about him and it flutters, I ask it, How could you feel something for him when you don’t even know him? And it responds by beating roughly, as if it wants me to rip it out and hand it to him, to comfort it until it stops hurting. 
 
    “Glen,” I cut off her rambles as we walk out to my car, “I cannot talk about it. Okay?” It is bad enough I think about him all damn day. I don’t want to—no, I can’t—talk about him too. This could be why I didn’t want to tell her in the first place. 
 
   “Is it that bad?” she asks sympathetically.
 
   I nod, as we get in the car. “But what makes it worse is that, I can tell he’s into—” Her phone rings, cutting me off, playing another verse from the song from earlier. “Really?”
 
   “What? I love it!” she chuckles at herself.
 
   “Aren’t you going to answer that?” I ask as she stares at the screen.
 
   “No, it’s just Rachel. She wants a ride to school. But I am just not feeling company right now.”
 
   “Humph, well aren’t you my company?” I ask, starting up the car, and feeling grateful the phone rang in the first place. 
 
   “Yes, but you’re different.” She puts on her seatbelt. “I know you don’t want to talk about it, but have you seen him since he dropped you off?”
 
   “No.” A lie. “But let’s just drop it. It’s bad enough that it’s in my mind 24/7 and I can’t figure out why it’s affecting me the way that it is. I can’t take talking about it, okay?” I just need her to let it go.
 
   “I got you, Cey,” she says, pulling the visor down to block the sun as we pull out of the driveway. “I think I am going to talk to Scott tonight. I just need you to do something for me today.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Can you find out if he’s talking to anyone? You know, has a girl? You all seem cool by the way you both were talking yesterday.”
 
   Scott and I are cool, but not ‘stop and have a conversation about his relationship life’ type of cool. He might get the wrong idea. I was actually kind of shocked with him approaching me yesterday and telling me not to talk to his cousin. 
 
   “Umm, Glen, I think that would give him the wrong idea if I asked him if he has a girlfriend.”
 
   “Tracey, please? I need to know,” she argues. 
 
   “Okay, I’ll see what I can do.” No, I won’t, but if it will get her to shut up, I’ll tell her anything. 
 
   Driving the speed limit, instead of my usual ‘bat out of hell’ driving, it takes us fifteen minutes to get to school. I’m not in the best of moods today. This shit is miserable. I need to get over this man. How dare he stop by my house last night to throw me off? I was having an okay day.
 
   Pulling in, the parking lot is packed. It seems like the whole school is out here. It’s not unusual, but classes start in eight minutes. People usually start to head in.
 
   “What is going on?” Glen asks, looking around at the crowds as we get out of the car.
 
   “Nothing, people just talking about the party.” Matthew walks up, answering Glen’s question. “You ladies going?”
 
   “Yeah, we’re going,” I answer, starting to grab my bag from the trunk. 
 
   “You all want to ride with me?” He walks over, assisting me, and his hand grazes my arm and gives me the shock from hell. 
 
   “Ouch!” I yell. “What the hell, Matt? You been rubbing your feet on a carpet or something?”
 
   He straightens, rubbing his hand. “No, I have hardwood floors. That’s you, and that shit hurt.”
 
   “Yeah, it did!” I say exuberantly, while throwing my bag over my shoulder and rubbing my arm. I still feel the pain from the shock. 
 
   He reaches up, closing my trunk. “So do you all need a ride, Glen?”
 
   “No, I’m going to drive just Tracey and me,” she answers, wrapping her arm around mine. “See you in third.”
 
   “Why did you blow him off like that?” I ask, after we gain some distance from him.
 
   “He was kind of irritating me. Plus, we have things to figure out.”
 
   The crowds start to disperse after the ringing of the first bell. Walking to our first class, Glen talks about what she wants me to say to Scott and what she doesn’t want me to say. All I can hear is: Scott, Scott, and Scott. Nothing else. 
 
   She ends with, “Okay?”
 
   “Okay, Glen,” I reply without interest. 
 
   Classes go by—again—without my full attention. When someone isn’t speaking directly to me, I think about him. And he didn’t make it any better by stopping by last night, letting me know he feels the same—well, something like that—and letting me feel the slightest touch of those lips that I dream of kissing, giving into my craving for him to touch me and letting that touch marinate on my skin. 
 
   “What an ass!” I blurt out loudly. 
 
   “Is there something you would like to share with the class Miss Warren?” Mr. Robertson, my third period teacher, asks. 
 
   “Sorry,” I say, embarrassed about my unruly outburst, everybody looking at me like I lost my mind. I slide down in my chair, looking up at the ceiling. 
 
   Is he doing this to me on purpose? This isn’t me, dumbstruck over some guy.
 
   The bell rings, pulling me from my thoughts. I’m happy it did. I grab my things, ignoring whoever is trying to talk to me, which seems like everybody today. My head is starting to hurt and my confusion is making it worse. 
 
   Glen meets me by my locker, talking about her ‘Scott Plan,’ while I put my books away. It seems so childish. I don’t get why she can’t just go up and talk to the boy. 
 
   Just as she says his name, he walks up beside me. “Hi Tracey,” he says, calmly and uninterested. I have no idea what he’s going to say and I don’t know how I feel about him saying it in front of Glen. 
 
   Glen pushes me over without Scott noticing. “Hi Scott,” she says softly, as if she is shy or something—which she is not! I shake my head. The things guys do to you. 
 
   I visibly see a chill run over him as Glen speaks his name. He stares at her momentarily before he opens his mouth. “Hey.” It is simple and emotionless, but he never takes his eyes off of her. “Tracey, when you get a moment, I need to talk to you.” This feels a little awkward. 
 
   “About what?” I ask inquiringly, sneaking a look at Glen to see what he’s staring at. She’s looking back at him, not focusing on anything in particular, but she looks normal. No boogies, no slob. 
 
   “I’ll talk to you about that when we talk.”
 
   “Umm, Tracey,” Glen starts, still talking in her soft voice, “go ahead and talk to Scott. I’ll meet you at the table.”
 
   What? I’m shocked! “Uh…okay.” She walks away quickly. 
 
   “What’s up with her?” Scott asks after she is out of sight. He doesn’t sound snotty, just a little irritated.
 
   “Why do you ask?”
 
   “Why do you ask so many questions?”
 
   “What did you want to talk about?”
 
   “Would you stop that?” He drops his bag on the floor, near the lockers. 
 
   I finish putting my books away and I close my locker. “No, seriously, what’s up?” I change my expression to serious when I realize I’m looking at him anxiously. 
 
   “Look, I know you’re into my cousin.”
 
   I pinch my lips to the side before asking, “What would make you say that?”
 
   “Because it’s the same reason that Glen is into me.”
 
   Intriguing! “And what would that be?”
 
   “Let’s just say I have a sixth sense.” He looks me in my eyes. “But understand, you and Glen do not want to get involved with us. Just as I told you yesterday not to talk to my cousin, I don’t want Glen to talk to me either,” he says, never breaking eye contact. His expression is too serious.
 
   “Wait,” my eyes lower, giving him a suspicious look, “do you like Glen?”
 
   He returns my look, but more sternly. “What did she tell you?”
 
   “What does that have to do with answering the question if you like her?” I am getting irritated. What is the big deal?
 
   He shakes—well, more so jerks. Rubbing the back of his neck, he looks around the hall. “Look, Tracey, there’s a lot you don’t understand. I don’t want either of you to get hurt. We have been friends for a long time, and although we do not talk often or share interests in things, it doesn’t mean I don’t care for you,” he pauses and continues, after rubbing his chin, “or Glen either.”
 
   “Does your cousin talk about me?” I ask, half paying attention to what he was just saying.
 
   “Don’t, Tracey.”
 
   “Scott, please talk to me. I don’t understand and I need to understand.” My expression must be pitiful, and I have to look as pathetic as I sound. 
 
   “Don’t, Tracey. You’re going to make me walk away.” He looks back at me. “There is nothing to understand.”
 
   Bullshit. “What, do we need to go outside to talk about this?” I’m getting upset and my hands move as I talk. “This is crazy. I know I have never seen Glen act this way about any guy. It’s like she loves you and doesn’t know that she loves you. She is practically crazy over you. She—”
 
   He coughs—cutting me off—and immediately buckles over, clutching at his chest. His other hand holds himself up against the locker for support. His breathing is heavy and it sounds strangled. 
 
   I bend down to look at him. “Are you okay?”
 
   Scott shakes his head slowly. “It feels…like I’m…having a heart attack.” The words in his sentence separate as he takes breaths between them. 
 
   “Oh my gosh, let me go get the nurse.” I panic, quickly turning around to run in the direction of the nurse’s office. Scott grabs my arm. There is a small shock from his touch. He turns me around before I can blink. How in the hell did he grab me so fast?
 
   “Don’t, Tracey. I’ll be okay.”
 
   “What do you mean? You’re bending over, clutching your chest, talking about a heart attack. And how did you move that fast?” I remove my arm from his grip.
 
   “Did you go to the hospital the other day when you were on the floor clutching your chest?”
 
   Huh? “How do you know about that?”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. Just stop talking about Glen.” He stands, his face still showing agony. “Look,” he starts, pushing his hair back that fell in his face, “this cannot happen. I would explain it to you, but I’m not going to.”
 
   “Maybe not today, but you will explain it to me, and that mini-episode you just had,” I threat. 
 
   “I don’t do well with threats, Tracey.”
 
   “I don’t do well with secrets that are kept from me that involve me, Scott. You have a lot of nerve. You come up to me, wanting to talk, and all you can tell me is not to talk to your cousin and keep Glen away from you?” I look him square in his eyes. “Not—gonna—happen.” I’m being an ass, I know. 
 
   He looks at me, his face hardens, and for the first time, I see the swirl of his eyes. I gasp at the sight of them, taking me off-guard. They’re as enchanting as his cousin’s, but anger lies in his. His eyes, turning dark-blue and green, are extremely intimidating. His breathing is heavy. 
 
   I start to back away slowly. 
 
   He realizes his eyes are doing that swirly thing, based on my reaction. “Shit!” he blurts, squeezing his eyes shut and slamming his fist against the locker. It dents. “Damn it, Tracey.” Looking back at me, his eyes are returning to their natural brown. “Sorry about that.” His voice remains calm.
 
   “W-what was that?” I’m shaken. I could practically feel the anger roll from his body. And those dark eyes. My hands are shaking. 
 
   “Please, just calm down. I’m sorry about that, okay? Just wait, don’t freak out or get nervous. It’s me. I just got upset—a little. I just—” He stops talking and reaches in his pocket, pulling out his phone. 
 
   “Yeah?” he answers quickly, inexpressive. I don’t know if I should wait or run. “Yeah.” He pauses. “Yes, I know.” Pause. “It was my fault, I know.” Pause. “Okay.” He hangs up.
 
   His chest rises and falls. The imprint of his chest is noticeable through his loose-fitting shirt. “This shit is going to kill me.” He looks at me. “Where are you going?” I’m slowly backing away.
 
   “Look, Scott. I don’t know what just happened, nor do I know what the hell is going on.” He turns his back to the locker, placing his head against it, while he listens. “But I do know I’m going to find out. I also know that I don’t think this murdering pain I feel—and clearly you feel—is worth it.” I walk closer, to keep passersby from hearing us. “Maybe if I just understood what was going on, I could resist whatever it was, maybe—for me and Glen.”
 
   “That’s not going to help, Tracey.”
 
   “Well, what would it do…hurt?” I back away. “Because it’s already doing that.”
 
   “Don’t, Tracey.” I turn away from him. 
 
   “At least it’s not just hurting me,” I whisper to myself.
 
    
 
   Thinking of what I’m going to tell Glen, I round the corner of the hall, walking directly into Pepper. Pepper is a bitch; I hate her, and the feeling is mutual. “Tracey!” she says, with as much attitude as she could muster.
 
   “Pepper,” I retort as she moves around me. She’s with two other girls that I equally dislike, Shay and Diane. 
 
   “Tracey,” they echo, also moving around me.
 
   I’m not wasting my time responding. There are too many other things that are taking up space in my mind right now. 
 
   “So are you going to the party tonight, Tracey?” Pepper asks, after I have already gained a foot between us. She must have nothing else to say.
 
   “Why?” I ask nonchalantly, still walking. 
 
   “Just curious.”
 
   “If you see me there you do. If you don’t, then you don’t.” I’m not in the mood for Pepper’s bull today. 
 
   “Aw, Tracey in a bad mood?” she nags, sounding like a five-year-old.
 
   I turn around, “You know what Pep—”
 
   “Tracey!” Scott’s running towards me. He just saved her. Pepper should be thankful, because she needs a true punch in the face. 
 
   Scott makes it to me and opens his mouth to speak. “Hi Scott!” Pepper cuts him off before he can. “You’re going to Andrew’s party tonight? I’m going to be there.”
 
   “Wow, Pepper, could you be any more obvious?” I say to embarrass her.
 
   “Um, yeah, okay,” Scott answers, without looking in her direction. “Look,” he says to me. “I’m sorry about what happened. I don’t want you freaking out.”
 
   I shake my head. “No, Scott. You better start talking.”
 
   “So Scott, can I bum a ride with you to the party?” Pepper is really pushing it. “I need a ride, and seeing that you’re going…” She shrugs. “Maybe I can ride with you?”
 
   He looks at her. “No, Pepper, my car is full.” Wait…full. I half-smile, trying to hide it when he looks at me. “Don’t, Tracey. No,” answering my unasked question. 
 
   Would he be coming too? He has to. Why else would Scott’s car be full? Scott looks at me with intimidating eyes—after noticing me wander off—that somehow requested for me to leave it alone. 
 
   “Okay,” I state innocently. “I won’t. I can’t anyway.” My voice sounds like it’s full of hurting emotions. 
 
   “Come on, I’m going to walk with you to the lunchroom.”
 
   “Why? It’s like, around the corner and down the hall,” I ask curiously. 
 
   Pepper is still rambling as we ignore her. “Just come on, please?” he asks kindly. 
 
   I start walking, leading the way. Whatever. “So now, what’s up, Scott?”
 
   “Look, I’m sorry about spazzing out on you. That hasn’t happened to me in a long time.”
 
   “You’re talking about the eyes swirling, aren’t you?”
 
   “You noticed that?”
 
   “Of course.” Who wouldn’t notice. “So, it’s obvious something is going on with you, because I have never seen that happen, other than once before.”
 
   Taking the hint, “Really? And what colors did you see?”
 
   “Nope, my questions first. Tell me what’s up, Scott,” I’m calm but serious. 
 
   “No, it’s not my place. And nothing is up, so stop thinking that.” He is really going to fight this as long as he can.
 
   “Okay, so tell me why you can’t pursue a relationship with Glen. She really—”
 
   “Don’t say it, Tracey.” He throws up his hand. “I just can’t. Why can’t you accept that I can’t, and leave it alone? When have you ever seen me date a girl in all the years you have known me?”
 
   “So, what are you telling me?” I take a pause. “You’re into guys?” I ask, accepting of whatever his answer is.
 
   “Don’t, Tracey.” He’s serious. 
 
   “Don’t, Tracey. No, Tracey,” I mock their deep voices. “Well, tell me, what can I do?”
 
   “You can stay away from my cousin, and keep Glen away from me.”
 
   “You know I can’t do either of those.”
 
   He looks at me with lighter eyes. They look hurt and filled with desire. “It’s just better for you both if you did. It’s not me trying to keep us all apart because I’m being an asshole. I just know what’s good for us, and I don’t want anything to happen to either of you.”
 
   I do not understand. “What could possibly happen, Scott?” We’re closing the distance to the lunchroom door. 
 
   “I can’t explain. It’s not my place.”
 
   “Well, I don’t mean to be an asshole, but I’m going to be honest. I know we have been talking in some kind of code, and I didn’t tell Glen the full story about what I feel or the swirling eyes and the weirdness of you two.” I take a breath. Shaking my head, I continue, “I can’t make your cousin talk to me. I would be thrilled if he did, and I know the pain I feel when he doesn’t, but knowing that you all would prefer to go through that pain says a lot.”
 
   I started off, wanting to say that I don’t care, and that I will try to pursue his cousin and allow Glen to pursue him. But the more I said, the more I realized we can’t want someone that doesn’t want us. If they want us to leave them alone, that’s what we have to do. What are we going to do, stalk them? Make them take us? No, I’m not that kind of girl. I don’t chase guys. I shake my head. “If it’s better, and clearly what you both want, I have to give that to him. I’ll let Glen know.”
 
   “Don’t hurt her, Tracey.”
 
   “Why do you care, as long as she leaves you alone, right?” I walk off, not hearing the remainder of what he’s saying. I just can’t understand why or what he meant by ‘it’s not his place’ to tell me. I don’t care what it is. I just want him. That’s the bad part. 
 
   Glen approaches me as I walk into the lunchroom. “You all were talking for a long time.” She nudges me. “So, tell me what happened. What did he say, and what did you say?”
 
   I look behind me, seeing Scott standing in the doorway, begging me with his eyes to not tell her. What the hell does he want me to say then? 
 
   “You’re killing me, Tracey, spill.” I look back at her anxious eyes, waiting on my response. 
 
   I lie. “I think he likes you, he just won’t admit it.” She softens. “But every time I brought up your name he turned red, like blushed.” I shrug. “And he doesn’t have a girlfriend,” I add for leverage. 
 
   She smiled, getting a little giddy. “Thank you, Cey. Do you think I should talk to him?”
 
   “I wouldn’t. I think he is a little shy about you. I would wait until he approaches you.” I don’t know what else to say. I have no details, no part of the conversation, I can share. And I know she’s going to question what took us so long. 
 
   So I change the subject. “Then I ran into Pepper and the followers in the hall.”
 
   “I know she had something to say about nothing. I don’t even want to hear about her.” She rolls her eyes. The moment she prepares to say something else, the bell rings.
 
   That bell is always right on time, saving me from whatever that was. I missed all of lunch, messing around with Scott. 
 
   “I’ll meet you in sixth,” I call to her as I walk away. I feel bad about lying, but I couldn’t hurt her, and it was clear that Scott didn’t want me to hurt her either. Once again—this shit is crazy.
 
    
 
   Walking out of the classroom, after the bell rings, I spot Glen, waiting for me by the door. “What’s wrong?” It’s rare she does this. 
 
   “Nothing. I walked out of my last class early so I could walk over here, so that we can walk to Mrs. Kimble’s class together.” She looks sad. 
 
   I don’t want to push. I’m feeling better and I do not want anything to ruin it. I have been in enough pain the last few days. 
 
   I’m a bad friend. 
 
   We walk into Mrs. Kimble’s class and tests are waiting for us on our desks. There is a sigh from everyone in the class as we sit down. She provides instructions to turn them over once we finish, and then we can leave for the day. 
 
   I finish fifteen minutes ahead of time. Following her instructions, I leave and stand outside the room, waiting for Glen. She comes out eight minutes later. 
 
   “You ready to go?” I ask her. “I’m thinking about taking a nap before we go tonight.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m ready. Just let me stop by my locker to get my stuff.”
 
   We walk to Glen’s locker, and by the time we make it there, all the other classes are out too. Everyone who approaches us on our walk out of the school, asks if we are going to the party. We tell them ‘yes’ as we walk out the brown doors to the parking lot to meet the girls. I stop abruptly and my stomach drops to my butt. A few people bump into my back.
 
   Oh, shit. The black Silverado. 
 
   


 
   5: Accepted
 
    
 
   I shuffle between going back into the school and making a run for my car. My brain is racing, but my feet are standing still.
 
   “Tracey, what’s wrong?” I can’t answer. I just dumbly stare at the truck. I’m stuck—frozen. “Tracey, snap out of it!” She’s right. I need to let it go, get him out of my head. 
 
   I clear my throat, pulling it together. “I’m sorry. I thought I saw something.” It’s not until that moment that she realizes what I had saw. 
 
   “OMG, it’s his truck, isn’t it?”
 
   “No, it could be anybody’s truck. Let’s go.”
 
   “Okay, Tracey. You think he’s going to the party?” No, I know he is—thanks to Scott’s insinuation. 
 
   “I don’t think so,” I answer, hoping she lets it go.
 
   “Well, what if he does?” She doesn’t.
 
   “Glen, I do not want to talk about this,” I say too aggressively.
 
   “Him.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You do not want to talk about him.” She is an ass. 
 
   “Whatever. Let’s just go.” We start towards my car and I feel a demanding presence that covers my skin in goose-bumps. It gives me a chill. 
 
   “Tracey.” Deep and demanding, his voice sounds like a triumphant, yet smooth, melody, playing through my ears. My stomach flutters.
 
   I turn to look at him as nonchalantly as I can. Glen follows my steps. Even if I wanted to resist the urge, I couldn’t. “Hey, long time no see.”
 
   He gives me a cocky smirk and my mouth falls open. I really embarrass myself around him. I can’t pull it up. “You headed home?”
 
   Pull it together, Tracey, pull it together. “Uh,” I stumble over my words. “Yes.” I want to slap myself. 
 
   He nods. “I promise I won’t run into you today.” He throws his thumb over his shoulder. “I found my cousin already.”
 
   “Thank you, because I don’t think my car can take it.” He steps closer and my body absorbs his energy. He touches my chin gently and pushes it up slowly, until my lips meet. 
 
   So embarrassing. 
 
   “Better?” he asks, low and deep.
 
   Breathlessly I say, “Yes.”
 
   His hand, still holding my chin, lifts my head up to face his so that I’m looking up at him as he is looking down at me. His eyes travel over my face and rest on my lips. The butterflies speed up and I bite the inside of my bottom lip, stopping the tremble.
 
   Glen moves to her right, and it seems like we both forgot she was there, and where we were, for that matter.
 
   Moving his hand, he looks over at Glen. “Hi,” he says strongly, then clears his throat. “You’re Tracey’s friend?”
 
   “Yep, I’m Glen.” She reaches her hand out to take his. My insides beg him not to touch it. 
 
   He looks back to me. “I see Tracey is not good at introducing people.” He takes a couple of steps back from me.
 
   “Hell, I wouldn’t be either if you were looking me in the face.” He gives her his cocky smirk. 
 
   He turns to me. “Bye, Tracey. I’ll see you around.” He turns, walking away. Simple as that.
 
   My good feeling is gone. I’m cold, empty, and confused. Watching him walk away, my chest aches and cries out for me to go after him. I want to clutch at it for comfort, but instead I decide I will not give in to my ridiculous obsession with this guy and accept this pain. Ignoring it, I turn and we walk to my car. 
 
   “Oh my gosh, Tracey. Is that him? No, don’t answer that—stupid question. Of course that was him. You could feel the intensity coming from you two. And yes, yes, yes, he is hot, hot, hot. Super-hot! He and Scott are like equally hot. I think Scott looks a little better, but your guy is definitely hot.”
 
   “He’s not my guy, Glen,” I say mellow-toned.
 
   “Oh, you know what I mean.” She rambles on and on the whole ride home. 
 
   It takes us less than ten minutes to get home, because I drive like a bat-out-of-hell. I can’t take the pain, or Glen’s rambles. Now I really need a nap—to sleep off this pain. 
 
   “So, are you going to tell me his name?” she asks, closing the car door.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not? And why do you think he wouldn’t shake my hand?”
 
   “I don’t want to, and I don’t know.” I scrunch my face at her questions.
 
   “He doesn’t seem like he doesn’t want you. He seems very interested in you.”
 
   “Well, he doesn’t. All the guys I don’t want, want me. But the one guy—” I stop myself as my frustration boils.
 
   “What?” she probes. 
 
   “Nothing.” I shake my head, opening the door. “I’m just over him. I can’t take it. It’s stupid. We’ll go tonight and enjoy ourselves. I will not think about him and you will not think about Scott.”
 
   “Right…” she drags out. I shrug my shoulders, feeling indifferent. My mind says one thing and my heart feels another. Why can’t our hearts just do what the hell our mind wants it to?
 
   I go to the family room and lay across my mattress. “I’m going to take a nap. Wake me in a couple.”
 
   “I’m going to set my phone, because taking a nap sounds kind of refreshing.”
 
   I close my eyes, looking back at green and brown eyes, holding my chin as they stare at me. His expression, wanting me as bad as I want him, the want in his eyes reflecting my own. He was enraptured, making me want him even more.
 
   He is killing me. 
 
    
 
   We get up at a quarter to eight, shower, and do our hair. I beach-wave curl mine and she does hers in big, beautiful, bouncy curls, which goes well with the lace shirt she bought. We dress and do our makeup. I do not wear a lot of makeup, only eyeliner and pink blush.
 
   Andrew’s house isn’t far from mine. Thanks to all the directions I received from people at school today, I know exactly where he lives. His street is full of cars. I resist the urge to look for the black Silverado or Scott’s car. Parking four houses down, Rachel and a few of the other girls arrive at the same time as us. 
 
   We meet them on the walkway to Andrew’s front door. “What happened to you two after school?” Angela asks. 
 
   “I wasn’t feeling well, so I went straight home,” I lie. I will not tell them what I told Glen: ‘Oh, after I see him, I break down and can’t do anything.’ Instead I say, “I laid down for a while, and now I’m feeling better.”
 
   “So if we are all feeling better, let’s get to the party!” Rachel is loud and her words are slurred. I can smell the alcohol on her.
 
   We start walking towards the house and Glen grabs my arm, making me walk at her pace. “Let’s just stay back a little from them tonight. The majority of them are already drunk—save Angela—and I really do not want to get embarrassed.”
 
   I nod in understanding. The other girls clearly have forgotten about us. They are through the doors. 
 
   We follow behind them. “Okay, keep calm. Keep me in check if I see Scott, okay? I don’t want to freak out if another girl is on him, or if he is on another girl!” Her voice is full of anxiety. 
 
   “Calm down, Glen. We are here to have a good time, not to worry about guys.” I move my hair from my neck. “Everything is going to be fine.”
 
   She nods. 
 
   The music is loud once we are on the other side of the door. I’m surprised I couldn’t hear it from the outside. We dance around, laughing and having a good time. The girls are pumped up after taking multiple shots. I might end up driving them home tonight, at the rate they’re going. 
 
   A few already-drunk guys get thrown out from trying to start fights. They aren’t from our school. Now that I’m thinking about it, they didn’t look familiar at all. The ruckus calms and everyone starts to enjoy themselves again. 
 
   Sam comes up and starts dancing with me. I’m okay with that—Sam is cool. Glen dances with Toney, and she’s enjoying herself too. We’ve been here for a while already, but it’s unnoticed. I’m free, no worries. It’s just what I needed, to let loose and clear my head, until I shiver and my skin covers in goose-bumps. That demanding presence fills the room. 
 
   I look around me as I slowly get back to dancing. No one else seems to be faltered.
 
   Glen grabs my arm and turns me so that I’m dancing with her. She’s all into it, rolling her body to the music. I match her, trying to dance off my feeling of discomfort. The girls and a few others join us. Someone puts a water bottle half-full of clear liquid in my hand. I assume it’s not water by the way it sloshes around in the bottle as I move. 
 
   Glen grabs it, taking no time throwing it back down her throat. She makes a strong face towards the taste. “Needs some juice,” she says, with a twinge to her words as she coughs. 
 
   I laugh, taking the bottle back. “I’ll go get some.” She nods, turning around to dance with a drunken Rachel. 
 
   I go to the kitchen where the food and drinks are supposed to be. Sam walks with me. He’s cute, just too skinny and tall. He’s a nice guy most of the time, but he has an anger problem. Not my type, although he is an okay friend.
 
   “Where are you going, Tracey?”
 
   “Trying to find some juice to go with this moonshine,” I joke.
 
   We laugh. “Yeah, that is what it tastes like, huh?”
 
   “No, it probably tastes like rubbing alcohol.”
 
   He pulls out his bottle. “I found some strawberry pop in the fridge and put it in mine.” He takes a gulp. “It doesn’t taste too bad.”
 
   “Good idea.” He throws his arm around me, and we laugh and talk about how the drunken girls are dancing. In the kitchen, he opens the fridge, his arm remaining around my shoulder. He grabs the pop and I open the top of my bottle. With great talent, he pours the strawberry pop in the bottle without spilling a drop, filling the other half of the bottle.
 
   “Shake it up.” He puts the top back on the pop, putting it back in the fridge. “See if that’s better.”
 
   I shake it and taste it. “Tastes fine to me.” I smile at him. “Thanks!”
 
   “Good! Now…let’s get back to the party.” He closes the fridge and we turn to walk back, seeing Scott standing two feet from us. 
 
   Accompanying him is his cousin and two other guys I’ve never seen before. They all slightly favor in build and height. He—standing near Scott—stares at me with Sam’s arm wrapped around my shoulder. He looks a little…thrown. I don’t know if I feel bad or just confused. I’m not supposed to get involved, right? Let it go, right?
 
   Nothing is going on between Sam and me anyway. We are just having a good time. “That’s not what I meant, Tracey.” Scott glares at me, looking at me as if I am doing something wrong.
 
   “Don’t, Scott,” I say snobby, echoing him the best I can as I roll my eyes. Grabbing Sam’s sleeved arm from my shoulder, I drag him through the group of guys without looking at him.
 
   “Wow, what was that about?” Sam asks, after we’ve left the kitchen.
 
   “Nothing,” I answer, taking a small drink from the bottle as we approach the crowd.
 
   He walks away as Glen comes over—the moment she spots me. “I think I just saw Scott here.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.” I shrug, handing her the bottle. “Here, it tastes better now.” 
 
   She grabs it, taking a full gulp. “I’m going to need this whole bottle if you’re telling me I need to ignore the fact that he is here.”
 
   “Okay, because that’s what I’m saying.” She gives me a sad look and hands me the bottle. I wave it off—I’m not that big of a drinker. The two sips I had were enough for me. She shrugs and downs the entire bottle. “Umm, Glen, I don’t think that was good idea.”
 
   “I don’t care!” she half-shouts, then looks over my shoulder. Her expression turns distressed. 
 
   I turn to look, seeing Scott looking back at us angrily. Not a face I want directed at me. Turning from him, I grab Glen by her shoulder, leading her back into the crowd. “Come on, let’s continue on with this party.” 
 
    
 
   Drinks have kicked in and everyone is loose—Glen especially. Some other guys that none of us seem to know welcome themselves to dance with our group. The music, which is up-tempo, playing through rap, techno, and house music, has everybody in their zone. 
 
   A guy comes up behind Glen, turning her around by her shoulder. I’m turned away from her to a guy I don’t recognize, doing the same turn-move on me. I dance with him, engaging in small talk and smiles. He moves a little closer to me, pulling me against him and then he grabs my ass. 
 
   I yelp because of a jolting shock I received and I roughly push him away. Wait…that jerk just grabbed my ass! 
 
   The shit just hit the fan. I turn full-hulk. “You do not touch me!” I scream at the top of my lungs, pointing at him. “Who the hell do you think you are? You do not put your hands on me!” I charge toward him and Glen pulls me back.
 
   The guy is laughing as he starts to walk back to me with his arms out—as if to welcome me in them.
 
   Scott and Nathan walk in front of him, cutting off his path. Blocking him from my vision, I can’t see anything but their backs and broad shoulders. 
 
   “I think it’s time for you to go home,” they say simultaneously. The two other guys that are with them stay off to the side. 
 
   My blood boils, because I have more to say. I push through the two cousins. “What the hell is your problem!? You do not touch me. You especially don’t grab my ass! Who the fuck do you think you are!? You don’t know me!”
 
   People are calling my name, telling me to calm down. I’m not hearing any of it. I am two seconds away from punching this douche in his face. 
 
   “So what are you saying?” the jerk starts. “You didn’t like it? You looked like you were having a good time. I was just ready to take it to the next level. You know,” he smirks, “trying to get to know you better.” He winks at me, then smiles the most disgusting smile as he licks his lips with way too much tongue and spit. 
 
   I want to barf.
 
   I charge, arm drawn back. As I’m close enough for my fist to make contact with his face, one big arm wraps around my waist, pulling me against his body, filling me with warmth and calm. My stomach flutters with butterflies as I feel my back pressed against his firm chest. 
 
   He leans down behind me, taking my breath away as he brings his face next to mine. He moves my hair from the side of my face and whispers in my ear, “Calm down, Tracey. I got it.” My body shivers from the chill of him being so close. 
 
   I have no choice but to calm down—I’m no longer mad. I’m actually really calm. I look at him and he pushes me behind him protectively.
 
   I peek around his back, feeling like a child.
 
   The jerk is downright drunk. “So what? She’s dancing with me, and we were having a good time. Plus, she’s cute.” When he speaks, his words are slurs and he is not taking the situation serious enough for me. He looks around him to me and kisses the air, then does this flicking thing with his tongue. EW! He mouths, “Let’s take this upstairs.”
 
   He looks at Scott. “You know this dick?”
 
   Scott looks at the annoying jerk. “Nope,” he answers calmly. 
 
   He moves, no longer in front of me, and quickly punches the idiot in the face. The jerk hits the floor and two other guys replace where he was standing. They are the same height, but one has black hair, like the guy who just hit the floor, and the other has sandy-blond hair. They square off. 
 
   Scott shadows him, while daring the other two guys with a look that even scares me. The crowd steps back a little and Glen steps up next to me. “Cey, are you okay?” 
 
   I look to answer her, but before I can, I see from my peripheral vision someone pushing him. He takes a step back from the force of the push, but it didn’t seem to faze him. He doesn’t hit the guy.
 
   Scott’s holding his arm back, shaking his head. “It’s not worth it. Just let it go. You know what we will do to them.” The music is low and everyone is looking in their direction. “The one that was causing the trouble is dealt with. Let it go.”
 
   He looks back at Scott and nods. “You’re right.” Looking back at the guys, “I think you all should leave. Next time, ‘let it go’ won’t work and he—” he nods his head towards Scott, “—and I will make sure you don’t see another girl, yet alone touch one.” His words are calm—there’s no stutter to his deep voice.
 
   My chest starts to ache, craving for a conversation with him. 
 
   The boys don’t move instantly. He and Scott turn fully to them, giving them some type of look that instills fear. They pick up their jerk friend from the floor and leave. 
 
   “Ohhh-Kay!” somebody says from the crowd. The music turns back up.
 
   He turns around, looking as if he’s going to either say something to me or walk up to me. Scott steps up next to him and pushes him towards the other side of the room. The other two guys that they came with follow after them. 
 
   “Come on, Cey. Let’s finish having a good time.” Glen pulls my arm. I don’t feel like it, at this point. My chest is starting to hurt, and the high I got from the music and dancing has worn off. 
 
   Somebody always has to ruin my good time.
 
   “Hey Glen, come dance with me.” Eric stands in front of us, looking like a puppy who wants to get scratched. 
 
   “GO ahead, Glen. Have a good time. I’m going to go to the kitchen and get something to drink.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll look for you when you get back.”
 
   I walk away, heading to the kitchen, when I run into Andrew. “Hey, you okay? Not cool that the dude was touching you like that.”
 
   “Yeah, thanks for asking, but I’m over it.”
 
   “You headed to the kitchen? There is not much left in there.”
 
   “Something to drink?” I pause. “A regular drink?”
 
   “Nope, gone.”
 
   “Damn,” I say, shaking my head.
 
   “You want to walk out to the back? There’s a fridge out there with some drinks, but you can’t tell anyone. I want at least one part of my house to not be messed up.”
 
   “I got you.” He leads the way. “So what made you throw this party anyway? Your mom would kill you if she found out.” Andrew isn’t as tall as most of the guys, although he’s taller than me—but only by a couple of inches. He has warm brown skin and always wears his hair short. He has the nicest things, because his mom spoils him, from his cars to his clothes.
 
   “No reason at all. I am just one of the only people who haven’t thrown one ever, and my place is big enough.” He shrugs. “Wanted to at least throw one before we graduate.”
 
   His house is full of people, spread out through multiple areas. We push and shove our way through crowds as we try to make our way out of them. “Why is your house this big?” I ask, to initiate conversation. 
 
   He smiles. “My mom likes big things. You should see her room.”
 
   We have walked through three rooms about the size of my one living room. “I believe you.” We corner a landing where people aren’t around and walk through sliding doors that lead out to a deck. It is the size of a small cottage and his backyard is the size of his house. I’m only exaggerating slightly. 
 
   “In about an hour, I’m going to make everybody come to the backyard so I can start to clean the house. We can move the music out here and everything. But you all won’t have access to the deck, hopefully that will keep this area untouched.” He points behind me. “There is the fridge. Help yourself.”
 
   He sits on one of the bar stools that’s pulled out in front of the bar that’s attached to his deck. I walk over to the fridge, which is full of all types of bottled drinks. Choosing a Lipton tea with lemon, I walk over to the bar and sit on the stool beside him. 
 
   “It’s nice out here. I would love for this to be my backyard.” I crack open my tea. “I’d probably sleep out here every night in the summer.”
 
   “Yeah, it is. I do sleep out here when it’s warm sometimes. My dad and I used to set up tents and pretend to camp out here—before he passed.” He doesn’t look sad at his words, just like he is recalling those moments. 
 
   “Yeah, that had to be awesome.” I don’t want to feel sorry for him, because I hate it when people say ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’
 
   “It was.” He gets up, walking over to the fridge and grabs himself a Coke. “I know you probably want to get back to the party, but if you can wait ‘til we’re finished with our drinks, I would appreciate it. I don’t want people asking ‘where did you get that?’” He shakes his head. “They have eaten me out of house and home. I’m going to have to go to the store to buy more food, so my mom won’t suspect anything.”
 
   “I don’t have a problem with waiting. I lost my party mood anyway. Where’s your mom?”
 
   “She had some business trip to go on. So I took advantage of the opportunity. She’ll be back in a couple of days. Who was that guy that punched that idiot for you?”
 
   I shrug. “Scott’s cousin.”
 
   He shrugs his shoulder, like I did. “Scott’s cousin,” he mocks me. “Umm, yeah, I got that. But who is he to you?”
 
   “You know, Andrew, I don’t even know. I met him the other day. He’s just a friend.” I scrunch my eyebrows, looking at him confused. “Well, I don’t even know if I would call him a friend.”
 
   He smiles at me. “I don’t know too many non-friends who would knock a guy out for someone.”
 
   “Yeah, I know, right?” I look up at the sky, staring at the stars circling the moon. They remind me of swirling eyes.
 
   “You know,” he starts, as he sits back down on the bar stool. “I heard my mom say once, ‘your mind can’t resist what your heart wants.’”
 
   I look at him intently. How could he know? “Why do you say that?”
 
   “Because of the look on your face now, and the look on your face when he walked away.” He gulps his coke. “I’ve only seen it twice before.” He leans back on his arms, holding his weight on the bar. “It was on my mom when my dad was going to leave a long time ago, but he didn’t, then again when he passed. But the difference was, he wasn’t coming back. My mom and dad were real love. When he walked away from her the first time, the same look that was on her face was on yours while you watched him walk away from you—admiration, and hurt from rejection.” He breathes. “If you know it could be love, or that you feel a certain way and it will not fade over a matter of time—months, years, or even decades—go after it, chase it, until you can’t any longer.” He looks me in my eyes. “You may be young, but love has no age restrictions. It’s not an easy thing to come by. And by the looks of it, he shares those same looks.” He takes another drink. “I don’t see why you all are not entertaining the interest.”
 
   I butt in. “Me neither.” I drink from my tea, my chest starting to hurt again. “I guess I—”
 
   The sliding door opens, cutting me off.
 
   “Hey, nobody can come out here. Party is only inside right now,” Andrew says, turning around to see who it is.
 
   “Sorry, man. I just came out here to talk to Tracey. I saw you walk out here with her.” There he is again, just popping up at the most awkward moments.
 
   Andrew looks at me. “What do you say? Your call.”
 
   I look at him before I answer Andrew. I chuckle to myself. “Yeah, that’s fine,” as if I could say no.
 
   “Alright, I’m going back inside to make sure nothing is broken. Let me know before you go,” Andrew says, getting down from the barstool.
 
   “Okay. Thanks,” I shake my bottle, “for the tea.” Although, I mean for more than that.
 
   “No problem, Cey.” He walks past him, through the open sliding door, and slides it closed behind him. 
 
   I look back up towards the stars, aware of him walking over to me. He sits right in front of me, on the barstool Andrew got off of. “I know Scott told you not to talk to me.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I didn’t tell him to do that.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “But I wasn’t upset with him for doing it.”
 
   “O-Kay…” I look at him. He caught me off-guard with that one. 
 
   “He’s right about what he said. But I’m not saying that you should listen to him. Or me.”
 
   I only stare at him, not knowing how to respond.
 
   “I can’t tell you all the details right now. But I can tell you that you could be risking your life by being with me. But you being willing to risk yours, I am willing to risk mine.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” I say, looking back at the sky.
 
   He touches my hand and my breathing stops as the burning courses through me, making its way to my chest. I wince from the effects of the pain, but oddly, I welcome it.
 
   His other hand cuffs my chin between his thumb and index finger and turns my head to look at him. “I know you feel that when I touch you. I know you can feel the pain in your chest when I leave you. I also know you want me just as bad as I want you. But what you don’t know is that a life with me is not the happiness every female dreams of.”
 
   “I can’t be sure that I want you. And I need more than that.” My words are breathless as the burning works its way through my stomach. He removes his hand and it stops. I mindlessly wrap my arms around myself, feeling the sudden cold taking over me.
 
   “I couldn’t do that to you, Tracey.” No, do it to me.
 
   He looks at me with a weird expression. “What? You and Scott are killing me with all the secrets.”
 
   I look away from him back to the stars. They are the only things making sense to me right now. “And you are killing me with your being there one moment and gone the next. It’s like you’re teasing me. I feel like I’m going window shopping, trying on an outfit knowing I can’t buy it. Is it not a waste of time—me trying on the outfit knowing I cannot have it?”
 
   “No, maybe you just wanted to see how you looked in it. So when you came back you knew just what to buy.”
 
   “What?” I look at him.
 
   He shakes his head. “You shouldn’t be bothered with me, but I’m not saying I don’t want you to be.” He stands.
 
   “I do not understand. But you don’t want me,” I say low, “so why entertain the idea?”
 
   “For the pain of letting go of that one touch, I’ll risk that one touch just to feel you, or relieve you—temporarily—from whatever pain you feel. If I had to choose between one kiss, and not kissing you—out of fear I would want more and because of the pain that would follow when it was over—I’ll take that one kiss.” He looks me over. “For one look, I will look for as long as I am allowed, rather than avoid that look to not feel the hurt when you’re not around. If I had the choice, I would have you once, then suffer from not having you again.” He stands up, lifts me from the stool, and sits me on the bar so that we are eye to eye. “Each time, I’ll choose that once, rather than not at all. All the pain you feel, I feel. All the thoughts you think, I think. You stalk my mind and my dreams, just as I haunt yours. So I would prefer to risk the pain of touching you once, than to risk never touching you at all. I would prefer to crave you, want you, and get enraptured in the desire to have you, than to have no feelings towards you at all.” He removes his hands, but I grab his arms, forcing him to leave them on me. They are so comfortable, and they make me feel less confused. 
 
   “So you want me to get myself into something that I don’t know what I’m getting myself into?” I ask, following his arms up to his face with my eyes.
 
   “I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to do.” He grasps at the belt loops of my high-waist jeans. 
 
   “Well, I’m not interested in dying.” What other risks could there be?
 
   “I won’t let that happen, but I’m not saying life with me will not be dangerous.”
 
   “I’m also not interested in playing this ‘tit for tat’ game with you.”
 
   “I don’t tit for tat.” He looks at the sky. “I know what I was doing. I just don’t know what I should do. Everything tells me to leave you alone. But I want you to know it’s not your fault. It’s me. And me—”
 
   “Can you just tell me what’s going on?”
 
   “Can you just trust me?” he asks, removing his hands from me, taking a single step back.
 
   I take a moment, evaluating the conversation, shocked he even asked me that question. My confusion whirls as I stare at him. He looks perfect, his voice providing me with comfort and confidence that no matter what happens, he will protect me. Nevertheless, I honestly don’t know him at all. I do, however, know that I want him, and yes, I do want to know him. My body, heart, and mind wants him, regardless of the consequences, which I still don’t know what they are. I don’t know what to expect from the situation and if it is worth the danger he promises. But are my feelings—that are resilient for this person I barley even know—worth me risking whatever it is I’m willing to risk? Is not going for it worth not feeling his touch and not being around him? Hell, not being around him is somewhat like dying anyway. 
 
   I look him in his eyes—straight-faced—as I grab his hands that sit next to me on the bar top, welcoming the burning sensation they bring. It crawls up my arms, spreading around my neck, and slowly works its way to my chest. 
 
   “Say it, Tracey.” His voice is deep, yet smooth. Demanding but intriguing. 
 
   “Say what, Nathan?” A chill rolls over his body. He closes his eyes. I can fill the change over his skin. 
 
   “Say you trust me. Say you want me.” His voice, now a comforted whisper. 
 
   “Do you want me?” I ask.
 
   He looks me in my eyes and I watch his eyes swirl to that green-brown. “I want you,” he says in a low, entranced voice. Whatever guard I had up melts against the warmth that’s slowly coursing through my body. Chills rush over my skin as he keeps my eye contact, awaiting my response. 
 
   “I more than want you,” he continues. “Sorry if I made you feel anything other than that. And you will get to know me if I have to spend my entire life showing you.” Huh? Yeah?
 
   I ponder that, but only for a second. “I want you,” I say slowly, meaning every syllable. He steps closer to me, pulling me to the edge of the bar’s counter. “I trust you.”
 
   He reaches up, cuffing the side of my face, his thumb resting on my cheek bone and his palm on my jaw bone. His fingers rest behind my head. The warmth from his hand courses through my head. “Can I kiss you?”
 
   Can you? Most definitely. How can I deny you? I look into his eyes and something in them reminds me of what he had said: He could be a risk towards my life. “Don’t hurt me. Your look says you won’t, but I—”
 
   He cuts me off, placing his lips softly against mine. My body burns out of control. It courses quicker through me, like when there is an IV placed in your arm and it’s ice-cold—but this is hot. 
 
   The worst part is that I enjoy it. It hurts, yet it’s comforting at the same time. I open my mouth to his kiss and our tongues touch—his soft and sweet to the taste of my own—moving with our lips. He deepens the kiss, claiming me, and I return it.
 
   He pulls back—too soon—placing a soft kiss against my lips and then my forehead. “You ready to go back?” he asks, looking me over. I am feeling like doing something, but it’s not partying. 
 
   “Yes, I guess.” My look doesn’t match my answer.
 
   “Go enjoy yourself. I’ll stop by your house later tonight, after your friend falls asleep, and we can talk.” Later? Huh?
 
   “Okay.” He helps me off the bar, his touch no longer burning. 
 
   He studies me. “Don’t let Scott see you when you go in.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “We’ll talk later, Tracey, just trust me. And let me talk to him first.” I look at him suspiciously. He is going to have to start being a little clearer.
 
   “I think we’re going to leave now. Can you come by in like an hour and a half?” I don’t want to wait to see him. I don’t want to stop seeing him now.
 
   I start to walk away and he grabs my hand, pulling me close. “You don’t have to leave me now if you don’t want to.” The butterflies fly faster as I smile.
 
   “Let’s say I don’t want to.”
 
   “Okay,” he pulls me to walk from the deck with him, towards the lake, “but I’m sure your friends will worry about you.”
 
   “No, I don’t think they are sober-enough to even worry about themselves.”
 
   He nods. “I don’t like other guys touching you,” he says after a minute of silence. 
 
   “I don’t like other guys touching me either.”
 
   “I also don’t like you drinking.”
 
   “I’m not that big of a drinker anyway.”
 
   “Don’t do that anymore.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Drink…and dance with other guys.”
 
   I make a breathy, short chuckle. “We setting ground rules?”
 
   He looks at me. “I’m serious, Tracey.” Okay. He is serious. 
 
   “Okay, but don’t touch me and leave anymore.”
 
   “I won’t. If I could, I would never stop touching you, or leave you.” I fight back my smile, liking the sound of that. I mentally kick myself. Stop being so gullible, Tracey.
 
   “I know we are going to talk later, but I need to ask you something.”
 
   We walk aside the water. “Okay.” He looks out to the water, then back at me. 
 
   “When you would touch me, it felt…” I pause, looking for the words. 
 
   “It burned, like placing your hand over a flame,” he finishes for me.
 
   Exactly. “Yeah…” I drag out. He hit it right on the head.
 
   “I’m sorry about that. I’ll talk about that with you later.”
 
   “Well, what can we talk about now?” 
 
   “Come here.” He pulls me to stand in front of him. I let my head rest against his chest; it’s comfortable and surprisingly familiar. It feels good for him to be touching me, for me to be returning the touch without him pulling away. “I won’t pull away from you anymore. I just wasn’t sure before. But I think it’s better to have and to risk, than to not have and not know.” He comments like he had heard my thoughts.
 
   “Well, by the way you and Scott are talking, I’d say it’s a little more than risking.”
 
   He wraps his arms around me tighter. “Maybe.”
 
   “But I—” Loud talking in the distance cuts me off. I look towards it. I hadn’t realized how far we had walked until now. People are pouring into Andrew’s backyard and I can’t make out their faces. 
 
   We’ve been standing here, looking out at the reflection of the moon on the water. It’s relaxing. “You should get back so you can get home. You’ll wait up for me later?” he asks.
 
   I turn around to look up at him. “Yes,” I whisper. “Just come.”
 
   He grabs my chin, his touch reassuring me he will come by, calming me. He lifts my head to look at him. I anticipate a kiss, but I get an “I will.”
 
   I hug him around his neck. He wraps his arms around me tightly and I feel comfortable. He’s comfortable, and I fit perfectly in his ‘bear’ arms.
 
   I will love for him to hold me, at some point in the near future, and let me fall asleep against him. He kisses my forehead, and pulls back. “I’ll see you later. Go find your friends. I’ll wait here until you do.”
 
   I turn. “I can’t.” I don’t want to.
 
   “Tracey, go find your friends, and I’ll see you later when I stop by your house.” He smirks. “Stay up for me.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   


 
   6: Revealed 
 
    
 
   I walk towards the crowd. I only look back at him, like on every other step I take. After I look back for the fourth time, a smile spreads across his face. I can’t help but laugh. I know I’m being silly. 
 
   I make it to the crowd, not seeing Glen. I actually don’t recognize any of the faces I see. I walk in the house, which is still full of people, either making their way out to the backyard or leaving for the night. I spot Andrew cleaning up some trash that’s left on the table. 
 
   “Hey, Andrew. You need some help?”
 
   “Nah, I got this, but you should go check on Glen. She’s upstairs in my room. She’s been up there for a while. And to my knowledge, she went up there alone.” 
 
   What? “What room is yours?”
 
   “Go up the first stairs, third door on the left.”
 
   “Okay, thanks.”
 
   I rush to his room. What could have happened to Glen? I was gone for a long time. The door is closed, so I knock before walking in, but I do not wait for a reply. 
 
   “Glen?” I can only hear breathing. I search for a light-switch. I find one, but when I flick it, nothing happens. Grabbing my phone, I take a glance at the time. It’s 1:42 AM. It’s getting late and my mom expects us home, like NOW! I don’t usually stay out past one. I use the light from my phone to look around the room. 
 
   “Glen?” Still no answer. 
 
   The room is not messy and there aren’t things scattered around the floor, so I don’t risk the chance of tripping over anything. I walk over to the bed, not sure of what I might see. I shine the light over where I hear breathing. 
 
   I spot Glen’s face first, which is half-showing; the other half is buried in a chest. Shining the light over the chest and following the body, Scott’s face presents itself. Mr. Don’t, in the flesh, doing. 
 
   They’re fully-clothed, so they weren’t doing anything. They are sleeping, and I don’t want to bother them. If they wake up and have to leave, I know Scott will take care of her and not let anything happen to her. That’s just the type of guy Scott is, even if he wasn’t into Glen. 
 
   I look back at Glen, seeing a small snowflake-like shape under her right eye. Now, I’ve never seen that before. I ignore it for now, making a mental note to bring it up later. 
 
   I walk back downstairs, tripping over the last two, looking for Andrew. The house is pretty much empty now. “Hey, Andrew?”
 
   “Hey, I’m in the kitchen.”
 
   Andrew is throwing bottles into a trash bag that he’s lugging around. “Hey, you sure you don’t need any help?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure. I made the guys from the baseball team give me their word they would come over tomorrow to help. But I may have most of it done tonight.”
 
   I start grabbing things, throwing them in his trash bag as he spoke. “Um, it looks like Glen and Scott fell asleep in your bed.”
 
   He looks at me, shocked, eyes wide. “Scott!” he exaggerates.
 
   “Yeah,” I answer, moving to the island that sits in the middle of his kitchen. I stack cups and paper plates to be thrown away. “They were in a deep sleep too, and I kind of didn’t want to wake them.”
 
   He comes over with the bag. “It’s okay, just let them sleep.” He throws the things I stacked in the trash bag. “I’ll just sleep in our spare room. Did they at least have their clothes on?”
 
   I laugh at his question. “Yeah, they were fully-clothed and on top of the covers.” I straighten up the kitchen, putting things back in their place—well, where I thought there place should be. “I saw a throw lying across the end of the bed and threw it over them. They just looked so sweet and comfortable laying there. They looked perfect.” I stop, thinking about my words. They really did look contented together.
 
   “That’s okay. They’ll be fine ‘til I kick them out in the morning. I hope he came in a separate car, because the guys he came with left.” He stops cleaning. “Speaking of the guys he came with, what happened with that guy who came out to talk to you? You know, your not-friend?”
 
   “I risked the risk.” I think.
 
   “And that means?” He looks at me with scrunched, low eyes.
 
   “Honestly, I don’t quite know.” I look around the kitchen and see that we are about finished. “But I don’t care.”
 
   He smiles at my stupidity. “Okay…I mean, you don’t know until you know, right?”
 
   “Right,” I respond. “So what room is next?”
 
   “None. I’m done for the night. I’m going to kick everybody out of my backyard, lock all the doors, and go to sleep. I might even go pick up Angela and ask her to spend the night.”
 
   “I didn’t know you had a thing for Angela.”
 
   “I wouldn’t call it a thing. But I would say we do a thing. From time to time, that is.”
 
   Laughing, I say, “That is so disgusting.” 
 
   When I make it home, I jump in the shower, exhausted. I put on some fitted joggers and a t-shirt that says ‘9:30 is my bed time.’ Before I had left Andrew’s, I had helped him get most of the people out and checked on Glen. Because she isn’t here, I go to my room, leaving the bedding downstairs in the family room. If my mom sees it, she’ll probably be pissed, because we aren’t sleeping down there, yet I left everything in the floor. She hates things to look a mess. 
 
   I climb in my bed, feeling tired and comfortable. I close my eyes, ready for sleep to take me, until his words claim the vacancy in my head: ‘Wait for me.’ I will do that. But then the words, ‘Risk your life and I’ll risk mine,’ fill every corner of my mind.
 
   Why am I willing to risk it? Why is he so worth it? Why does he have this addictive effect on me? And why can’t I—
 
   My window ticks by a couple of rocks hitting it, bringing me from my thoughts. I walk over to the window. Nathan is looking up at me.
 
   I run down the stairs, out our back door, and into his arms. It feels weird to be this happy to see someone, like I had not seen him in years, when it was really only hours. I still can’t understand it. I just know that it’s something I want, and I am happy that I am finally getting it.
 
   “Missed me?” he asks, letting me hug him. 
 
   I pull back, realizing that may have been too much. “Hi.”
 
   “Aren’t you tired?”
 
   “A little,” I answer truthfully. 
 
   “Your mom home?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Why?”
 
   “Can we go inside your house?” I give him a suspicious look. “I’m not trying to try anything with you. I promise. I just want you to be able to rest while we talk. There is a lot we need to talk about, and I don’t want you standing outside in the cold.”
 
   I lace my fingers through his right hand with my left, and pull him in the direction I had come. Not sure if my mom is home yet or not, I look at him with a face that tells him to stay quiet. He nods. 
 
   We have a quiet house; our floors do not creek and our walls don’t wine. I love it. I trust that Nathan will not try anything, not that I would even try to stop him if he did. But I have been in the dark for too long and I am ready to know what the hell is going on.
 
   I walk us to my room—no family room for him; he is welcome in all my space. I close and lock the door behind us. My mom knows, if my door is locked, I really don’t want to be bothered. I can worry about my ‘Glen not being here’ story later. 
 
   Speaking of Glen… “Scott was asleep with my friend in Andrew’s bed,” I say in a hushed voice.
 
   He turns to me. He doesn’t seem surprised, but he’s caught off-guard by the information. “You saw this tonight?” he asks, looking around my room. “Is that why your friend is not here?”
 
   “Yes. They were snuggled tightly next to each other in the bed and I didn’t want to disturb them.”
 
   He nods as he scans my room again. “Okay.” He walks over to the chaise. In my room, I have a chaise, bed, and desk chair. “Come here,” he says smoothly, sitting down on the chaise. Butterflies fill my stomach once again.
 
   I pull the comforter from my bed before joining him. Surprisingly, it is big enough to wrap around us comfortably. We sit with his legs on the floor and mine lying over his lap. I lean against the armrest and one of his arms rests behind me, loosely wrapped around my lower back, his touch warming, bringing me a sense of comfort. 
 
   We sit here for a while, neither of us saying anything. It upsets me that he isn’t jumping right into whatever it is we need to talk about. My brain is racing over whys and whats, and maybe a couple of whos. I’m confused and slightly irritated because of all the secrets.
 
   “Thank you,” he says quietly.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For choosing me.”
 
   “Choosing you? Why wouldn’t I?”
 
   He takes a while to answer me. I wait patiently. “Tracey, I’m not normal.”
 
   “Not normal.” I chuckle. I don’t take him seriously. 
 
   “You should take me seriously,” he says, like he’s in my head. “Because I am.”
 
   I turn my head, slowly looking at him, shocked by what I just heard. “What are you saying?”
 
   “Saying a lot without saying anything at all.”
 
   I remember thinking that when he said those ‘piss me off’ words, “Don’t Tracey,” which I despised. “You’re in my head. Why?”
 
   “I’m not normal.”
 
   “And!” He is going to have to give me more than that.
 
   “What more are you looking for?”
 
   “All!”
 
   “How about you ask me your questions, and then I’ll answer them and possibly provide a little extra information along the way?”
 
   “Or, you could tell me everything and I can get my answers along the way.”
 
   “Okay Tracey, I’ll be honest with you.” He clears his throat and straightens his back slightly. “I don’t really know where to start or how to explain this.” He rubs his hand over his chin. “I’ve never had to before, so I don’t know what to say. I have asked a few others about how I should go about explaining this, but no person is the same, and everybody responds differently to information and situations.”
 
   “Okay, continue,” I say expectantly, after his pause takes longer than I can stand. 
 
   “You are a down-to-earth person, and from what I’ve got from you already, you’re calm and willing to understand.”
 
   “Right.” I move my hand in a ‘keep going’ motion. 
 
   “I just need you to make this a little easier on me.”
 
   “And that would be by me asking you the questions first? Giving you a runway?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I nod. “Okay, I can do that.” He grabs my hand. I let him, studying his hand as my fingers follow his veins through his hand to his wrist. “Why are you in my head? What can you hear?”
 
   He breathes. “It means we are meant to be together. When we first entered each other’s presence, you were marked on all of me—my heart, mind, body, and soul—and me on you. I wasn’t expecting it, but it happened. Because of the marking, and my need and desire to know you, I’m able to be inside your head. I can hear more than what you want me to, but you can also block me out, if you want, just by closing off your mind to me.” And I can be in your head like this as well. I look at him curiously, hearing his voice in my mind without him speaking.
 
   “How did you do that?”
 
   “It is a gift of my family. If you choose to stay with me and become a part of my family, you will get it as well.”
 
   “So you all can talk to each other in your minds?”
 
   “Yeah. It comes in handy in certain predicaments.”
 
   “Okay. I can’t stand to be away from you because all of me wants you.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So why resist me before, if you knew the way you felt about me?”
 
   “And that’s the part I don’t know how to explain. See—” He takes his hand from me and scoots over. I don’t get why he is doing it again—moving away from me. “I’m only moving away from you because, by my touch, I can influence your feelings and thoughts. And when I tell you this, I want you to hear your own thoughts and have your own feelings. And not be influenced by the way I want you to feel.” He responds to my thought. 
 
   I’m going to watch what I think, moving forward. 
 
   “You can be yourself around me, you know.”
 
   “I do. But continue with the hard part as to why you resisted me, and if you can, throw in why it’s a risk.”
 
   He looks at me and nods as he gathers his thoughts. “I’m not fully human, Tracey. Actually, I’m not human at all, I only look the part. I could tell you what legends say and what myths suggest. But when compared to the truth, they do not compare.” He looks at me staring back at him.
 
   “I’m a burdened Sephlem.” He pauses for a long moment. “What makes me burdened is that I’m…tainted…by demon’s blood.”
 
   “Sephlem?” Demon’s blood!?
 
   “That’s the name of my people, like many other allegorical creatures. We have stayed under the radar, while others have failed. Keeping who we are a secret has been hard for us, but we do what we have to do. We can be dangerous when necessary, and we have abilities that go beyond natural human abilities. There’s a full race of us, but only the families are mentally connected.” He looks at me to see if I’m following him. 
 
   I nod.
 
   “Now,” he continues, “what makes the sum of us that are mixed with demon a risk is that sometimes the danger that is within us, we cannot control. This is what scares the hell out of Scott, and made me think twice about pursuing you.
 
   “Growing up, we all heard stories about how the burdened Sephlem would find their mates and would later murder them out of anger, jealousy, hurt, or just letting the inner-beast consume them.” I maintain my calm as I listen to him. “Then there are some Sephlems, and a few other creatures, who want the burdened Sephlems, and our mates, dead. They believe we are a danger to ourselves, our mates, and the world.”
 
   “How are they a danger to themselves? Well, you?”
 
   “Well—” He grabs my hand, using the comforter, and brings it to his chest. “Now, place your other hand to your chest.” I do. “They feel the same?” I nod with a confused expression. “That is because my heart was replaced by yours. Your heart beats for me and for you. And what happens when you don’t have a heart?”
 
   “You die.”
 
   “Precisely. Although, this hasn’t happened for a while. But about a year ago, there were two burdened Sephlem cases. Many started to panic again, and some burdened Sephlems, hybrid Sephlems, and full-blooded Sephlems turned up missing—and others, dead.” I pull my hand from his chest.
 
   “And that’s the danger of being with you?”
 
   “Yes, that’s the danger in choosing a life with me. But Scott and I, our part of our family, were raised differently. They taught us, young, how to control it and, knowing that it was a part of us, how to not let it control us. They taught us how to not be consumed.” He takes a long pause. I assume he’s gathering his thoughts. 
 
   “Earlier in school, Scott got upset—maybe angry. His eyes swirled dark-blue and dark-green and that scared the shit out of me.”
 
   “I knew you got upset about something. He wouldn’t tell me what. He let you see his eyes change colors?” He shakes his head in disbelief. “He has never done that, and has been in control of it forever. He learned how to control his at an earlier age than I.”
 
   “Why do your eyes change color?” I haven’t forgotten about the whole ‘he could kill me’ part, but I want to give him a break from it.
 
   “They can change because of our moods and our feelings. I’m usually good at controlling mine as well. But with you, I was trying to focus on controlling too many other things that something had to slip.” He huffs a chuckle. “And it was the most noticeable thing on me.”
 
   “That’s why you didn’t deny it when I said something about it?”
 
   “Why deny it? You knew what you saw. I was already making you feel bad enough, with the pain from me denying you. I didn’t want to add to it.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Tracey,” he pulls me closer, “knowing some of what you know, will you stay?”
 
   “Why does Scott make you seem like such a bad guy?” I ask, before answering his question.
 
   His head falls forward as if he is ashamed of the answer to the question. “That is something that I am ashamed of.” I wait, not responding. “I have spazzed out before, and lost control.” He speaks slow and calmly. 
 
   I’m not sure how to—or if I should—respond. He continues. “And I’ve used girls, treated them poorly,” he shrugs, “showing them lack of respect, because they meant nothing to me—unlike you.” After another long pause “But I think he was speaking more about my loss of control. But this happened years ago and hasn’t happened since. They believe that it could happen again, but I disagree. They also think that, because there is a risk that some may be after me and my cousin, Olar.”
 
   I cock my head to the side, looking at him. “How old are you?”
 
   “Ninety-three years,” he says, looking away from me.
 
   “How is that possible?”
 
   “Physically, we age slowly.”
 
   “Scott has always looked normal to me.”
 
   “We have the ability to adjust our looks, which allows us to look older or younger by a few years. It works out for those of us who want to stay around the same place for a long time.”
 
   Moments pass. I take in the information the best that I can. Am I safe, or is this me committing suicide? I can confirm for myself that I want him, but at the cost of my life? Maybe... “I don’t know how to respond.”
 
   “Tracey, I need you to understand something.” He grabs my hand and all my doubt, confusion, insecurity, and fear fades—it’s no longer existent. “As long as you can do this to me…that will never happen. None of what I told you will ever happen.” He shifts. “Even if you couldn’t, I would never hurt you, nor would I let anyone else hurt you.” His index finger grazes my jawline as he turns my head to look at him. 
 
   I stare into his eyes and they swirl into those beautiful green and brown eyes that do something to me.
 
   He stares back for a moment. “I promise—” he continues, “you will always be safe with me. And just as I can touch you and change your emotions, you can do the same to me. I’m not going to lie and say this is going to be easy, and I’m not going to say that there isn’t a risk, because there is.”
 
   He lets go of my chin and moves us so that he can grab both of my hands with his. “But I am going to tell you that I will do everything in my power to protect you and keep you safe, even if that means protecting you from me. I have a lot of power, but my will to have you, and my desire for you to be happy and safe, is greater.”
 
   “What happens if I choose not to stay?”
 
   “I don’t know.” He sits back.
 
   “Has everyone who has been confronted with this situation chosen love, even if that means it could lead to death?” I ask.
 
   “Choosing love always leads to death, whether if it’s with a Sephlem, demon, vampire, dragon, or human. You’re either going to be happy in love and give your life to someone else, because giving up your life is death—you’re just replacing your life with the other person’s, like what has happened with us—or,” he continues, “you’re miserable in love and you all kill each other—he kills her, she kills him, the jealous mistress or man on the side kills the mate they’re jealous of, or they both commit suicide because they can’t have each other.” He looks away from me.
 
   “If I choose not to stay, do you think that’s what will happen? We’ll commit suicide because we cannot stand to not be around each other?” I ask, only out of curiosity.
 
   “If one of us dies, we both die,” he says in the calmest tone I’ve ever heard anyone speak before. “For me anyway.”
 
   My eyes go wide. I know what I want to do, and something tells me everything is going to be fine. But then, something else screams ‘you don’t know him.’ And I don’t, but I also don’t care. I know that sounds bad, but I know what he does to me and how I feel around him. I know I can trust him, and I know I would do anything to make sure nothing bad happens to him.
 
   He waits patiently as I work through my thoughts. It must be three in the morning by now. I’m getting tired and this conversation really didn’t change how I feel, only show me how negligent I am because it didn’t change my mind, and if he asked again, I would still say the same thing I said on the deck.
 
   So I say it. “I want you.” I speak softly, and he turns to me. “I trust you.” He looks at me deeply. He doesn’t smile, and his expression doesn’t change. He moves towards me, quicker than usual. I write it off as his abilities, which I plan to ask about on another day.
 
   He gets so close I have to lean back on the seat of the chaise. Hovering his upper-body over me, he smiles. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”
 
   I raise my left eyebrow. “You’re going to have to stop doing that.”
 
   “What?” He kisses me before I can answer. 
 
   A kiss that starts off soft and thankful. One hand holds on to the right side of my waist tightly, and his grip becomes tighter as his kiss gets deeper. My legs bend on both sides of him. His other hand is pressed against the seat of the chaise next to my head, supporting his upper-body weight.
 
   I rub my hands up his neck and through his hair. It is soft and covers my fingers. He pulls back and looks at me. His eyes swirl to the color of ocean-blue. I’d never seen this color before; it hypnotizes me.
 
   I grasp his shirt in the back and push it up enough so I can touch his skin directly. His eyes close as he lets out a quiet breath. His body is smooth and strong as it tenses under my touch. My hands explore him for my eyes. They roll over every muscle and dip in his back. I pull his head down to kiss me again, and this kiss is more aggressive. 
 
   He moves his hand under my shirt, and it is warm and soft against my skin. He lifts my back up into an arch. I wrap my leg around his and move my hand to his shoulder, pulling him down so his body is pressed firmly against mine. My hips move upward so they are in place with his. He lets out a deep, throaty sound to my motion and I love it.
 
   I move my hands to his sides, feeling the tightness of his skin and muscles. When he stops kissing me, I trail kisses to his neck. He has a soft, earthy scent mixed with some type of cologne that sends my senses rapid. He doesn’t taste salty, just a smooth, hairless neck that I kiss with the pallet of my tongue, making contact with his skin before my lips. His arm, helping to support his weight, starts to weaken. 
 
   He stops me by moving to kiss me softly. He’s calming me down—I can feel my mood change. I let out a relaxing breath. The kiss grows more intense. His hand moves to my thigh. My thighs—they’re my lose-control spot. 
 
   He moves from my lips and kisses along my neck to my collarbone. Soft kisses linger after his lips are gone. His lower-body firmly presses against mine and I moan out for the spasm it makes my body feel. And that’s it—everything is gone.
 
   He pulls back, looking me over as he moves away. I’m filled with cold and confusion. 
 
   He sits on the far-end of the chaise, staring at me with those bright, ocean-blue eyes that I can’t look away from. I have nothing to say, not knowing what made him stop. I do, however, know it felt good and I am not ready for it to end.
 
   “Okay, Tracey. I’m a really strong person,” he starts, “and I have a lot of control. It’s not time for us to start doing a lot of things yet, and we may have taken it too far tonight.” I inch towards him. “But with you touching me like that and making those noises.” He looks away from me, shaking his head.
 
   I wasn’t expecting him to say that. “Definitely your fault.”
 
   “These feelings for you are like none other. It’s a little harder to control some urges. But anger and going full-demon, I have fully under-control. It’s never going to happen.” He rubs his hand over his head. “But my desire to have you…not so much.”
 
   I smile. “So are you saying I can’t touch you?” I ask softly, not caring what challenge he loses against himself with his control of desire for me. I think I’m tipsy from him. I’ve never felt like this before. So much want and need. 
 
   He grabs me by my shoulders, not pushing me back. “And that is something you have to control.”
 
   “What?” I ask, my body still craving his. 
 
   “Your desire.” Closing the distance to him, he doesn’t stop me, but his hands remain on my shoulders. 
 
   “No!” I’m stern, and close enough now to sit on his lap. Keeping his eye-contact, I throw my leg over him so that I can. Once seated, I move his hands from my shoulders to my waist, over my hips, to my thighs and squeeze his hands so they squeeze my thighs. He does, then lets go, saying, “Don’t Tracey.” Not this again. Anger blooms. I can’t understand why he doesn’t want me. He moves his hand under my shirt. My anger fades. “Tracey, listen. We can become overwhelmed by each other and give in to each other’s needs. You need to control yourself before we end up doing something we aren’t ready to do yet.”
 
   I’m calm, though my hormones are raging out of control. “Okay,” I say, reluctantly. Knowing these feeling aren’t coming from me, I wouldn’t give in this soon. 
 
   He chuckles, quietly, as he shakes his head. “Come on, Tracey. Let me put you to bed.”
 
   “You’re leaving?” I ask as he turns me around, lifting me in his arms. 
 
   Shaking his head, he says, “Nah, I told you that’s not happening anymore.” He lays me down on my bed. My eyes grow heavy as I watch him walk back over to the chaise.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Getting your cover.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I can’t figure out what’s wrong with me—I’m antsy and calm at the same time. 
 
   He walks back over and lays the comforter beside me. “It’s okay. Like you said, you’re just a little tipsy right now. We’ll work on controlling it. Can I lay with you?”
 
   Did he really have to ask? “Yes,” I answer softly. “Your cousin was wrong about you.”
 
   “Yes, somewhat. Go to sleep, Tracey.” He takes off my shoes and his, then lays the comforter over me. He climbs over me, lays on top of the cover, and wraps his arms around me. It is the best thing I’ve ever felt. I turn into him and fall asleep to his scent that oddly relaxes every bone and muscle in my body. 
 
   He kisses my forehead and whispers something in a language I’d never heard but once in my dreams.
 
   


 
   7: Denial 
 
    
 
   “Tracey.” I’m kissed. “Tracey.” Kissed again. It feels nice and the voice saying my name is so enchanting. It laughs. “Tracey, wake up.”
 
   I open my eyes and there he is, still there looking down at me. He smiles. I snuggle closer to him.
 
   “Tracey, someone is at your window.” My eyes shoot open. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “And if it’s a guy, the next time he throws a rock at a window, it’s going to be with his feet.” He is serious.
 
   “Umm…o-kay…” That sounded harsh. I don’t know who it could be. The only guy that had done that was my first—really the only guy I’ve ever been with in that nature. And the only reason he came tapping on my window around this time was for that purpose—sometimes.
 
   “And that better not be him tapping on the window this time.” 
 
   I look at him as I get out of the bed. “Umm, no, I don’t think it is. And stop doing that!”
 
   “Go check the window, and make a mental note to talk about that later.” I watch him sit up in the bed, his eyes swirling to that hazel-brown I had seen the first time we met. That is going to take some getting used to.
 
   I walk over to the window, not knowing what to expect. The sky is starting to lighten. I move the curtains to look out the window. 
 
   Scott is standing near Glen, but not next to her. Now, what has happened with these two?
 
   See what they want. 
 
   “Whoa.” I jump, hearing his voice in my head. That is going to take some getting used to as well. I open the window, poking my head out, so they can see me.
 
   Trying to look incredibly tired, “Yes?” My voice is low.
 
   “Tracey, let me in,” Glen says quickly. 
 
   I smile. “Scott, I saw you all sleeping together. You can stop with the act.”
 
   Don’t tease him, Tracey. I wave my hand to the side. Okay, okay. 
 
   This is going to be fun. 
 
   I look at Glen and she’s blushing. Scott is just staring at me. “Let Glen in, Tracey, so she can go back to sleep.” I don’t want to. I know she’s going to want to talk and tell me about her sleep with Scott—or whatever happened between them. I have my own thing going on. Well, nothing is going on, but I’m not ready for my company to leave.
 
   Let her in, Tracey. She can sleep in the guestroom, unless you’re ready for me to go.
 
   No! I look back at him. 
 
   “Tracey, come on, it’s cold. What’s taking you so long?”
 
   I turn back to the window. “Glen, I’m really tired, is it okay if you sleep in the guestroom?”
 
   Glen walks over to Scott, who is really standoffish. She reaches for his arm. He doesn’t let her take it at first but gives in after she touches him. She’s talking too low for me to hear. I can’t make out her facial expression through my sleepy eyes. 
 
   She wants Scott to come in with her. I look back at Nathan.
 
   What?
 
   She wants Scott to come in with her. Now that is going to come in handy. He doesn’t want to because of the hard time he gave you about me.
 
   So he’s shamed. Well, come and show him you’re here too. Maybe it will make him feel better. 
 
   He looks at the window. I don’t think that would be a good idea. 
 
   I look back out the window at them and they are going back and forth, Glen begging and Scott shaking his head. She is trying to convince him that you would understand. 
 
   She is right. If Scott decided not to come up with her, will she be in pain?
 
   Probably.
 
   How much?
 
   Depends on what they all did last night. It would probably be worse than what we have been going through, because they have allowed themselves to sleep through the night and wake up next to each other. Not breaking contact for hours. Their bodies would fight the separation. 
 
   So if we were to do that, and separate, it would be like that for us too?
 
   Yes, but we wouldn’t separate. We would just do that. Scott is stubborn. 
 
   More reason why you should come over here and let him know it’s okay, that you gave in too.
 
   I didn’t give in. I won, and the demon lost. I flinch away. He said that too harshly. I didn’t mean that as harsh as it sounded. But I chose to fight against what they say we can’t have, not give into it.
 
   Getting up from the bed, he walks over to me. I move away from the window, meeting him a quarter of the way. He grabs my face between his big hands and places a gentle kiss on my lips. “I’m sorry.” 
 
   “It’s okay.”
 
   “I’ll talk to him.” He grabs my hand, pulling me back to the window. We bend over and out of it.
 
   Glen and Scott are now looking in our direction. Glen squeals, and a smile the size of her shoulders spreads across her face. As quick as it appears, a frown replaces it. I’m not smiling, because I don’t know how this is about to play out. He grabs my hand a little tighter and my discomfort passes. 
 
   “Scott, let it go.” Scott looks at Nathan with an expression of pure shock. He doesn’t respond to him. I look at Nathan and his expression is calm—as if he is talking about something serious. They must be doing that mind-talking that he told me about. He nods at me in confirmation.
 
   And he is multitalented. I smile to myself and he pinches my thigh. I shake my head at him. Glen is looking at Scott with an irritated look on her face. She punches his arm. “Don’t be rude, Scott. Talk back.”
 
   Now, I’m shocked. She doesn’t know. He didn’t tell her. Scott looks at Glen with a ‘what the hell?’ look.
 
   “He’s talking to you and you’re just being rude,” she says, irritated.
 
   This is a good opportunity for me to be an ass. “Ooo, Scott. Shame on you,” I say with a mischievous smirk. Glen bickers at him quietly for a moment. 
 
   Nathan pinches my thigh again. He better stop pinching my thighs before my desire becomes what it was before. 
 
   He turns his head, slowly, to look at me. “What?” I say quietly, in a shocked voice. I’m serious. 
 
   He smiles that crooked smile and shakes his head. “You’re about to get in trouble.”
 
   “Nathan, you come down. Glen, you go up. We need to talk—now!” Scott says with authority. 
 
   “No!” I interrupt. You are not going down. You all can talk tomorrow.
 
   Calm down, Tracey.
 
   “Don’t, Tracey,” says Scott.
 
   Come on. Let’s go down and see what he wants. “Hold on, Scott,” Nathan says in a deeper voice than he uses with me. It is hot.
 
   He moves us both back from the window, pulling it closed, followed by the curtains. 
 
   “Don’t say anything. He didn’t tell Glen about anything I told you.”
 
   “Does he know that you told me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why won’t he tell Glen?”
 
   “That’s not my place to question or to judge.” Okay, that shut me up. “Each of us handles our own situation in our own way. Scott can be in Glen’s head the same way I’m in yours. She may not be the type to take well to a situation like ours. And he may have to warm her up to it before he gives it all to her, like I did with you.”
 
   “Did you tell me everything?”
 
   “Honestly? No, not everything.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “How do you feel?”
 
   “I feel fine. A little tired.”
 
   “You’re overwhelmed and share mixed emotions about it.” He looks back towards the window. “And that’s okay, you should.” His expression turns into worry. “Come on. Let’s go.”
 
   “Okay, just be quiet as we walk.” It’s Saturday and my mom never wakes up early, and I do not want to do anything to make this Saturday special. 
 
   Scott is shaking his head and Glen is kind of mild-mannered. “Okay, Scott. Glen and I will walk over near the trees while you and Nathan talk,” I say as we approach. 
 
   “Uh, no.” Nathan looks at me, shaking his head. “Not happening. You and Glen will stay over here while Scott and I walk away.”
 
   “Yeah, or that,” I say, agreeing.
 
   Scott walks over, pushing Nathan away from me. My chest strokes and I drop to my knees. Everything goes black. Nathan, being forced away from me, hurt me beyond any pain imaginable. 
 
   “Scott!” I hear Nathan say angrily. “Calm down. That’s not cool and you know it.”
 
   I feel hands on my shoulders, helping me from the ground, then hands in my hands, and lips on my forehead. The pain goes away and my sight returns with floaters and flashes in my vision. It was the worse feeling I’ve ever felt. My whole body was pained, and non-responsive.
 
   “That will never happen again. I’m sorry you had to experience that.” His voice is soft.
 
   “What was that?” I ask, still trying to understand. 
 
   “Just what you thought—forced separation.” The worst feeling. It affected me the same way it affected you. I just knew what to expect and I’m stronger than you. 
 
   I nod, not feeling like talking. 
 
   Go talk to Glen for a minute. It won’t take me long to talk to Scott. Plus, I need to point out a few things to him. 
 
   I nod again as we meet her. “Hi Glen.”
 
   “Hi.” Glen returns with a smile. It makes me feel uncomfortable. I don’t like it. We look at each other. 
 
   “I’ll be back in a minute,” Nathan says.
 
   “Okay,” I respond as he walks away.
 
   “So I see things worked out for you in getting your guy. Maybe some guy should’ve grabbed my ass to fix Scott’s mixed feelings.” She jumps right into it. “I mean, when you left to go to the kitchen, I was still dancing with Eric. He was way too drunk and I told him I needed a break. I turned around to walk away and there was Scott—standing right behind me.”
 
   She starts playing with her loose hair. “I said hi and we ended up talking about nothing at all. At some point, I started feeling dizzy and needed to lie down. Scott had walked away from me at that point, so I found Andrew and told him I needed to lie down. He offered me his room. It was crazy clean for a teenage boy, by the way.
 
   “But anyway, when I was walking in the room, Scott was right behind me. He scared the shit out of me, but I didn’t push him away. I didn’t want to. I guess I wanted him to be there.” She shrugs. “We walked into the room and I kind of attacked him. I pulled him as close to me as I possibly could.
 
   “I kissed him like he was my husband who was lost at sea and had just come home after years of being away. It didn’t take him by surprise, and he was into it. I straddled him on Andrew’s bed and almost had sex with him.” She pauses and gives me a look of disbelief. “But he stopped me. Mr. Safety Scott.”
 
   I chuckle, feeling half-shocked and half in disbelief. “Yeah, Andrew told me where you were and I went to check on you. I saw Scott holding you and both of you asleep.” Remembering the snowflake under her eye, I move to look at the right side of her face, unnoticeably. It now looks like a funny-shaped star.
 
   I don’t think I should mention it—or maybe I should. 
 
   “We were asleep. And it was a good sleep. Everything was perfect, Tracey.” She looks down, hiding the hurt in her eyes. “He woke up first and woke me up, pissed. I was so sick and hurt. He was beating himself up, saying how this shouldn’t have happened and that it was a mistake. And he looked at me with the most violent look. Scared the hell out of me.”
 
   My breathing is steady as I listen to Glen’s story. I decide I’m not going to say anything about the star. Why would he give in—and he is definitely giving in—then rebel like that? Is this what Nathan meant by no control? Is Mr. AllAboutBusiness unable to separate the good from the bad within himself?
 
   “I don’t know, Glen. Maybe he just isn’t ready for a relationship, or doesn’t know what he wants.” I don’t know what else to say. 
 
   I really want to tell her that I think he’s losing it because he’s fighting the want he has for her and it’s making him lose control of himself. Not to mention the fact that they are meant to be together and he knows that, but he’s willing to give up everything they have because of his stupidity. But Nathan said not to say anything.
 
   “Well, I just can’t un—” She doesn’t finish, looking over my shoulder. I look too. Nathan and Scott are re-approaching. Her voice lowers so only I can hear her. “Don’t say what I told you.” I nod, knowing Scott had heard her. Based on what Nathan said, Scott’s in her head too.
 
   “Come on, Tracey. Let’s let Scott and Glen talk.” Nathan takes my hand. I’m relieved and happy to be feeling his touch. “Scott, my car is parked down the street.” Car? He takes some keys from his pocket and tosses them to Scott. “If you leave, I’ll find a way to get back.”
 
   Scott says nothing, catching the keys. He looks at Glen, nodding his head towards the street, as a way of telling her to come on. They don’t touch, but Glen is walking really close to him. 
 
   “What happened, and what car?” I ask, turning from them.
 
   Nathan wraps me in his arms with my back to his chest. He leans back and kisses the center of the back of my neck. “I have a car too. And we’ll talk about that when we wake back up.” He gently pushes me towards my house. “The sun is almost up. Go see if your mom is awake. Just look out the window and let me know. I’ll let myself in if she’s not.”
 
   Not answering him, I turn towards the patio doors, taking another glance at Glen and Scott. He slowly reaches out and grabs her hand. I smile to myself. What is up with Scott?
 
   Go, Tracey.
 
   Right. I walk in the house, making sure I lock the doors and close the blinds. Upstairs, I go to my mother’s room, which is on the opposite end of the hall as mine. Her door is closed, which usually means she is still asleep. Looking at the hall clock, it reads 6:23 AM. 
 
   I yawn, rubbing my eyes, as I quickly walk back to my room. Just now realizing how tired I am.
 
   He is already there, standing inside by my window, waiting for me. “Took you long enough.”
 
   “When we wake back up, you’re going to tell me about that too.” I close and lock my door. 
 
   I walk to the bed and he meets me there. “Anything you want, beautiful.” He lays us down. And, once again, I snuggle myself against him.
 
    
 
   I awaken, alone in my bed, wrapped in my comforter. The sun is shining brightly through my window, indicating it’s after twelve. I look around my room, knowing I wasn’t alone when I went to sleep. Then it hits me.
 
   He’s gone. Why? Panic rises in me. Why would he leave me? Where did he go?
 
   Was I dreaming? No, it felt so real. I felt him here. His lips, his arms, his body, his voice—it was all here. And real. Could I really be that delusional over him, that I would imagine something so realistic? My chest starts to ache—worse than the pain I had felt before.
 
   The ache is unbearable. I lean over in agony, grabbing my knees to my chest, trying to suppress the pain. It becomes worse the more I try to make it stop or to not focus on it. It is the only thing I am aware of.
 
   I cry out against the pain. I can’t fight it any longer. It takes me over, cutting off my breath. I try to scream again, but there is no sound, or I can’t hear it. 
 
   A warm breeze blows through my room from the afternoon air. There is a soft thud and then hands on my face, lips on my lips. And then a body to my body. 
 
   His calm fills me, like a rushing river flowing into open land. I let out a sigh of relief, thankful the pain is subsiding. He doesn’t say anything, just holds me. Soon my muscles relax and my clenched jaw loosens. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” He rubs my neck, soothing me. 
 
   “I don’t know. I lost it.”
 
   He becomes quiet.
 
   “Don’t do that.”
 
   “Well, tell me what, so I won’t,” he says calmly.
 
   “You were gone, I woke up, and it hurt.” Something like that.
 
   “It hurt?”
 
   Knowing he’s in my head, I remember the feeling and why it happened, showing him. “It hurt.” He doesn’t respond, continuing to rub my neck. I lay on him for a while, comforted by the feeling of his relaxing touch and presence. I close my eyes, drifting off. 
 
   He wakes me with a kiss to my temple. He’s sitting with his back against the wall and I’m in his chest. He wears a smile that doesn’t look real. 
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   The smile disappears. “We need to go.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Scott’s house.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He raises that smoothly-laid eyebrow. “Why are you asking so many questions?”
 
   “I want to know.”
 
   “Go get in the shower and get some clothes on. I’ll be waiting outside.”
 
   Standing from the bed, I stretch. “What time is it?”
 
   He stares at me before answering. “A little after three.” Wow, I was tired. “Yeah, you were.” I give him an irritated look. He continues, “You waking up, screaming, earlier, scared the shit out of me. Almost made me break my phone, trying to rush back here to see if you were okay. Felt like my heart was cutting itself out of my chest.” He shakes his head. “I told you I wasn’t going anywhere. What would make you think I did?”
 
   I feel bad. “I woke up and you weren’t here. I didn’t have time to think. Seemed like my body just took over everything.”
 
   “Trust me, Tracey. I’m not going anywhere.” He pulls me by my arm, moving faster than my eyes can see. Within the next second, I’m back lying across him. He makes eye-contact, eyes that are green and brown that I’m starting to grow familiar with, looking back at me intently. “I’m not going anywhere,” he confirms.
 
   I stare back at him, not wanting to move. I really want to go back to sleep.
 
   “Come on, Tracey. Get up and brush your teeth, wash your face, wash your ass. We need to go see Scott and check on Glen. Make sure he didn’t kill her.” He laughs. 
 
   My eyes widen. “Not funny.”
 
   “You’re right.” Moving me from his lap, he scoots off the bed. Putting on his shoes, he says, “Don’t take too long and leave me waiting outside for long.”
 
   “I’ll be down very shortly.” I watch him tie his shoes. “Can I kiss you?”
 
   He looks at me as if I’m starting something. “Because you are. But I will not deny you or tell you no.”
 
   He stands and moves to me quickly, placing one kiss on my lips, then he’s out the window—all in less than two seconds.
 
   “Such a freaking tease.”
 
   You like it.               
 
   You can say that.
 
   


 
   8: Impatient
 
    
 
   I shower, brush my teeth, and dress in record time. I dress in all-black jeans and an orange t-shirt. My shirt has black writing on it that says ‘Stop Looking at Me’ across the back with a picture of a hot biker chick. It matches my Nikes that I bought at the mall the other day. 
 
   My mom’s door is now open, but she isn’t here. She must have left. Now I have the house to myself and we have to leave. Damn you, life.
 
    
 
   Nathan is leaning against the passenger side of my car, looking at his phone. “You spend a lot of time looking in your phone.”
 
   “I told you, I have a lot going on sometimes.”
 
   “Like what?” I ask, unlocking the doors.
 
   “Remember what I told you last night?”
 
   “Yes, some of it.” I remember all of it, but I don’t want to think about it right now. 
 
   “With things like that, you always need to be available in case you are needed. Family checks on you frequently, and there is always new information coming up.”
 
   That seems understandable. It doesn’t bother me; I was just curious. “Umm, okay.” I start the car and pull out of the drive. He’s back in his phone. “Can I ask you a question?”
 
   He gives me his attention. “Sure.”
 
   “How often do you get mad?” 
 
   I wait, because he doesn’t answer immediately. He takes a deep breath. “I used to get mad all the time, but just because I get pissed, it doesn’t mean I go dark. Like I told you last night, I have a lot of control.”
 
   “Why would you get mad?”
 
   “Because my family tried to control me and wouldn’t let me be who I was—burdened.”
 
   “You wanted to be like that?” I ask in distaste.
 
   “I wouldn’t say that, but I was rebellious. I didn’t like the name and meaning behind what I am, but I had no desire to change it. I also didn’t want someone to make me into what I wasn’t. A couple of decades ago, I stopped fighting, thanks to Scott. He helped me realize the importance of not being what I am. The importance of overcoming the urge to do what the other half of me wanted. It wasn’t until the day I met you that I realized they weren’t training me and trying to change me for me, but for you.”
 
   “You figured this out the day you met me?” I ask.
 
   “Something like that. More like when I hit you. But when I grabbed you, helped you to stand, and you looked at me, I knew you were mine.” He looks around. “I think you passed Scott’s house.”
 
   Checking my surroundings, I realize I did. I shake my head. “I wasn’t paying attention to the road.” Driving to the corner, I turn around. “Sorry.”
 
   He makes a throaty chuckle. “It’s the red, brick house.”
 
   “Yeah.” It has been a long time since I’ve been over here, but I still recognize the house. We all used to hang around here when we were in grade school. We had a lot of fun when we were kids. 
 
   “Don’t pull in the driveway. Park in front of that 550 right there.” He points to a silver car in front of me on the other side of the driveway. 
 
   I do as he instructed, and shut off the car. His head is back in his phone. I try not to be nosey, but it looks like he’s texting. 
 
   “You can be nosey, Tracey.” He looks at me with a raised eyebrow and crooked smile. “Ask me whatever you want, and go through whatever you want.”
 
   I look away. “Stop doing that.”
 
   “If you could do it to me, read my thoughts, would you?”
 
   Probably, but I can’t. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Be honest.”
 
   “Maybe, but I can’t, so it’s not fair.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I can’t help it. I like being in your head.” His phone vibrates in his hand. He gives it back his attention. “Come on, we’re going in my car.”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “I’m going to take us out.”
 
   “Us?”
 
   “Yeah, you, me, Scott, and Glen.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You don’t want to go out with me?”
 
   “Yes, you! Not us!”
 
   “Now, you told me to show him you and me, and that he and Glen can work it out, like we are. And I’m trying to do that. We have a long time, Tracey, to spend as much time as you want together and do whatever you want together.” He nods his head towards the window. “But now we have to make sure my cousin doesn’t kill your friend because he can’t control himself.” He gets out, bringing his phone to his ear.
 
   He starts to ramble on the phone as he closes the door. I need two seconds of ‘me time.’ We do not want Scott to kill Glen. This is a good idea, Tracey. I’m doing this for Glen, not Scott. And this was my idea. Why was this my idea? Right—because Glen will be in extreme pain if she separates from Scott. 
 
   Getting out of the car, I see Scott and Glen walking out of the house together. Glen’s smiling and Scott looks like he is stuck in-between emotions. But they look cute together. He must have taken her home to get some clothes, because she has on a different outfit. 
 
   “Tracey,” Nathan calls. “I’m going to run into the house to wash and change quickly. I’ll be right back.” I look at him sadly. “You could always come with me.” I try to hold back my smile, failing badly. 
 
   Now you’re trying to get something started, I think to him.
 
   Nah, not yet. I’ll be right back. Fifteen minutes tops. I nod in understanding.
 
   Glen rushes over to me, and Scott follows Nathan back in the house. 
 
   “You feeling better?” I ask her, before she can start rambling about Nathan staying at my house “You look better.” 
 
   “Yeah, I mean, Scott’s still being an ass. But sometimes he’s okay. It’s like he’s fighting his feelings.” We move to sit on the trunk of my car. “One moment he’s like, ‘Oh Glen,’ and wanting to touch and kiss me. Then the next, he’s like, ‘Don’t, Glen.’” Her voice is deep, trying to imitate Scott. 
 
   I laugh at her. She has her face all twisted up and moving her head left to right as she imitates him. It is a very bad impersonation, but it serves its purpose. “So did you all come back here when y’all left my house?”
 
   “Yeah, his mom and his dad weren’t here, still aren’t here, so we laid around his living room, never going to his bedroom.” She shakes her head. “I laid on the couch and he sat on the floor. From time to time he would touch my hand or hold it. I eventually fell asleep. I’m not sure if he did or not, because every time I woke up, he was looking me in my face. He wouldn’t look away until I would say ‘what?’ and then he would shake his head, turn around, and say, ‘nothing.’”
 
   She takes a moment and stretches her arms over her head. “He is starting to kill me with this. What did you and Nathan end up doing?” I don’t like her saying his name. She sounds too comfortable. I ignore the feeling it brings. That’s something I’m going to need to get used to.
 
   “Nothing. Slept.” This morning. 
 
   “Really? You and him didn’t do anything?”
 
   “Umm, no. I just met him last week, Glen. I’m not a slut, like some people.” I peek at her through the corner of my eyes. She pushes me—hard. I catch myself from almost falling off the car. It hurt. 
 
   Tracey! I jump from the sudden sound of Nathan in my head. I’m never going to get used to that.
 
   Yes? I sing in my mind.
 
   What are doing? Is she hurting you? What was that? he asks, in a serious tone. It makes me turn serious.
 
   Nothing. She was just joking around. Damn. He felt her pushing me?
 
   Yes, I felt it. And I didn’t like it. Stop joking. Wow, what was he feeling?
 
   Are you upset? I think to him.
 
   I hear him let out a soft sigh in my head. No, Tracey, I’m not upset. Something hurt you and my body reacted in a protective way. Sorry, he answers, in a softer tone. 
 
   Got it. Hurry up! You almost finished?
 
   Yes, give me eight more minutes.
 
   Okay.
 
   “Um, Tracey?” Glen sings my name. 
 
   “Yes,” I carry out.
 
   “Can you hear me? I’m talking to you and you’re zoning out.” She looks irritated.
 
   “I’m sorry. Something just crossed my mind.”
 
   “Like what?” Oh my gosh, Glen, I don’t know. She is such a prior.
 
   “Scott will come around,” I swiftly say. “I told Nathan to talk to him. Maybe everything will work out.” 
 
   “How old is Nathan?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “What’s wrong with you? How old is Nathan?” 
 
   I think for a moment. Damn. “I don’t know.” I shrug my shoulders. I’m not sure what age he portrays. He looks like he’s about nineteen or twenty. 
 
   “Well, don’t you want to find out?”
 
   I look at her curiously. Why does it matter how old he is, and why is she interested in knowing? She usually is not this questioning when it comes to guys who are interested in me. I become quickly irritated.
 
   I shake my head. “No, Glen, I don’t know, and I didn’t think to ask.” I try to make it sound as kind as I can. I don’t care how old he is in a non-Sephlem world whatever that means. The thought to ask that age never crossed my mind. 
 
   “So do you like him?” Is she running out of Scott to talk about?
 
   “Yes,” I answer smoothly. This is something I know for sure.
 
   “Well, I hope me and Scott can get like you and Nathan. You all look happy.”
 
   We could be happier if Scott would get his shit together. “Yeah.” I rub my fingers over my eyebrows. 
 
   “Are you tired, Tracey?”
 
   “Yeah, why?” I ask oddly.
 
   “You only do that eyebrow thing when you are tired or irritated.”
 
   “So why not ask if I was irritated?”
 
   “Because I would have gotten mad if you said yes.” We both laugh. 
 
   We joke around a little about her Scott impressions, until the boys come out. Excitement thrills me, looking at Nathan walk towards me, dressed in my colors with matching shoes. He is definitely hot, and looks great in orange. He is so starting something; he just doesn’t know it yet.
 
   Scott hands him what looks like some keys. “Come on, Tracey,” he calls over to me. I jump down from the trunk of my car. Glen follows. I start to walk to him and he shakes his head and points to the silver car. “Get in. The doors are unlocked.”
 
   Never.
 
   I turn to the car. “This is not your car,” I state in disbelief.
 
   “That’s the same thing I said,” Glens says behind me.
 
   A C-Class 550 Benz is your car? I decide to ask in my head. Glen is a little too comfortable around him. 
 
   Yes, it is. Is there a problem with that?
 
   My dad drives one of these. I don’t know yet. I walk to the passenger door, letting myself in. He and Scott are slowly approaching. You have to let me drive this, I think to him, closing the door. 
 
   It’s fully loaded and he gets in and starts the engine with his voice. The engine starts and it isn’t the only thing that silently roared to life. His voice is deep when he wants it to be, but soft and welcoming at the same time.
 
   I watch him as he drives. He smirks a couple of times, but never looks over at me. I am infatuated with him, hypnotized, and desire nothing else. All of this I realize as I watch him look around the road, check his blind spots while he moves through the lanes, check corners before he turns. When someone does something on the road that he isn’t expecting, or if they inconvenience him, his jaw clenches tight, like he is containing his anger. It’s hot. 
 
   Glen is in the backseat, rambling about something I don’t care to pay attention to. But I keep her talking by saying ‘uh huh’ and ‘yeah,’ not realizing until after I did it. It doesn’t matter to me anymore that they are here, because I’m still here with him. Although, I would much rather prefer to be asleep right now with him holding me in those arms, which are currently protruding from the short sleeves of his shirt. 
 
    
 
   We pull into the parking lot of the movie theater. “Oh, I love the show, Nathan,” Glen blurts from the backseat. “What are we going to see?” My body reacts violently from her speaking directly to him. Calm down, Tracey. Be cool, I tell myself. 
 
   “Glen, sit back. We’ll see when we get in there.” Apparently, I’m not the only one that didn’t like that. Scott sounds pissed.
 
   Nathan reaches over, grabbing my hand. “It’s okay,” he says quietly, with my hand against his lips. Those lips. They do something unruly to me—and whatever it is, I enjoy it. 
 
   He parks the car and the boys exit, walking over to our doors to help us out. 
 
   Nathan drapes his arm over my shoulders and kisses my cheek. “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah.” I look over to Glen and Scott. Scott is smiling, telling something to Glen that made her match his smile. I can see what she means about his mood swings. 
 
   “Don’t worry about it. He’s fighting with himself. Half of him wants it and the other half doesn’t, so he has episodes of happy and angry. Nothing serious that we have to worry about, but it would be easier on him and Glen if he stopped fighting.”
 
   “Does Glen feel the pain like how I do?”
 
   “I think it is a little worse for her, because he is still rejecting her, even after giving into the need to mate. But she doesn’t know, nor understand, what’s going on. And no, Tracey, it is not your place to tell her.”
 
   “Why would you think—”
 
   “I know you, Tracey, and I know how much you care about your friend. Just remember, you could ruin them if you mention to her any of what I told you. Okay?”
 
   “Okay. What do you mean by mate?”
 
   “That’s what you are to me, my mate. We are mated, accepting of one another.” He pauses, then follows with, “Ideally-suited for each other.”
 
   “So you’re my mate?”
 
   “I am, and you’re mine. You okay with that?”
 
   “I am.”
 
    
 
   We all agree to watch some movie about kids killing each other. I don’t care what we see, I’m just going to fall asleep anyway. I enjoy going to the movies, but not when I’m asshole tired. We order popcorns and drinks, and make our way to theater seven, like the ticket taker told us. 
 
   We couple up in separate rows, the guys taking the end seats. I watch the entire movie, kids are really killing each other, and it’s a pretty good movie. Nathan dozed off a few times, and that tells me he is as tired as I am. 
 
   Scott lets Glen rest her head on his shoulder as he goes back and forth, putting his arm around her and taking it away. I watch them and the movie; both are equally entertaining. 
 
   After the show, Nathan treats all of us to dinner, and after, we go to Scott’s house. We sit around Scott’s living room, and the boys talk about the football game they’re watching. I lean against Nathan, frequently dozing off. The game finally ends and I’m ready to crash out—hard. 
 
   Scott’s parents still aren’t home and he says, “It’s okay for Glen to stay over here.” He doesn’t sound too thrilled about it, although he answered the unasked question. 
 
   I call my mom’s phone, and she lets me know she is going out to visit my dad and will be away for a few days. I can’t be happier about the news. 
 
   Nathan and I head back to my house in my car. It’s a little after midnight by the time we get there. We clean up the family room, where I had left the blow-up mattresses. He helps me fold the sheets and extra comforters, including the blow up mattresses themselves—which are heavy—and puts them away. 
 
   Plopping down on the couch, exhausted, I lay my head back. Nathan picks me up and carries me to my room. I let him, too tired to fight it. He takes off my shoes, after laying me on my bed. “Would you like to change your clothes?”
 
   “Yes. Do you mind if I sleep in shorts?”
 
   “No, you can wear your shorts. You want me to get them for you?”
 
   “Yes, please. The second drawer from the top.” I point to my chester drawers. He gets them for me, and I leave to go to the bathroom to change and freshen up. 
 
   When I return, he is walking from the chaise to the bed, rubbing his hand through his hair by pushing it back. He has on sweats and no shirt. Whoa!
 
   His sweatpants sit low on his hips, low enough to see the V-cut of his waist. Every muscle is exposed, chest sits high, and every cut and pectoral pack his body possess lies upon his stomach. He’s ripped. 
 
   He looks at me looking him over, then picks up his shirt from my bed and starts to turn to walk back to the chaise. If his back looks as good as his front, we are going to have some real problems with this newly-found relationship, including, controlling desires. 
 
   “Don’t look, Tracey, don’t look.” 
 
   I look. And his back looks just as good as it felt last night. I watch as it flexes, while he walks over to the chaise, where his bag sits. “Why do you look like that?” It is impossible for someone to look this good. 
 
   “What type of question are you asking me?” He looks back at me, over his shoulder. 
 
   His body calls me to him, begging me to touch him. And willingly, I go to him—with his back facing me, giving my hands what they want. He is warm under my touch, and smooth to the feel. I resist the urge to feel him under my lips as I move from his shoulder blades, down his back, and around to his stomach. Up his stomach, my fingertips rise and fall over the ridges and creases of his skin that’s pulled tight over his muscles. To his chest, they travel, then back down. His head falls back, looking up towards the ceiling as he lets out a deep breath.
 
   Pleasure—it calls me to him. I can no longer resist. My hands travel over his navel, following his smooth trail lower. His hands meet mine, when they meet the waistline of his sweats, keeping them from not following the trail through. 
 
   I move back up, his hands still on mine. I place a kiss in the middle of the crease in his back. The muscles tighten up, not expecting it. I rise up on my tip-toes, placing another just inches above the last. I move to each side, kissing it slowly, letting my tongue make contact before my lips. Even after a long day, his taste is sweet. 
 
   His hands grab a hold of mine. “What are you doing to me?”
 
   “What are you not doing to me?” I reply, in a serious tone.
 
   He turns around and looks at me. “This isn’t you talking.”
 
   Then let’s stop talking. 
 
   I grab him by his neck, bringing him down to me. I place my lips on his, kissing him, putting all the sexual force I have behind it. He lets me. Bending down, he lifts me up to him, holding me by my thighs. He carries me, effortlessly, over to my bed, and places me down, gently. Hands still on my thighs, he squeezes them aggressively. I grab his shoulders, in an attempt to pull him closer. 
 
   He stops me, by pulling away. “Tracey, don’t.”
 
   I huff in aggravation. If he only knew how long it’s been since I had sex, he would stop telling me ‘don’t.’ Not to mention, how hot he is, and the fact that my body is craving him, in every way possible. 
 
   “I know you’re aggravated, but I also know you would be upset, if we did this and you weren’t ready.”
 
   I look down at myself, with him kneeling between my legs. “No, I’m definitely ready.”
 
   “You’re ready?” he asks, moving himself from me so that we aren’t touching. “Hold your breath before you answer.”
 
   “Why am I holding my breath?”
 
   “Just do it.”
 
   I do. I cover my face, confused. I want it, I do, but…I’m not ready. I push my hands up my face and over my hair in frustration. It’s not right, to go there, right now. I don’t even know his last name. He has a point. “Okay,” I say, letting go of the breath. Taking a deep breath, the desire rushes back. I don’t understand. 
 
   “You’re drunk.”
 
   “I’m not.” I haven’t had a drink today.
 
   “From me. That’s what I meant last night about you needing to control it. The same for me needing to control mine with you. You can become overwhelmed and drunk from me, as I can from you. Breathing in my scent, touching me, and kissing me, plus thinking about me, will have you doing things you wouldn’t do if you were just able to control one of those urges. And to add, you are also affected by my urges.”
 
   “Well, aren’t you affected by my urges as well?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, then why can’t you give in?” He laughs at me, sitting me up on the bed. 
 
   “Hi, Tracey Warren. I’m Nathan Newcomb.” He sits next to me. “I was unfortunately born a burdened Sephlem. My age to the human world is twenty. As you know, I am older than that, much older than that—in my world. My mother and father’s names are Natalia and Nathan. I was named after my father, but we do not share the same middle name. My middle name is Keith. 
 
   “Before I met you, my days were filled with mischievous events, fighting to let off stress, and wasting my time with girls that meant nothing to me. Honestly, I’ve been with a lot of girls, but I never cared for any of them.” His eyes look away and back quickly. “Yes, that’s bad, and I’m sorry about that.” They squint and reopen. “A little.
 
   “I now, only care for you, and want for you to be my world’s atmosphere. You know most of the story about what I come from, and understand I will do everything in my power to protect you and keep you safe. I would tell you I love you, if I had not only met you a few days ago, and if it was ordinary for humans to fall in love so quickly.”
 
   “It is. It’s called ‘love at first sight.’” I pause, moving closer to him. “That’s what I get from your definition of us mating, anyway. Love at first sight, and knowing that this person is meant for you. I know that I am meant to be with you. I know that everything else in the world doesn’t matter. I know what I feel for you is not just in my head, but in my heart, fingertips, toes, pit of my stomach—everywhere that I have feeling is saturated by you.” I pause, making sure I have my words right. “It is weird to feel this way, but it’s real. And I had an attraction to you before you touched me.”
 
   “Tracey, I don’t want you to be attracted to me. I want you to love me because you’re in love with me.” That, I wasn’t expecting. 
 
   I look at him, his expression full of affection. I stare in his swirling eyes as they fight with what color to become. I can tell in the swirl, he doesn’t know what way to feel. I kiss his lips sweetly and say, “Come on, Mr. Newcomb. Let’s go to bed.”
 
    
 
   I wake up later to him asleep, breathing calmly. He looks peaceful and happy. A feeling of understanding comes over me, telling me things are now different. Hard, I’m falling, and I barely know him. Yet, my heart can beat for him and say that it loves him. 
 
   How can this even be possible? How can I feel this strongly for someone that I barely even know? Feeling that, not only am I meant to be with him, but my body and mind crave for him as well. It’s like the universe agrees with my decision for us to be together. 
 
   I yearn to be around him. It feels like an obligation—a need—to have him around me. It doesn’t seem normal, yet I like it. Nathan serves a better purpose in my life than air, even considering my heart beating in his chest. 
 
   I watch him as he sleeps. There is a worry-line that lies faint upon his eyebrows. I wish I could get into his head to see what it is that bothers him, like he does to me. I really want to know him like he knows me. I want to know what moves him, what drives him to do whatever it is he is so confident in doing. 
 
   Staring at him, I take in every feature. It’s perfect, soundless sleeping. Skin smooth to the kiss. He has a small mole on the right side of his jaw. There is a long scar that starts under his ear, spreading across his neck, stopping at his adam’s apple. How did he get that? It looks like it was bad at one time, but has gotten better over time. It’s still deep. How didn’t I see it before?
 
   His lips are slightly parted, but no slob escaping like most. There isn’t even drool resting on the corner of his mouth. If there was, it wouldn’t turn me off any. I would just tease him about it in the morning.
 
   Smiling at myself, I lay my head against his chest to listen to my heartbeat. Just to confirm, I place my hand against my chest, feeling the comparison. They match.


 
   9: Reappearance 
 
    
 
   The window ticks from a few rocks. Scott is really starting to piss me off. I slowly maneuver my way out of the bed, trying not to wake Nathan. He doesn’t move as I make my way around him and out of the bed. I walk over to the window, ready to curse at Scott. Why can’t he just face the damn facts?
 
   Opening the window, “What, Scott?” I start, without looking. 
 
   “Scott?” Oh. My. Gosh. Definitely not Scott.
 
   There he is…standing there in all his bad-timing glory: Michael Moore, my first. First love, real relationship, and…sexual encounter. Why is he here, and what does he want?
 
   “Were you expecting Scott? Why? You started giving my love away to Scott?” His voice is flooded with disgust. 
 
   “Michael, what are you doing here? And could you keep your voice down,” I say as calmly as I can. Plus, I don’t want Nathan to wake up. That may not play out so well. 
 
   Quieter, he says, “I just got back and I missed you. I wanted to come and see you.” His head tilts to the side. “You’re not happy to see me?”
 
   Michael had left over ten months ago with his mother to go to New York. His father had stayed here, which, my argument was, he didn’t have to go. But he had said he needed to go to make sure his mom would be okay. He wanted to be there in case she needed him. 
 
   We were still together when he left, for about a month, then he started to send some of the guys at school pictures of him with other girls, and some were not appropriate. That didn’t sit well with me or the fact that he was happy about it and showing them off. I hate cheaters, so I decided to cut him off, with the possibility of maybe getting back together if he ever came back. I didn’t anticipate finding someone better and no longer being attracted to him. 
 
   “Tracey, come on. I’ll meet you at the patio doors so you can let me in.”
 
   He is cute, but not hotness-cute. He doesn’t have all the muscles and nice body, like Nathan does, and he stands at only about my height. He has curly hair that has always done nothing but curl, no matter what he did to it. I used to love it. I used to love everything about him. He was the only guy I ever did something with and actually…that I wanted to do something with. Until now. 
 
   “No, Michael,” I say, knowing he is probably about to flip out. 
 
   The confident smile he wears fades. “What do you mean—” His head jerks back as he says, “no?”
 
   “I’m not letting you up, Michael. I can’t.”
 
   “Why not? Didn’t you miss me? What are you saying?” His voice starts to rise.
 
   “Stop talking so loud. I’m not letting you up, Michael. Go home. It’s late.”
 
   “It is no different of a time that I would come and see you in the past.”
 
   “It’s not the past.”
 
   “Tracey, I have been gone for almost a year. I’ve missed you. I just got back and the first thing I did, when I touched ground, was run over here to see you. Can you please let me in so we can talk?” He smiles. “And so I can kiss you? I missed you, Cey.” The demanding presence takes me over, covering my skin in goose-bumps.
 
   “Go home, Michael,” I say quickly, while I try to maneuver from the window. I turn around, taking one step, walking directly into a human wall. 
 
   “What’s going on, Tracey?” he asks, in a deep and demanding voice that I’ve heard him use with Scott. It gives my goose-bumps goose-bumps.
 
   Should I lie? No, he can read your mind, Tracey. That would be stupid.
 
   “Tracey!” Michael calls loudly from the window. 
 
   I shake my head, letting it fall in disbelief. Why does he have to do this? It has to be two or three in the morning and here he goes acting like a fool. Good thing my mom isn’t home. 
 
   Nathan tries to side-step me and I match his step. He looks at me like I’m challenging him. “Look, just calm down and let me handle it, okay?” He’s still shirtless, with his jogging pants on and no socks. His hair is tousled atop his head. He takes a moment and steps back, running his fingers through his hair.
 
   He lets out a breath. “Handle it, Tracey—quickly. I can’t deal,” he says calmly.
 
   “I will. Just wait,” I say, grabbing his hand and the tenseness eases.
 
   I walk back over to the window, pushing it back open. Michael is still standing there and all the anger he feels is written all over his face. It hurts for me to hurt him…but not that much. “Tracey, please come down?” he asks calmly. 
 
   “Look, Michael. I know I said that when you came back we could try to work things out. But there have been a lot of unforeseen occurrences—well, rather, one huge occurrence and, unfortunately, I’m no longer available.”
 
   His expression softens. “I’m not hearing that, Tracey. I can hear you have another guy there with you. And I know you are not that type of girl, although you hang around those types of girls.” He starts to get upset. “Have they influenced you, making you do these things—sleep around and have guys in your room?” He shakes his head. “Come here so I can talk to you. I won’t be mad,” he says through his teeth. 
 
   “This isn’t about you being mad. I’m with somebody else now and, no, I’m not influenced. I’m my own person and always have been. My choices are my own, and don’t down-talk my friends.” Only I can do that. 
 
   He stands there for a moment, staring at me. He shakes his head at the same time, rubbing his neck. “Don’t do this, Tracey. You and I have shared a lot of things that you couldn’t have experienced with this guy. I love you, Cey. Just…please come down. Let me change your mind. I can change your mind.”
 
   I look at him for a second, staring at someone I was willing to wait for, and now, about to walk away from. His eyes are sad, and here I am about to make it worse. “I have to go, Michael.” I start to move away from the window and the shit hits the fan. 
 
   “What the fuck, Tracey!” Michael yells. “We are supposed to be together. I dropped everything, thought about nothing but seeing you when I got back. I just got back and the first thing I do is rush over to see you. Fuck that guy you have up there. Come down here and talk to me. Let me make this shit go away. I love you, Tracey.” His voice softens. “That guy can never make you feel the way I made you feel. No girl can do to my heart what you did. Come down!” He’s enraged. 
 
   I watch him spill out his angry feelings, until I’m pushed softly from the side. Nathan, in all his shirtless glory, has had enough. Standing in the window, he rubs his hand over his chin. I can feel his anger. Michael looks at him as if he is trying to recognize him and he is irritated by him.
 
   “She’s not coming down, she’s not talking to you, and you’re not changing anything besides my mood. And it’s time for you to leave.”
 
   “And who are you? The replacement? You don’t know anything about her.” Michael walks away from my window. 
 
   I turn to Nathan, ready to apologize. That is, until I hear banging on my patio door. Oh shit, he is really losing it. 
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me!?” Nathan bursts. “Do not go downstairs. I’ll be right back.”
 
   He starts to leave and I pull him back by his arm. “Wait, babe, calm down. Please?” He avoids looking at me. “Just look at me.” He does and his eyes swirl between a grey and a night-blue, like Scott’s the day he got angry. He immediately closes them and steps away from me. 
 
   “Tracey, just give me a minute.”
 
   “I will give you a minute, but I want you to calm down.” I rub my hands on one of his, trying to push my calm to him. 
 
   He takes in a deep breath and lets it go, taking grip on one of my hands, pulling me close. “Thank you,” he says calmly. 
 
   I look up to him. He grabs my chin and lowers his head down, placing a soft kiss against my lips. “I know this guy means nothing to you, but I need to handle this. I’m not angry. I just need to talk to him.” Michael is still banging on the door, shouting my name. I don’t know what Nathan is capable of, but having demon’s blood in him says a lot, including his need to control his anger. 
 
   I smile. “I’ll come with you.” He gives me a look as if he wants to deny me the option. “I’ll just make sure you don’t kill him. We can walk down, hand-in-hand. I’ll let you do all the talking.”
 
   “Fine.” He drags me to the patio doors. Michael is still banging. He stops, taking a few steps back as he sees us approach. 
 
   Nathan slides open the doors and steps outside. I’m behind him, holding his hand, helping him maintain his calm. “I understand you and Tracey had something…before. But whatever that was is now gone, passed. I advise that you accept her decision to move on and that you do the same,” he says calmly and with a stern tone. 
 
   “You advise?” Michael looks around Nathan to me. “Tracey, who is this guy?”
 
   “Don’t speak to her.” His calm remains. “Understand she has moved on as she originally stated to you. She’s with me now. Whatever you and her had in the past has past. Deal with that, and move on.” 
 
   “Is that right, Tracey?” Michael asks me. I’m still standing behind Nathan. I peek around him, hearing him let go of an aggravated breath. 
 
   “Yes, Michael, what we had is over. I’m with him now. You should move on.”
 
   “Okay,” Michael says, backing away slowly. “I understand.” 
 
   Nathan backs us into the house. “I’m sorry I left, Tracey,” Michael says, before he turns and jogs off. 
 
   Nathan closes the doors behind us, then looks at me. “Let’s go back to sleep, Tracey,” is all he says as we go back to my room. Michael replays in my mind with his ‘I love yous’ and hurt-filled eyes. Had he pulled this last week, things would be a world different. 
 
   I follow Nathan, lying down beside him in my bed. He lays on top of the covers, me under, and wraps an arm around me. “Whenever you want to hear ‘I love you,’ or if I don’t say it to you enough, just tell me.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I felt the way your heart fluttered when he told you he loved you. I noticed your thoughts, and your desire to hear it from me and just to know that you’re loved.” He grabs my hand, locking our fingers. “The only reason I haven’t said it, was because I didn’t want it to feel weird to you—us fresh, and me already telling you I love you…but I do.” He looks at me. “I don’t care about anything else.”
 
   “I’m really sorry about that.” I’m actually still stuck on the ‘him loving me’ part. I just have to play it cool. Though, I have realized I share those feelings. 
 
   “No need to be. I expect for other guys to want my girl.” He kisses my forehead. “I just don’t like it when they don’t listen. Thanks for helping me calm down.”
 
   “Always.”
 
    
 
   Day number three together, I have to share with Glen and Scott. Today, we woke up early to Scott calling Nathan’s phone. For whatever reason, he cannot be alone with Glen. Scott missed the memo explaining that’s what couples do. I’m going to get him Relationships for Dummies, because yesterday, he acted like we were obligated to hang out with them. They stopped by last night—again—and Nathan had to talk to him for like an hour to calm him down. They left as the sun was rising—four hours before Scott called.
 
   Today, we travel to a nearby park, where we try to stay as far away from Glen and Scott as we can. I don’t mind staying outside, but it’s chilly, and I haven’t gotten enough sleep these last few nights. From Michael stopping by, acting like a total fool—he doesn’t attempt to call first, just comes right over, without an invitation, after he has been gone forever—and Glen and Scott’s frequent late night visits. 
 
   We leave the park to go to a restaurant. Scott is more into it today. He’s happy and it makes Glen happy. I’m content with that. It’s better than listening to them go back and forth about nothing.
 
   I just can’t wait for everyone to say they are ready to go, so we can go back to my house and I can pass out against Nathan’s chest. These late-night visitors are killing me. 
 
   Dropping off Scott and Glen, back at Scott’s house, we don’t get out immediately.
 
   “You want to go to my house tonight?”
 
   “What? Of course.” I hadn’t thought about going to his house, but the idea sounds perfect. 
 
   “Okay, we’ll check on Scott and Glen in the AM.”
 
   “Is my whole break going to be filled with Glen and Scott?”
 
   “No, Tracey,” he says, starting up the car.
 
   


 
   10: Introductions 
 
    
 
   It’s early, maybe a little after eight. It’s a thirty-minute ride to Nathan’s house. He pulls into an out-stretched driveway with a big, beautiful white and black house at its end. It is all-white with columns that sit next to the entrance of the front door. Windows galore, accented with black shutters.
 
   It looks like it goes up three stories, lined with brick at the bottom, and aluminum siding on its way to the roof. There is a long garage with two two-car garages in the middle and single car garage doors on the ends. Aligned on the roof of the garage are flowers, hanging beautifully from the gutters. His truck sits out front, and I smile when I see it, remembering my dream.
 
   “You know, we could make that dream into a reality. Right now,” he suggests, letting up one of the garage doors and pulling in. 
 
   I’m intrigued. “I think you’re trying to get something started.”
 
   “You’re probably right.” He smiles to himself. 
 
   “I’m okay with that,” I say, taking off my seatbelt and leaning over the armrest to kiss his cheek. 
 
   He turns and I kiss his lips instead. “Yes, definitely need to make that dream come true.” He grabs my chin. “But first, you need to meet my mother.”
 
   I practically cough up a lung. “Say what?” I look over myself. I am dressed appropriately for a parent meeting. I just don’t know how I feel about meeting his mom. She might think I’m like, wrong for him or something. 
 
   “She won’t think that. If you weren’t my mate, she may, but knowing you are here for the long haul, she may love you more than she loves me.” He kisses me again. 
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “Yes, love. Come on. We’ll go meet them, let them hug you, then go to my truck. I have somewhere I want to take you anyway. Then we can work on that dream, excluding the horn.” I laugh at that. That damn horn messed up my dream.
 
   I get out of the car, looking down the garage at all the different types of cars. Why so many?
 
   He leads me through the garage door. We walk about a block to get to the front door. Entering the house, his mother is waiting for us on the other side. She embraces me instantly and I hug her back, surprised. She becomes emotional, but her happiness shows. I don’t do well with emotional. 
 
   His mother is beautiful, with round eyes and a slim face. A lot of Nathan’s features came from her. She’s small, like me, just shorter and very cheerful. She expresses how happy she is that her son found someone for him, and how she wants me to be comfortable. 
 
   I reassure her I will be, and then his father joins us. No emotion showing in him or his voice, although he tells me how glad he is to meet me, but I can’t tell. Nathan stands off slightly when his father steps in, and it makes me uncomfortable. 
 
   “We’ll be back later,” says Nathan, directly to his mom. He doesn’t look at his dad. “I just wanted to bring Tracey by to meet you.”
 
   “It is nice to meet you, Mrs. Newcomb.” I smile. I like her. She is kind and pretty. She reminds me of Nathan, in the way she speaks.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Tracey,” his dad says, uninterested, and leaves without waiting for a response.
 
   O-Kay, huh. “Thank you for welcoming me into your home. It’s beautiful,” I tell his mom.
 
   “Oh honey, it’s my pleasure. Now, you both be careful. Nathan, don’t stay out too late.” She grabs his hand, then gives me another big hug. I hug her back.
 
   “We won’t, mom. Don’t wait up for me, okay? Get some rest. I love you.”
 
   She replies with the same, and we leave to walk out the front door and head to his truck. Once inside, I’m reminded of when he had dropped me off. It was just days ago but seems like an eternity. “So where are we going?” I ask, for conversation sake. At this point, I really don’t care.
 
   “You’ll see when we get there.” He turns on the radio and we drive for about ten minutes, until he pulls the truck in front of a lakefront. It’s beautiful. The water sways with the wind and splashes against the bank. It sounds amazing. Apart from the water, it is quiet, and it seems like we have the area to ourselves. 
 
   Shutting off the truck, he sits back, but only for a moment, before he reaches over, pulling me near him. I position my body so that I’m facing him. “It’s beautiful out here, Nathan.”
 
   He looks back at me. “Mm, nah, I see something that looks better.” He moves close, kissing me deeply. 
 
   There is passion behind his kiss. I move closer so that I can give him just as much as he’s giving me. I run my hands through his hair, loving the way he sneaks his hands under my shirt to touch my skin. He pulls me as close to him as I can go, then moves against me so that I’ll lie down on the seat, as he moves to kiss my neck. 
 
   He lowers, and as he does, the buttons from my shirt pop—on their own—exposing my skin, inch by inch. His warm breath against my skin replaces the cold air. Every other kiss, I feel his tongue circle against me, before placing his lips on that same area. I grab his arms—to suppress the urge to moan out against the feeling of pleasure it provides. 
 
   I don’t want to do anything to make him stop. It feels so good. He pushes me up, towards the door of the truck, as he kisses lower, down my stomach. He makes sure he covers every inch of it, awaking my nerves and exciting me. Trailing kisses to my navel, the button of my jeans pops open and I let out a soft gasp. 
 
   “That was an accident,” he mutters, with his lips against my abdomen. He comes back up to kiss my lips. 
 
   “I’m not complaining,” I say against him.
 
   Kissing me again, he says, “Is this better than your dream?”
 
   “Yes, much better. Nice scenery too.” The moonlight seeps through the car just right, touching his face at all the best angels. He is beautiful. 
 
   “No, Tracey, you are.” He looks down at me and then at my opened shirt. He closes it over, without buttoning it. He starts to get up.
 
   “No,” I say, grabbing his shoulder and sitting up with him. I straddle his lap. “Don’t stop. I’m not ready for it to be over. Let me keep dreaming.” He looks at me like I’m saying more than the words that came from me. I kiss him softly, but only once. 
 
   And then something happens—every desire I feel starts to pour from me and I dive into a seductive kiss. My kisses become deeper and more aggressive, demanding his tongue to sweep inside my mouth as mine does his.
 
   My right hand stays on his neck and plays with the hair on the back of his head. My other plays with the helm of his shirt and the waistline of his pants, my fingertips frequently scratching lightly at his skin. 
 
   From his mouth, I move to kiss his cheek, then it meets his earlobe for the first time. I take it in my mouth, nibbling it lightly, then sucking on it, before moving to his neck. 
 
   His breathing becomes heavy and his hands move from my back down to my butt, grasping it tight. I make out with his neck and one of his hands moves to cuff my breast. His huge hand grabs onto my right breast with just enough force, firm but not too tight, yet not too soft. His head tilts to it and he starts kissing it. My spots tingle when he removes it from my bra, taking it into his mouth, kissing it and sucking on it lightly. Leaving it out, he moves to the other. I tilt my head back, towards the ceiling of the car, accepting the pleasure his mouth brings to my skin. 
 
   I close my eyes, moving my hands to his, as he massages, kisses, nibbles, and sucks me. I’ve never felt anything like it. I softly moan out, and as the kisses and touches start to fill with more aggression and force, my moans grow louder. I grab his head, lifting it to kiss me. 
 
   He grabs onto my waist and I mindlessly roll my body slowly against his. He moves out from the seat, and the next time I move against him, I feel nothing but hard—rock hard—and it sparks pleasure inside me. I stay pressed against it, the grind of my lower-body slowing. 
 
   He lets out a low, deep, quiet, growl-like moan against my mouth and I kiss him harder. I want more of him. Both of my hands are in his hair, pulling him harder, closer. It’s soft, like the rest of him, like his lips against mine. 
 
   I move my body to readjust myself. He’s not having it, pulling me hard against him. Hard presses against me and my body spasms. I moan loudly against his mouth and his eyes shoot open, showing that bright, ocean-blue that hypnotizes me. 
 
   He stops kissing me and pushes me towards his knees. “Stop, Tracey,” he practically whispers. 
 
   “Go, Nathan,” I whisper back, already knowing where he is going with this. “Don’t, Nathan.” Don’t stop.
 
   “Tracey.”
 
   I let go of an aggravated breath. “Nathan.” I really don’t want to hear it. He always has to mess up the good moments. 
 
   “I know. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Well, don’t. I trust you. I want you. Just let me have you. I’m not going anywhere and you’re not going anywhere. Right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Then let me have you.”
 
   “Calm down, Tracey.” He pecks my lips, then moves me to sit back up in the seat, putting on my seatbelt. He did that just to keep me from attacking him. He sits back up, laughing. “You want to come back here tomorrow and watch the sun set?”
 
   “Yes.” I’ve never watched the sun set. 
 
   “There is a spot a little farther down where we can set up and lay out in front of the water.”
 
   “I think I would enjoy that,” suddenly over my urge to attack him and make him give me what I wanted.
 
   “Good.” He starts up the truck and says, “Fix your shirt,” as he pulls out. 
 
    
 
   We walk into his house, this time not greeted. I don’t care about a tour or remembering my way to his room. I just want to get there, I want more of him, and I want my desire to be fulfilled. I understand he has self-control, but I have none and I don’t see the point of waiting or whatever, because I can feel my future with him.
 
   “You can do what?” he asks me, curiously. 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You can feel what?” He’s peeking again. 
 
   “You know already. Why do you play with me?” I ask as he’s opening the door to his room. 
 
   “I need to hear you say it.”
 
   “Nathan, I—” I become speechless as I walk into his room. It’s huge and everything in it is huge. The TV, desk, dresser…bed. And that’s where I’ll be going. “Nathan, I feel forever is my future with you.” I close the door behind me, find a lock, and walk over to him. Come, follow me into Neverland and fly away with me into forever, until ‘never’ no longer exists in our vocabulary.” I grab his hand. “I can feel my future with you.” I look him in his eyes, watching them swirl into that sandy, ocean-blue. “I can feel it just as you can feel my heart beating inside your chest.”
 
   “Tracey, what are you saying?” He looks down at me, the light, sandy-brown swirling behind the blue. 
 
   “It is weird to have feelings for you so early after meeting you. But I can feel that I am connected and meant to be with you. I can’t fight it and I won’t. I love you. I trust you…and I want you.” He takes me by my neck, kissing me. It feels affectionate, filled with emotion.
 
   He bends down, picking me up, and pushes me against the nearest wall. Both hands are gripping tightly under my thighs. My arms wrap around him. “Give yourself to me, Nathan. Not just a taste.”
 
   “Tracey, I—” I cut off his words by kissing him. I don’t want to hear it.
 
   He presses his body against me and moves his hands from my thighs to my butt. He pulls his head back, looking at me. “Nathan, I do love you.” 
 
   He takes a moment, looking away as if he is thinking. “I know.” He sets me down and walks me over to the bed. It seemed like the bed was farther away, but we make it to it quickly. He lays me down, gently, and I wrap my legs around him, pushing myself up slightly, to turn him over onto his back. I move down to kiss against his neck and he grabs my shoulders, holding me back a little without pushing me away. 
 
   I reach down to his shirt to pull it up over his head. He lets me. I throw it off to the side, not caring where it lands. I kiss him everywhere there is skin. He lets me. I let my lips run over his chest. I let my tongue get familiar with his stomach. 
 
   He grabs me by my waist and moves me under him—faster than I’ve ever seen anyone move. His eyes roll over me and my shirt comes open. The cool air chills my skin. He starts at my navel, skipping over my stomach, and lowers down to my abdomen. My jeans button pops and the zipper unzips. He kisses past the waistline of them. 
 
   Grabbing them, he lifts his head to look at me. I don’t move his hands, looking back at him for only a second, until I place my hands against his, pushing them downward—letting him know it is okay for him to take them off. He does, slowly, and removes my shoes at the same time.
 
   He doesn’t come back to me but kisses my inner-thighs. Creeping up, inch by inch, he moves back to my navel. My emotions and hormones are all over the place. My nerves are shaking in anticipation as his hand travels from my thigh to my middle, accompanying my warmth with the heat of his fingers. 
 
   They rub against me and I move against them, increasing friction, with his eccentric kisses enraging my need. He moves to the waistline of my panties. I lift so that he can take them off and he does. Removing them slower than I thought he would, and butterflies flutter in my stomach, and the tips of my toes and fingers tingle. 
 
   “Calm down, Tracey,” he says to me, in that comforting and welcoming voice I’ve only heard him use with me. When he makes contact back with my skin, his lips are against my sweetest spot and I melt. 
 
   Every kiss he had applied to my lips, he makes double the effort applying them there. His hands grip my thighs tightly, squeezing them off and on with the motion of his mouth. It takes every effort to not run my fingers through his hair, yet I grab and pull his arm and the comforter I’m laying upon. 
 
   He tells me to be quiet a couple of times, and his warm breath brushing across my skin does something unruly to me, in replace of him stopping. My body shakes repulsively and I’m unable to control it. 
 
   He kisses me twice more before sliding my panties back on. He grabs me some shorts from his drawer and sides them on me as well. Not able to move, he moves me along the bed and pulls the covers over me. 
 
   Disappearing into a door in his room, he closes it behind him. I hear water running, telling me it’s a bathroom. When he comes out, he has on nothing but shorts. He climbs into his bed next to me, pulling me against him. I’m out in seconds. 
 
    
 
   I wake up feeling as good as when I went to sleep. My shirt is changed into one of his, but he’s gone—like every morning I wake up. 
 
   “Nathan,” I say, without raising my voice, certain that he can hear me.
 
   Good morning, beautiful. I put some clothes for you in the bathroom, along with a couple of towels. A new toothbrush is sitting on the sink, and the toothpaste is in the drawer. Let me know when you’re finished, and I’ll come get you to bring you to the kitchen. I’m making you breakfast. 
 
   Breakfast? You’re cooking?
 
   Yes.
 
   You can cook too? I don’t know, Nathan. I may be a little inadequate for you.
 
   Don’t, Tracey. You are perfect for me. Hurry up. I’m almost finished. 
 
   I get in the shower, letting the hot water run over my face without getting my hair wet. The tub is big and he has one of those waterfall shower heads over you and another on the wall. There is liquid soap for women—a type of Dove, which is full. There is soap that looks like he uses on a regular basis. I grab it, smelling it. It almost smells just like him, save the earthy-like musk he wears. 
 
   I finish my shower, not ready to get out—the hot water assisting my good feeling. I reluctantly get out—thinking about Nathan—brush my teeth, and run my fingers through my hair, pulling it up into a bun, letting it sit messily atop my head. I look cute with my hair messy. 
 
   I put on the clothes he had left out for me. Everything looks new, which, with the soap and the toothbrush, indicates he has been up for a while and went to the store. He has all of my sizes right, down to my panties and socks. He also has a new pair of sneakers waiting for me by the foot of the bed. 
 
   The door knocks. I finish sliding on my shoes and walk over to the door. “Yes?”
 
   “You ready?”
 
   “Yeah. Do you have a bag I can put my clothes in?”
 
   “No, just leave them on the floor. Pailen will get them.”
 
   I open the door. “Who is Pailen?” And why am I comfortable with her touching my drawers? 
 
   “She’s our housekeeper. She cleans and washes the clothes, and I want you to have something over here, just in case.”
 
   “That’s why you went shopping and bought me this stuff?” I point to my outfit. 
 
   “Yes, and yes, you do look cute with your hair messy.” He kisses my forehead. “Come on, and leave the door open so Pailen knows I need her to go in there.”
 
   I do, and I follow him on a hike, long journey to the kitchen. I’m feeling good, refreshed, happy, and hungry. And if his food is good, there is nothing that could mess up my day.
 
   “It will be good.”
 
   “I believe you. Where’s your mom?”
 
   “Her and my father went to a family member’s house to include the rest of the family in on what’s going on.”
 
   “What’s going on?” I shrug. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Scott and Glen. I told my father about the way Scott has been acting and it raises some red flags. So they went to have a family meeting.”
 
   “You didn’t want to go?”
 
   “No, not really.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I would have to bring you, and everybody would steal you away from me.” He pulls me around a corner to a kitchen that has to be the size of my entire house. “It’s not that big, Tracey.”
 
   “Nathan, this kitchen is huge.” The smell of bacon fills my nose and my stomach grumbles loudly. 
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   “I guess so.” I chuckle. 
 
   There is a six-seater, table-sized island sitting in the middle of the kitchen, with barstools facing the kitchen sink and stove. It’s like they’re meant for you to watch the cook. I sit on the one facing the sink. A huge window is behind the sink, looking out into the backyard, and farther behind it is the lake. 
 
   He sits next to me, after setting down two plates full of food. The food looks delicious—eggs, bacon, pancakes, grits, sausage links, and hash browns. “You couldn’t have cooked all of this,” I say in disbelief. 
 
   “I did,” he defends as he gets back up to grab two glasses and a bottle of orange juice that is sitting on the counter. Coming back, he pours the juice and hands me a glass. “Aren’t you going to eat?”
 
   “Yes,” I answer slowly. “I was waiting for you. Aren’t you going to eat?” I mock. “With me?” I add sweetly. 
 
   He smiles at me. “Of course.”
 
   I start eating my scrambled eggs first. They are delicious. I don’t need to add salt, pepper, or syrup—I like syrup on my eggs sometimes. My bacon is cooked perfectly. I love it crispy but not burnt. 
 
   “You want some syrup for your pancakes?” I nod. “My mom makes it from scratch—best stuff you’ve ever tasted.” He hands me the ceramic pourer with the syrup.
 
   I pour it over my pancakes and taste it. And it is…the best syrup I’ve ever had. I resume eating everything, surprised by the satisfying taste. 
 
   “She taught you how to cook?” I ask, eating my last sausage link.
 
   “Yes, she did. Just in case.” He drinks his orange juice.
 
   “In case of what?”
 
   “What do you think, Tracey?” He doesn’t look at me as he finishes his grits and scrambled eggs. They are mixed together. 
 
   His mood has changed. I can feel it shift in my own. Weird. We’re almost finished eating. “You do know how to cook. This breakfast is delicious.”
 
   “Thank you,” he says, before gulping down the rest of his juice. “You have me all to yourself today. What do you want to do?”
 
   “Watch the sun set,” I say, remembering he said we would, as I stare out the window at the water.
 
   “That’s on the list, but later.” He looks behind him. “It’s still early—11:53.”
 
   “Can we walk, and you tell me more about you?”
 
   He looks back at me. His eyes are brown, giving a glimpse of hazel with how the sun hits them. “Yeah, we can do that.” He looks at my plate. “You finished eating?”
 
   “Yes, thank you.” I grab my orange juice, finishing it. He waits until I do, then takes my plate and glass, along with his, to the sink. I walk over to him as he rinses the dishes. He seems out of sorts. His mellow mood concerns me. “You feeling okay?”
 
   “Yes, beautiful. Don’t worry about me.” His head is slightly turned, looking down at me through the corner of his eyes. 
 
   “Umm, I don’t know. I think I want to.” He finishes rinsing the dishes and places them in the dishwasher. 
 
   Drying his hands, he asks, “You ready to go?”
 
   “Yes,” I answer, plotting on figuring out his mood, concerned about what is bothering him.
 
   


 
   11: Perfection 
 
    
 
   “What are you thinking, Tracey?” Nathan asks me, after a long moment of silence. We walk along the grassy edge of the sand, far from the water. 
 
   Something very bad. “Why are you asking?”
 
   “You told me to stay out of your head. I’m working on that.”
 
   “Last night. What you did to me.” A smile, ear to ear, spreads across my face. 
 
   He pulls me in his arms so he’s walking behind me, and slows our pace. “You liked that?” he asks calmly. 
 
   “Who wouldn’t?” I kiss his hand nearest my face. “Although, don’t think I didn’t notice you still didn’t give me what I wanted.”
 
   “Hmm, but was it enough?”
 
   “Yes, it was. Never knew I could do that, or someone else could do it to me,” I say in astonishment, more to myself. 
 
   He chuckles deeply. “What am I going to do with you, Tracey?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I joke.
 
   “You like stuff like this?” His hand moves out as if he were presenting something to me. “Doing nothing?”
 
   “What? Like walking, talking?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I do, it’s relaxing. No people around, it’s quiet. I like just hanging around, joking, laughing, talking—even if I’m talking about nothing. Especially with you.”
 
   “Uh huh?”
 
   “Yep, but I don’t want to walk and talk about me.” I pause to look at him. “I’d much prefer if we could talk about you.”
 
   “And what is it you want to know?”
 
   “Everything, but I’ll give you a runway.” I move from in front of him so we can walk side by side.
 
   He laughs softly. “Okay.”
 
   “Your eyes, they change colors, based on your moods, right?”
 
   “Yeah, most of the time.” He puts his hand that’s not holding mine into his pocket. “When they don’t, that means we haven’t learned to control it. I let you see my eyes change, because I’m comfortable with you. I know you won’t freak out when they do. But if I wasn’t, you would only see my brown eyes.”
 
   “Is that your natural eye-color?”
 
   “No.” He walks slower. Again, I can feel his mood change. 
 
   “Okay, then what is?”
 
   “Dark-blue and grey.” My breath catches. Eyes like that should be appealing, but when I saw them on Scott, they weren’t—although, his were outlined in green. 
 
   I ignore that—well, try to. “When we kiss, they turn a bright, ocean-blue, and I can see a sand-like, brown circle behind it.” I pause. “It’s actually hypnotizing. Very beautiful.” 
 
   “Really?” He gives me that side-look again. 
 
   “Yes.” I smile. “And what mood would that be?”
 
   “Humph, I’ve never seen my eyes change that color before. I mean, I can feel it when they change, but I thought they were changing to another color around you. I didn’t know that color existed.”
 
   “And what would that be?”
 
   “The color I thought my eyes changed to?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Green and brown.”
 
   “They turn that color too, but when we are all over each other they turn hypnotizing.”
 
   “They could be hypnotizing you, which is what makes you turn freakish.” He smiles.
 
   I punch him. Although, he is probably right, considering he told me I can get drunk off him. I shrug. “You might be right.”
 
   “Probably. I have to make a mental note to look for that. I’ve really never seen that before.”
 
   “No other girl has ever seen that color?”
 
   “No other girl has ever seen my eyes change period,” he states in a tone. 
 
   “So how many girls have you been with?” It is a question that has been on my mind since our conversation the night we first talked.
 
   He tenses. “Why are you asking me that?”
 
   I don’t understand his discomfort. “You know how many guys I’ve been with. I don’t see the harm in the question.”
 
   “There is no harm. It was before me. As long as whatever the number is doesn’t increase after me, I’m okay with that.” He looks at me, taking a minute to study my face. He squints his eyes before looking back in front of him. “A few,” he answers.
 
   “So three?” He shakes his head. “Five?” He shakes his head again. “Am I hot or cold?”
 
   “Cold,” he says in a smooth, low voice.
 
   Cold. “Okay, north or south?” He wants to play the guessing game. 
 
   “North.”
 
   “Ten.”
 
   “Far North.”
 
   Irritated I say, “You know, most guys are happy to tell how many girls they’ve been with.” Why can’t he just tell me?
 
   “Not when it comes down to telling the last girl they’ll be with.” 
 
   He moves closer to me, putting his arm around my shoulders. “Well, it’s not going to change the way I feel about you, or what I think.”
 
   He looks down at me. “It might.”
 
   “Well, tell me and we will see.”
 
   He takes a long pause. I let go of an impatient breath. “More than fifty, less than two-hundred…or so.”
 
   I’m quiet, taking in the information. The real answer is: he doesn’t know. But all those women and I can’t even get a little bit? I have to admit, it does make me feel a little off. I shrug and mentally push off my uneasy feeling. “Okay.”
 
   “Okay?” he questions wryly. 
 
   I shrug again. “Yeah! Why not?” I change the subject before he can say anything else. “So what’s got you down in the dumps today?”
 
   “It’s just a lot going on right now.”
 
   “You want to talk about it?”
 
   “Not right now, but you can finish getting to know me.” O-Kay.
 
   “Why is your house so big?” His house is huge. 
 
   “A lot of people live with us, almost the majority of our family.”
 
   “You all don’t move out and get your own places?”
 
   “Nah—for what? We try to stick together. I mean, we all have our own lives, of course. But we all just live together.”
 
   “Do you have any siblings?”
 
   “Yes, two sisters and three brothers.”
 
   “And you are the oldest?”
 
   “No, I’m the third child, second boy. You’ll meet all of them when you’re ready.” He wraps his arm around me and pulls me close. 
 
   “Your dad seemed kind of standoffish last night.”
 
   “Yeah, me and my father have a ‘hi son, bye dad’ type of relationship. Then, when I need him to do something for me, he does, but that isn’t often.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “My sisters and I are burdened. When we were born, he tried to kill each of us. My mother wouldn’t let him.” He half chuckles. “It’s not our fault that we were born this way, and they knew the risk before they decided to bare children. He just doesn’t trust us, and would rather we didn’t exist.”
 
   “Wait, so neither of your parents is burdened?”
 
   He shakes his head. “Unlike full blooded Sephlems, burdened babies can be more aggressive. As we grow, we can be unpredictable.” 
 
   “So why does your father hate you?”
 
   “About five years ago, my mother and father got into an argument over my oldest sister and I. Supposedly, out of our family, including our extended family—cousins, uncles, and aunts, with the exception of one of our cousins—we are considered the most dangerous, which my mother and we beg to differ on, because a few of our family members have slaughtered their mates and innocent people—on a few occasions. Some of the people they killed weren’t innocent, but they killed them ruthlessly.”
 
   He pulls me to a stop and we sit in the grassy area of the beach. I lean against him, listening as he continues. “Don’t get me wrong. I’ve had my instances, and my sisters are really under-control but a little crazy about it.” He pauses. 
 
   How many has he— “Don’t ask that, Tracey.” He cuts off my thought. “Neither I nor you are ready to have that conversation. Just know it happened, I regret it, and it won’t happen again—not while I’m out of control anyway.”
 
   He tensed when he spoke. It is a sensitive topic for him. I let it go. “Okay, so what is it about you and your sisters that makes you all worse than others?”
 
   “When you are introduced to things as a child, you pick up on them quicker. Learning and understanding things are easier for you, like reading or tying your shoes. Right?” I nod, not following where he’s going with this. “My father tried to kill us on two occasions, me on three.”
 
   “When did he try to kill you, and why?” I ask, concerned. 
 
   “When we were babies, before we turned a year old. These are my mother’s words and some of my brothers: My father tried to smother us. As children, we are easy to kill, we can’t defend ourselves, and we haven’t developed a shield of defense, like we do when we get older. I’ll tell you a little more about that later. My mother walked in—not wanting to leave us alone for too long—to him over the both of us, covering our noses and mouths with his hands. She stopped him in time, and we grew up.
 
   “My sister is only a year ahead of me. Remember, my kind ages incredibly slowly, especially as children, but it doesn’t slow the way we learn. After my father tried to kill us the first time, it registered to us, a couple of years after, that that’s what he was doing.
 
   “Then it was reinforced twelve years later when he saw us playing near the water. He wasted no time in grabbing us by the back of our necks and dragging us into the water. My sister and I fought, kicked, and bit at whatever flesh of him we could as he tried to drown us. She started moving slower and slower, after taking in gulps of water. Her eyes turned dark-green, then the color started to fade, and I lost it.”
 
   “It was then that I found out what my first ability was—I can subvert the minds of others, making them do what I want, when I want, or even, terminating the brain without touching my victim. Although, that has advanced into something else.” I want to ask what, but he continues quickly. “At the time, I imagined my father’s neck being choked harder than he was holding us by ours, and he started to choke.”
 
   He shrugs. “I took his hands from us, and he stood still in the water, because I took away his desire to move. I raced to my sister, to pull her from the water. Taking in a breath of air caused her to choke, after taking in so much water. She was coughing up water and blood, and it scared the shit out of me. I pulled her out of the water and we sat on the sand, catching our breaths.”
 
   He rubs my hand that rests on his. “When she was finally okay, she looked at our father and said ‘Do it, Nathan.’ That day she also realized her first ability, which was similar to mine. She can tell if a person is being possessed or overtaken by someone else, and she can remove it, or them, as well.”
 
   I stay quiet through his story, not missing a word.
 
   “She grabbed my hand and repeated herself—with a tone she has never used with me since that day. So I did. We were kids and didn’t think past what was bothering us at the time. I made him turn to us, so that we could see his face, and had him walk backwards, deeper into the water. You could see the concern in his eye, but his face showed no emotion—I wouldn’t allow him to. I made him stop when his nose was under the water, and nothing remained but his eyes. My sister told me to do it that way, so we could watch the life drain out of him—and we would have, but we heard our mother screaming in the background, begging us to stop. She didn’t know what we were capable of, but she knew he wouldn’t be standing in the water like that on his own.” He shrugs, looking out at the water. “I let him go and he emerged from the water, panting out-of-control, with his eyes wide. It wasn’t until years later that I regret not killing him.”
 
   I don’t know what to expect. How much worse could it get? “What happened?”
 
   “I came home, one day, to an empty house. Well, I thought it was empty. By this time, I had gained other abilities, understanding and knowing death. Also, I knew that I was capable of killing and would kill if needed, and that I had killed multiple times before that moment. I was different—in full control. I was in the kitchen, and today, I can’t remember what I was thinking or doing at the time. All I remember was my father had come up from behind me, took me by my neck with one arm, lifted my head back, and cut me with a pearl-coated knife. Which, if used correctly, is the only object that can come close to harming me. But he cut me from my ear, through my neck.” He points to the scar I had noticed the other night, following the scar line with his finger. 
 
   “My youngest brother walked in and screamed a high-pitched scream. My father stopped and covered his ears—which is why the scar stops in the middle of my neck. I could hear the scream, but not as my father did. I blame it on the pain, but my mother tells me it was something else. It still doesn’t matter to me. I fell to my knees, grabbing my neck, probably about to die, when my youngest sister found me. She had my youngest brother place his hands against my wound and heal it. Although, because it was made by a pearl-incased blade, the scar still remains. After I saw it for the first time, I regretted not killing my father like my oldest sister had told me to do when we were kids. But I got over it. Although, I wouldn’t doubt he might try it again.” He trails off and looks at me, before looking back at the water.
 
   A few minutes pass. I scoot closer to him, laying my head on his shoulder, enjoying the cool breeze blowing around us. He is still tense, so I grab his hand and he lets out a soft sigh. 
 
   We need another subject change. “So I know who your favorite person in the world is. What’s your favorite thing to do? You know mine now.”
 
   “And who is my favorite person?” he asks, laying his head against mine.
 
   “Me, unless I’m wrong,” I tease. “You did tell me that.”
 
   He takes in a noticeable breath. “No, you’re right. You are my favorite person. Besides what I told you, I also like going hiking and mountain climbing.” 
 
   Hiking, yes, mountain climbing, I don’t know. “We could go hiking one day, with plenty of bug spray and high socks.”
 
   “High socks?” he asks quizzically. 
 
   “Yes, to keep the creepers out of my pants.”
 
   He tackles me against the grass, moving fast, grabbing at my jeans. “I don’t think high socks are going to keep creepers out.”
 
   I grab his forearm. “Not creepers like you.” I pause, kissing his lips unexpectedly. “But I don’t mind you creeping.”
 
   He kisses me. “I’m glad to hear that, because if you did, we might have a problem.”
 
   “Why? It’s not like you’re trying to get in my pants.”
 
   He kisses my nose. “I’ve already got in your pants.”
 
   “Not what I mean, but that was nice too.” I look up at the sky, remembering what he did. My phone starts ringing. He sits us up and I grab it from my back pocket. “It’s Glen.”
 
   “You’re going to answer it?”
 
   “No. I know she is with Scott and if it was something serious he would have called you.”
 
   “No. I left my phone in the house. I know you’ve been wanting some ‘us’ time, so I’m giving that to you with no interruptions.”
 
   I look at him differently, liking what I’m hearing. My phone rings again.
 
   “I think you should answer it, Tracey.”
 
   “Hello?” I can hear Glen yelling to Scott in the background. I can’t make out what she’s saying, only the anger in their voices as they yell. I hear Scott telling her to give him the phone.
 
   “Hello, Tracey. Can you put Nathan on the phone?” I say nothing, handing him the phone.
 
   He grabs it. “What’s up, Scott?” I can’t make out what Scott’s saying, just that he’s saying it loudly. “Okay, what happened?”
 
   He goes quiet, while Scott yells some more on the other end. “Well, it’s your fault. If you would just—” Scott yells in the phone again, cutting him off. “Okay, Scott. When?” He pauses. “That’s fine.”
 
   He waits and Scott stops talking as loudly. “I’m sitting by the water with Tracey. We were talking, something you and Glen should try.” Scott says something else in the phone, then Nathan hands it back to me with the call ended. 
 
   “What was that about?” I take the phone, putting it back in my pocket.
 
   “Our ‘alone’ time is going to get cut short. Scott and Glen are on their way over.”
 
   “No. Why?” I drag out, depressed.
 
   “Something happened and they got into an argument. Scott can’t control himself and he needs someone else around them.” I roll my eyes. “The house is big enough, Tracey. They can take the family room and we will take the basement, or the other way around. We will figure it out. Or we can stay out here and they can be somewhere else, walking or something.”
 
   “I guess, but I do know blankets and a sunset is in my future for tonight. How long do you think it will take him to get here?”
 
   “No time at all. Scott will drive fast when he wants to. But…back to those creepers and these pants.”
 
   “You need to creep-er in these pants.”
 
   He leans me backward and kisses my chin. “If you keep talking like that, I just might.”
 
   He kisses my lips and places his hand behind my head, holding me from touching the ground. His kiss is deep and seductive, and I open my mouth to it. His tongue sweeps in and meets mine. I remember his taste and the softness of his tongue.
 
   I feel the other hand squeezing my waist tight as he contains his urge. His body, against me, moves slowly every so often, and I reach around him to rub his back and then his front, my fingers creeping under the waistline of his jeans. 
 
   “Ahem,” I hear softly from behind him. 
 
   He stops kissing me and I immediately start cursing, in my mind, the person who interrupted us. He stares at me with his ocean-blue eyes. “I see the color of my eyes now. They look weird to me.”
 
   “How do you see them?”
 
   “Through you.”
 
   “Ahem,” the voice says, more annoyed.
 
   He rolls his eyes, closing them tightly. “Yes, Taylor?” he says without moving. 
 
   “Why are you outside at the beach being nasty?” And who is this?
 
   “This is my oldest and less-mature sister, Taylor. Taylor this is Tracey.”
 
   “Tracey!” She sounds as if she’s smiling. I can’t see her with Nathan still hovering over me, looking at me as he talks to her. 
 
   He is quickly pushed from me. A slight sting courses through me by a pretty woman who looks like their father. Skin-tone like Nathan’s, and eyes like her mom’s. “Aww, Tracey, it’s so nice to finally meet you.” She pulls me from my laying position, embracing me. I hug her back, feeling a little weird about it. She looks at me, smiling, then to Nathan, who is a few feet from me.
 
   When did he get so far away?
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me she was out here with you?” There is excitement in her tone. “I didn’t even know you were here. Do mother and father know you all are here?” She looks back to me, smiling. 
 
   I return her smile. “Hi, Taylor.” She smiles wider. Her black hair is pulled into a lifted ponytail that touches her neck. She has naturally long eyelashes, shadowing her bright-green eyes. 
 
   “Yes, she met mother and father yesterday,” Nathan answers with less excitement, “and I’m not ready for her to meet everyone yet. I, also, didn’t know you were home. When did you get back?”
 
   “Oh, a day or so ago.” She stands, taking my hand so that I can stand up as well. “You are so pretty, Tracey,” she says, looking me over again. Letting go of my hand, she walks over to Nathan. She hugs him. “Oh Nathan, I am so happy for you, and she is beautiful. What did your father say?”
 
   He lets go of their embrace, and walks over to me with one arm around his sister. “Thank you, and he said nothing.” Her mouth moves, but I can’t hear anything come out of it. “She knows everything, Taylor. I have no secrets.”
 
   “Oh!” she gasps, and looks at me. “You took everything…well?” I nod simply. “Even about what he is?” I nod again. “Even about our father?” I nod. “Even about his abilities?”
 
   I nod. “A few of them.”
 
   “Uh huh. Even the killings?” My eyes go wide.
 
   “And that is where we draw the line, my dear sister. She knows about it, but not the detail in it. Not because she doesn’t want to know, but because I don’t want to talk about it. And I don’t want you to talk about it either.”
 
   “Okay, understood,” she says, convinced. “She’s strong, Nathan.”
 
   “I know.” And…I’m standing right here. “Oh, and Scott will be here shortly with his Glen, who knows nothing. So be normal, and if anyone else is in the house, tell them to be normal too.”
 
   She moves his arm from her. “Someone is always in the house. I’ll let them know, to respect you all’s privacy and not to tipoff Glen.” She starts to walk away. “It was very nice to meet you, Tracey. Hopefully Nathan will let us hang around each other sometime.”
 
   “Nice to meet you too. Maybe,” I reply gracefully. 
 
   Nathan closes the distance between us and wraps his arms around me. I bury my head in his chest, breathing in his scent. It relaxes me. “See what I mean about them going to want to steal you away?”
 
   “Uh huh. Why does Taylor refer to you all’s dad as your father?”
 
   He thinks before responding, “Now, it’s out of habit. We put him off on each other, neither of us wanting to claim him. You’ll only hear it from me and Taylor.”
 
   “That’s odd.”
 
   He shrugs “It is, but knowing what he has done, I know you understand.” I do understand. “Come on, Scott’s here.” We turn back to the house. 
 
   We walked very far, I realize on our walk back. The sun is high, indicating it’s midafternoon. 
 
   Glen is going to want to talk. The funny-shaped snowflake or star on her, pictures in my mind. I slow our pace. “When I saw Glen and Scott asleep together the other night, she had an oddly-shaped snowflake under her eye. I’ve never seen that on her before.” 
 
   He stops walking. “She did?” he asks, surprised. “You sure?”
 
   “Yes, I’m positive.” His face matches his voice. 
 
   “Why? What does it mean?”
 
   “It’s Scott’s symbol. It means she’s his. They—he’s marked her.”
 
   “Can you talk in a language that I understand?”
 
   He starts walking, and I follow. “I told you that once we mate, I took on your heart, right? That’s the beginning, like an introduction to your mate. At some point, maybe that night, they had to have sealed themselves by fu— um, having sex, then completed it by sleeping and waking up together.” He pauses. “She’s bound to him.” 
 
   I’m lost, and unsure about what he’s saying. He acts as if it’s something that is not supposed to happen, but he is not upset about it. “It’s not a bad thing, Tracey. They just aren’t ready. That explains what’s going on with them—why they can’t get along. I thought it was because he was fighting his feelings, fighting what was meant to be. But that’s not it. He gave in fully—to everything. He lost control…” His last few words fade off as if they aren’t directed towards me.
 
   I’m not following him. I’ll bring this back up later tonight. “So you have been alive for ninety-plus years?”
 
   “Yes, where did that come from?”
 
   “You’ve been alive for a long time.”
 
   “Not really. In the bible, people used to live for over eight-hundred years. Now, that is a long life.”
 
   He has a point. “And that’s how you ended up being with so many girls?”
 
   “So that’s where you’re going. You’re going to make me say it.”
 
   “Say what?” I look at him curiously. 
 
   “Don’t, Tracey.” He looks down at me from the corner of his eyes. I associate that look with him feeling uncomfortable, or when something is on his mind. This time, it might be both. 
 
   “Don’t say that, Nathan. Okay, I’ll drop it. But you are old. Can you show me how you really look?”
 
   “This is how I really look. I will look like this for a couple of decades, because these are my prime years.” He pushes his hair back, and I notice another scar on his inner-right arm. It looks bad. He looks at his arm, following my gaze. He must be in my head. “I got this twenty years ago—from another pearl knife. I was in a fight with something else that was trying to kill me. No big deal. I won,” he says with a shrug.
 
   I can see the house clearer now. “So how many people have tried to kill you, and how many people want to kill you? And how many scars do you have?”
 
   He looks down at me again, from the corner of his eyes. “I will not answer the first two questions. For the last, I only have three. The one on my neck, the one on my arm, and another on my leg—that one is the worse. You probably won’t see it until you can make it go away.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘until I can make it go away’?”
 
   “When our bodies become more acquainted with each other, we develop the ability to heal and help each other. I’ll be able to talk to you if you are far from me—like in another state or country, or find you anywhere.”
 
   “What happens if I need to find you, or talk to you?”
 
   “You will be able to do them as well. But I don’t anticipate anything happening where I would need to find you or you being far from me.” He opens the fence that leads into the backyard. “Scott and Glen are waiting for us in the basement.”
 
   “Okay. Can we stop in the kitchen and get something to drink?”
 
   “Of course.” He kisses my neck as he opens the door that leads right beside the kitchen. “What do you want to drink?” he asks as we walk in.
 
   “A bottle of water, please.”
 
   “You got it.” He grabs two bottles of water. Cracking mine open, then handing it to me, he does the same to his, opening it completely and drinking it down immediately.
 
   He throws the empty bottle in a nearby recycle bin. “Were you thirsty?” I ask, giving him a weird look.
 
   He looks at me, then to the recycle bin. “Yes, I guess I was.” He laughs and walks over to me, draping his arm around my shoulder. 
 
   The basement door is around the corner, in the foyer of the back door. He opens the door and I can hear Glen and Scott bickering. I roll my eyes, refusing to walk down the stairs.
 
   Come on, Tracey, just until they calm down. Plus, the basement is huge. It’s a place where we can hide away and I can love on you.
 
   I smile, intrigued. I’m just not in the mood for them. 
 
   Only for a little bit. When the sun gets ready to set, we’ll leave. They should be calmed by then.
 
   Okay, I state reluctantly as we walk down the stairs. 
 
    
 
   The basement is huge, it’s the size of the first floor. There is a family room where Glen and Scott are sitting, a kitchen, what looks like two bedrooms, a bathroom, and a play room. A whole family can live down here.
 
   “Sometimes we do have families live down here—for our extended family that needs a place to stay, temporarily. They come and stay for a while, until they get things together.”
 
   I nod, still taking in the huge space. Scott and Glen have not yet noticed we are down here. “Now, why are you two arguing?” I hope I sound as irritated as I feel.
 
   “You do, babe. You do.” Nathan grabs my hand, relieving my irritation. 
 
   “I don’t know what’s going on, Cey,” Glen starts. “At one moment, he is cool and we are happy. The next, he’s being an asshole. He has my feelings jumping through hoops.” She is visibly irritated.
 
   Nathan drags me over to the couch that they are not sitting on. He pulls me down so that I’m sitting between his legs, laying against him, with his arms around me. I’m comfortable. 
 
   “Hi Glen. What’s up, Scott?” He greets. 
 
   “Hi Nathan,” Glen says with a smile. Scott and I both look at her like she’s lost her mind. I cool myself down. 
 
   “So what are you all watching?” Nathan asks for conversation sake, feeling the tension in the room. 
 
   “I have just been flipping through the channels, not paying attention because of arguing with Scott,” Glen says sweetly. 
 
   Scott gets up from the loveseat and walks over to Glen, who is sitting on the long sofa. He bends over and whispers something in her ear. Her smile fades and her face falls. He stands and walks back over to the loveseat. 
 
   I’m going to talk to him for a minute.
 
   I hope you mean talk to him inside your head, because you are not leaving me. Do you see how sad she looks? I can’t deal with that.
 
   I guess I won’t be leaving to talk to him.
 
   I guess not. 
 
   He goes silent, and I lay upon his chest, debating taking a nap.
 
   “So Tracey, what have you two been up to?” Nothing.
 
   “Nothing much, just talking,” I answer her with a yawn.
 
   “Are those new shoes you have on?”
 
   I look at my feet. “Umm, yeah. Nathan got them for me.”
 
   “What, you all went shopping together?”
 
   “No, he had them waiting for me when I woke up this morning.”
 
   She sits up, leaning forward. “You spent the night out here?”
 
   “Umm, yes. Why?”
 
   She shakes her head. “Nothing. I just thought you all were at your house.”
 
   “We were, just not last night.” Nathan tenses. I place my hands against his, which are resting on my sides. He relaxes. Comfortable and now knowing him. “What did you all do today?” I continue with Glen.
 
   “Let’s see,” she lifts her head as she thinks. “I yelled and Scott cursed. And then I cursed and Scott yelled. Then I walked off and he came after me. He was okay. He said some nice things, then I said some nice things. Then he started yelling again.”
 
   I look at her like she has lost her mind. She throws her head back against the couch, covering her face with her hands. She lets out a harsh, aggravated breath.
 
   I look over at Scott, who seems to be in a deep conversation, while he stares at Glen. I look up at Nathan, who’s looking at Scott and Glen. He looks down at me and smiles. 
 
   I’m fixing it. He rolls his eyes upward. For right now anyway. 
 
   I smile at him
 
   Give it five minutes and he’s going to move over to the couch she is on and hold her, like I’m holding you. 
 
   I think I’m going to take a nap. You mind if I sleep on you?
 
   Never, go ahead. I’ll wake you in a little, before it’s time for us to go back outside. 
 
   Okay.
 
   I watch Scott get up and walk over to Glen, and do just as Nathan said. I shake my head. This is too much.
 
   Nathan shifts us so that we’re lying down with my body in front of his. I turn into him so that I can fall asleep to his scent. He wraps his warm arms around me and I quickly doze off. 
 
   My dreams flood of kissing Nathan as he stares at me with dark eyes. His hands are around my throat and I’m screaming, begging for him to let me go. He is hurting me and I am uncomfortable, but I won’t stop kissing him; I don’t want to.
 
   He kisses me back, closing his eyes. When he reopens them, they are night-blue and they fill me with as much fear as a pitch-black sky would. He rubs my arms and all the fear goes away. 
 
   I close my eyes. Reopening them, I’m staring at a star-filled night sky. The moon is big, serving as the pupil, while the stars collage in a circular motion around it. There are deep and soft moans in the night air; some sound as if they hurt and others sound pleasurable. Both are pleasing to me. When I look down from the sky to acknowledge my surroundings, there are bodies laid out around me, thriving in pain. This, too, is pleasing to me.
 
   The wind brushes across my temple and it all goes away, my mind clears, and I neither see nor feel anything but happiness. My arms tingle and my name sings out from nothing. The wind again blows past me. 
 
   Wake up, Tracey. 
 
   Nathan. I love hearing his voice. 
 
   Tracey, wake up.
 
   My eyes flutter, and there he is, smiling at me. I love the way he wakes me up. I think I might make him my personal alarm clock. Waking up to a voice like that, every day, would be amazing. 
 
   Come on, let’s go. 
 
   I nod as we rise from the couch and start walking towards the stairs.
 
   “Hey, where are you two going?” Glen asks, turning away from the TV, still in Scott’s arms. 
 
   “Outside to sit by the water and watch the sun set.” Damn it! As soon as it leaves my lips I regret saying it.
 
   “Aww, Scott let’s go. That sounds like the perfect ending to a crazy day. Can we come with you?” She is extremely giddy.
 
   Why did I even say anything? I just ruined Nathan’s and my moment alone.
 
   It’s okay, Tracey. I think the beach is big enough. We’ll find a spot farther away from them. Stop getting upset. I don’t like what it does to me. 
 
   “Okay.” I answer both of them.
 
   They get up and Scott cuts off the TV. He starts straightening up everything and Nathan I walk upstairs. He stops by the hall closet, grabbing some blankets, enough for us and them. 
 
   “So, are we going to take the truck to where we went last night or are we going to walk?” I ask as we wait near the door for them.
 
   “We are going to walk. We’ll find somewhere to lay sixty yards from them.” He shakes his head. “I don’t even think that’s far enough.” He pauses, remembering something. “Can you hold these for a moment?” He hands me the blankets. “I’m going to get us some snacks.”
 
   “Okay.” Scott and Glen meet me right after he disappears into the kitchen.
 
   “Where’d Nathan go? I don’t see you two separated too often.”
 
   “Don’t, Scott,” I say in a mocking tone, rolling my eyes. He knows where he went, and he knows what is going on. Hell, Glen would know too if he wasn’t being such an ass.
 
   “What’s up with you, Tracey? You don’t have to talk to him that way,” Glen says, holding Scott’s arm. 
 
   My head tilts slightly to the side as I glare at her. Is she serious? “Glen, I—”
 
   “Tracey, I got everything. Let’s head out.” Nathan comes around the corner, saving Glen’s ass. 
 
   Grabbing two blankets, he hands them to Scott as he gives him a look that says ‘you’re fucking up.’ Glen doesn’t notice it, because she is too busy looking at me. That irritates the hell out of me.
 
   We step out the door to the yard, and Glen and Scott start bickering again. It extends my irritation. Nathan’s hands are full, carrying the snacks, which leaves nothing for me to grab to assist in calming me down. He stops short of me putting the blankets down. “Come here, Tracey.” His voice is smooth and welcoming. 
 
   I walk over to him and he wraps me in his bear arms, and before a headache could kick in, everything goes away. “Thank you.”
 
   “Of course. Plus, we want to let them get a head-start anyway.” I turn, looking in their direction. The sun is huge as it heads toward the water. “It almost looks as good as you.”
 
   “Yeah, almost. Let me carry the snacks, while you carry the blankets.” He hands them to me and we start walking, now providing me his free hand. It helps me to feel better.
 
   Scott and Glen go right, and we go left. I love Glen and we have been friends forever. But the arguing and bickering over petty things is just annoying. Then, knowing that she doesn’t know the truth about what is going on with Scott, makes it more annoying than just hearing them bicker.
 
   I understand it’s up to the man, or male Sephlem as Nathan would say, to determine what his mate is able to handle—what information he could tell and what he couldn’t. But considering Scott has not told her anything, would that mean she can’t handle any of it? Or is it just his choice to keep it from her? 
 
   I don’t see what’s so bad about it all. I accept Nathan, no matter what he is, and knowing that Glen and Scott are bound, so should she.
 
   Bound? What does that even mean? And why didn’t Glen tell me they had done it? She tells me everything. I guess I can’t blame her, because I didn’t immediately tell her about Nathan. But we hadn’t even kissed yet. They did more than kiss. And how often do they do more than kiss? 
 
   I’m jealous—their relationship is worse than mine, but she is getting more benefits than I am. Nothing in this reads fair.
 
   I look over at Nathan. We’re still walking. He’s looking around at the water, then back in front of him. I never know when he’s in my head, but he looks as if he’s occupied with his own thoughts for now. 
 
   Does Nathan not want to be bound to me? Scott seems to not even want it and he did it. Nathan wants to be with me, right? I can feel he loves me in his touch, and I love him. But he never wakes up with me. Every time I wake up, he’s gone. He always wakes up before me, then comes back to me after I’m up. 
 
   He wants me as bad as I want him—I can feel it—but he doesn’t want me.
 
   Juggling my thoughts around in my head, I start feeling a little sick from my realization. It makes sense, based on the information he has told me about Scott. Maybe he thinks our relationship is moving too fast, and we aren’t ready for it? But what does it matter? This isn’t your average, everyday relationship. This is more than that. Or is it?
 
    
 
   We’ve reached our spot on the beach. Nathan lays out everything on the sand, and we sit down on the blankets, with him behind me. His knees are propped up and his arms are at my sides. None of him is touching me, which tells me he is in my head. I ignore it for now, but we are definitely going to talk about it before the night ends. 
 
   We are far from the water. The sun is setting against the water and it is breathtaking. There’s a warm breeze and water splashing against the shore.
 
   “Do you like it?” Nathan’s low voice appeals to my ears, sounding better than the first time I heard him.
 
   I take a deep breath, not sure about my feelings—or his—at the moment. But I do like it. “Yeah, it’s nice, a little breathtaking. What makes the sun look so big?”
 
   “Maybe because of its reflection off the water and it not being so high in the sky. Also notice, when you look at it, it doesn’t hurt your eyes as much.”
 
   He’s right. I lean back on his chest, enjoying the sounds of the water and him breathing, while the wind blows around us. Glen and Scott are far away. I can only make out their figures, and that is okay with me.
 
   I wrap Nathan’s arms around me. Even though I’m feeling something guarded about him, I can’t not touch him. He scoots closer to me, so my back is against his chest, and kisses my cheek. All my confusion fades and my thoughts fill happily with him. He speaks to me in that language that I’m unfamiliar with. I smile at it, and we sit here, the sun almost gone.
 
   A moment of perfection 


 
   12: Astonished 
 
    
 
   “Nathan.” A deep, striking voice calls out to him. We both look in the direction of the voice, and about three yards away, three tall guys are approaching us.
 
   They are all of equal height, with short hair. Slimly built, the one leading them has dirty-blond hair and the others’ look to be brown and black. They seem to be determined and strictly business.
 
   Nathan tenses. Don’t move, Tracey. Sit right here. If someone comes near you, don’t let me know by speaking out loud. He turns his head to look at me. Okay?
 
   I open my mouth, preparing to speak. Do not speak out loud. Just nod if you understand.
 
   I’m nervous, fear trickles through me, but I nod at his request. The three guys are moving closer. Nathan stands up smoothly. Don’t move from this spot. He walks towards them without looking back at me.
 
   I watch him walk away. He moves at a regular pace, not rushing, but not walking slowly. They meet, Nathan stopping them about halfway to where I sit. The wind carries their voices, making it easy for me to hear what they are saying.
 
   I try not to stare when the three guys look around Nathan at me. It sounds like one of them asks who I am. He replies with ‘not your concern.’ He makes them stop looking, saying something I can’t make out. The three guys slightly circle around him, and I hear one of them say something like ‘we didn’t agree to this long’ and ‘this isn’t right.’
 
   Confusion flares in me as I try to figure out what they could be talking about. I look up to my right, seeing Scott walking towards me. He left Glen sitting where they were too. That worries me more. He walks past, not looking at me, with his shoulders square and his fists loosely balled. 
 
   I don’t know what to expect. 
 
   The palms of my hands start to warm and I can sense Nathan getting pissed. The wind stops and I can no longer hear anything from their conversation. Scott walks up to them, roughly nudging one of the guys who’s crowding Nathan to the side. The guy he pushed doesn’t say anything or push him back. He just glares at Scott, sizing him up. Scott doesn’t look back at him, but focuses on the guy in the middle who is doing the majority of the talking. 
 
   I try to convince myself to calm down so that I can focus. But my hands are burning out-of-control and it’s the only thing I can think about. I move the blankets around me so that I can bury my hands in the cool sand. It works. I try to calm myself and look back over to the guys. The wind picks up, making the conversation clearer.
 
   “No, Nathan. I don’t see a better time than now.” The guy in the middle speaks slow, pronouncing every word precisely. He looks over at Scott. “And, Scott, how you have advanced. Look at you. Are you bound now? Where is she?” He searches along the beach for another person apart from me. His voice is smooth and baseless.
 
   “Are you anticipating death Ealander?” Scott asks him calmly.
 
   Ealander looks at him amused. “Oh, calm down, Scott. We aren’t here to cause you any inconveniences.” He looks back at Nathan. “We just have some—” he pauses. “—affairs we need to discuss.”
 
   “I don’t think this is an appropriate time to discuss affairs, considering the circumstances, Ealander .” Scott tenses up; his back flexes.
 
   “I don’t see a better time other than now,” the dirty-blond says, never taking his eyes off Nathan. “Nathan, I believe there are some things we need to discuss—some debts we need resolved.”
 
   “I have no debt to you, Ealander.” Nathan looks at Ealander. “And, as Scott stated, whatever it is that you want to discuss can wait. Now is not the time.” He is calm.
 
   Ealander tilts his head so that he is looking around Nathan to me. Nathan moves in front of him. “Is there a problem?” he asks.
 
   “A little protective aren’t we, Nathan? Why—she isn’t yours?” He looks at Scott, then back at Nathan. “Or is she?” Ealander sounds intrigued by the thoughts that cross his mind. “Nathan, have you found someone—after all this time?”
 
   Nathan moves a little closer to him. “Why is it your concern?”
 
   “Oh, everything about you is my concern.” He places his hand on Nathan’s shoulder and Nathan shakes it off. “You. Scott. Olar. And Taylor.” For each name he pointed, and when he said Nathan’s sister’s name, he folded his hands in front of himself.
 
   “Do not speak my sister’s name.” His voice, deep and threatening “And we have nothing to do with you. You watch out for your own kind, and maybe, if you were doing a better job of that, there would truly be nothing for us to discuss.”
 
   It’s dark now, and Ealander’s eyes start to glow. Creepy! “On the contrary,” his voice takes on a dark tone, “my kind is well under-control and not in debt to the universe. We do not owe for deaths.” 
 
   “No, you just cause them.” Scott interrupts, with a voice I’ve never heard him use before.
 
   “As have you,” the guy standing next to him with the dirty-blond hair follows. “Do not stand here like you all are the innocent ones. Your names are at the top of the list for a reason. We are not here for nothing, and it’s time you pay up—” He looks over at me. “—with your lives or theirs.” What!?
 
   Nathan turns to him, full-bodied. “Corieen.” He shakes his head and says, “That is a dark road you do not want to go down.”
 
   “You are not supposed to have this. The two of you know you are forbidden against this—the same goes for your sister.” His voice grows louder. “All three of you, born to your family. We are right to be here and we are right to handle this now.”
 
   “I advise you to lower your voice, prat,” Scott says from Nathan’s side.
 
   Corieen stares at him, then back at Nathan. “You will speak now—or die.” What!?
 
   Nathan says nothing, and Scott turns his back to Nathan’s so that he is facing the third guy. “You too Josen? Scott asks him. Josen, simply nods with a frown to his smooth face and piercing eyes. That’s it. The shit’s about to hit the fan.
 
   “Nathan, do not do this. It will not end well for you. That is not a threat,” Ealander warns.
 
   “It’s not my ending that you should be worrying about.” I look over to Glen and see that she’s laying down. I quickly look back to the guys. “What was it exactly that you came here to discuss?”
 
   “Nothing!” Josen spits, quickly reaching out for Scott, grabbing him by his neck.
 
   I gasp, and remind myself not to move. I don’t do well with watching other people fight, especially people I care about. It’s three on two, and that isn’t fair.
 
   Nathan sends a quick punch to Corieen, sending him back a few steps and grabbing his face. 
 
   Ealander starts shaking—vibrating. The air around him starts to buzz.
 
   Nathan backs up, taking him in. Not knowing what Ealander is going to do, he kicks him in the chest. Ealander flies back and a gust of blazing air erupts from him. 
 
   Nathan moves quickly, avoiding the blast, but backing up into Scott, who has just been dropped by Josen. His hands are still around Scott’s neck, but Scott is kneeling in the sand, cuffing the guy’s arms. Scott pulls the guy’s hands from his neck as he turns around to look at Nathan. 
 
   Corieen is walking towards Nathan, making it to him in seconds, sending the same kind of kick to Nathan that he had delivered to Ealander—hitting him and sending him into Scott. 
 
   Ealander is back on his feet, rushing over to Nathan and Scott as they get up from the ground. 
 
   Corieen starts walking towards me. I’m about to scream out to Nathan, but hold it in, remembering what he had said. 
 
   Nathan! I yell internally. 
 
   It’s hard for me to keep still and not to speak. I don’t know why he doesn’t want me to speak, but I’m not willing to risk it. 
 
   Josen is now on his feet. Nathan looks at Scott, who nods. Leaving Scott’s side, Nathan ends up next to Corieen. He grabs him by his neck, turning him around. 
 
   Corieen fights back, issuing Nathan a few blows to the head. Nathan’s eyes turn night-blue, with a faint light in the back of them, making them easy to see in the dark. He grabs Corieen’s hand that’s hitting him and makes deep eye-contact with him. 
 
   Corieen he has electric currents flaring from the fingertips of his free hand. Slowly, Corieen’s hand starts rising to his own chest and he reaches inside him. My mouth falls open as I watch it. This has to be the most sickening shit I’ve ever seen.
 
   I can hear the flesh burning and separating. Seconds later, he pulls his hand out, with his own heart held in his palm. It bubbles and sizzles until it turns into ash. Corieen’s body goes limp and Nathan drops him in the sand. He concentrates on the body for less than a second and it erupts into sand, joining the sand on the beach.
 
   I remove my hands from the sand, eyes still on Nathan. 
 
   “Nathan!” Scott yells, and we both look in his direction. Ealander and Josen are hovered around Scott. Ealander is behind him, struggling to hold him down, while Josen has the electric current flowing from his fingers—pressing firmly against Scotts face, but not penetrating it.
 
   Nathan rushes over, grabbing Ealander by the sides of his head, wasting no time as Ealander yells out. Nathan crushes his skull in seconds. Concentrating on the limp body, it also joins the sand. Josen is left to Scott. 
 
   Scott pushes him and he flies backwards into the air. He lands in the sand on his feet. Scott meets him the moment he lifts his head.
 
   Tracey, look at me! Nathan yells in my head.
 
   I look at him, but quickly turn back to Scott.
 
   Tracey, look at me! he says again, harshly.
 
   I turn to him, but can’t help turning back to Scott. Scott is closing the distance, his jaw looking animal-like. 
 
   Nathan appears in front of me, on his knees, blocking my sight, with his chest at eyelevel. I hear a cold, manly shriek. It must be coming from Josen, or else Nathan would be helping. 
 
   What is going on? I want to see what’s happening! There is another shriek, but it is cut off by a gurgle sound that fills me with a sickening feeling. I hear flesh hit the ground. Nathan doesn’t move.
 
   He lets go of an angry breath as he lowers his head to look at me. His eyes are swirling from the color of night to brown. “I’m sorry.”
 
   I look at him. Scott walks by and kneels down beside me. “I’m sorry too.” Nathan turns quickly as Scott grabs my attention, but when I look back at him, he’s looking back at me.
 
   “Thanks,” he says to Scott, still looking at me.
 
   Scott stands. “No thanks needed.” He walks away, back towards Glen, who is still lying down.
 
   Nathan only stares at me. “Can I touch you?” he asks, after minutes have passed.
 
   Why is he asking?
 
   “I didn’t want you to feel uncomfortable if I did.” It did freak me out seeing what he is capable of—the whole mind-possession, the strength to crush skulls, then the turning dead bodies into sand—but he is still my Nathan, right? He wouldn’t do those things to me, right? “No, I wouldn’t, Tracey.”
 
   “Are you okay?” I ask quietly, my hands still shaking as my nerves try to calm themselves.
 
   He nods, sitting next to me. “So can I touch you?”
 
   “Yes, Nathan. There is nothing you can do to make me not want you.”
 
   He pulls me to him, wrapping me in his arms. “Thank you, baby.” He kisses my temple. Everything eases—my nerves and the sickening feeling I had. 
 
   Sitting out here no longer settles well with me. I want to leave. “You ready to go?”
 
   “Yes,” he answers, without thinking about it.
 
   I get up, throwing everything in the bag it came out of, pissed that I didn’t get to enjoy any of it. He grabs the blankets and we head towards the house. “Are you going to tell Scott we’re going in?”
 
   “Yeah.” He pauses. “Just did. They are going to sit out here for a little while longer. Then they’re going to stay overnight here. You okay with that?”
 
   “If I wasn’t, would you make them leave?”
 
   “Yes,” he answers without hesitation. 
 
   I laugh. “No, I’m okay with it. Your house is big enough. They can have the basement and we can have your room.”
 
   He looks down at me. “Right. We could have popcorn and watch a movie,” he suggests.
 
   I like the sound of that. “Good idea,” I say, smiling. 
 
   We take the long walk back to the house and thoughts from earlier make their way back into my head. Nathan is talking about all the movies they have that I can choose from.
 
   “Nathan?” He looks at me, but doesn’t answer. I quickly continue, before he reads my thoughts. “Why don’t you wake up with me?”
 
   He hardens. “What are you getting at, Tracey?” he says, looking away from me.
 
   “I’m just asking a question.”
 
   “But that’s not the question you’re trying to ask.” His voice is smooth, no tone in it. It is hard to read him. 
 
   “Nathan, just answer the question. You kill me with your beating around the bush.” He looks at me with a slight squint in his eyes. If I didn’t know him well enough, I wouldn’t have noticed. “And get out of my head.” I give him a warning look.
 
   “We’ll talk when we get in the house.” We always have to wait. I don’t understand that. 
 
   I stay quiet for the remainder of the walk that is taking forever. We finally walk into the house, and he throws the blankets down what looks like a laundry chute. He reaches out to grab the bag of snacks from me, and I hand it to him in a way so he can’t touch me. 
 
   He notices and tenses up, clenching his jaw. The sexiest shit I ever saw. He turns from me, placing the bag on the island, not bothering to put anything away. I hold myself together, wanting to go over to him.
 
   Without speaking, he goes to a cabinet, grabs a bag of popcorn kernels, and puts it in a microwave that sits near the fridge. He turns it on, pressing the popcorn button, then grabs a two-liter of orange soda from the fridge and places it on the counter. 
 
   Everything he does, he does forcefully, ending with a thud or a slam. I hold back my amusement. He opens another cabinet, grabbing two glasses. Going into the cabinet next to it, he grabs two plastic bowls. He looks back at me, catching me watching him. Turning back around, he shakes his head. 
 
   I continue watching him as he goes to the freezer side of the fridge and fills one of the plastic bowls with ice. The microwave goes off and he gets the other bowl, takes out the popcorn, and empties the bag into it. 
 
   He throws the empty bag in the trash and walks over to me. Handing me the two-liter and the bowl of ice, he grabs the popcorn and glasses.
 
   “Come on,” he says to me coldly, and starts walking ahead of me. Aww, I made him mad.
 
   Taking the journey to his room, he stops by what looks like a den and grabs two movies. I can’t see what they are as he walks back to me. We climb the rounded staircase and finally make it. Gosh, that’s a lot to go through just to get to your comfort zone! 
 
   I walk in first and he follows, closing the door behind him. I set the pop and ice on his desk, and start taking off my shoes. He walks by me, doing the same, standing closer than he needs to. 
 
   “Umm, can I get some space?” I ask jokingly.
 
   “Umm, can you stop acting like you can’t touch me?”
 
   “I will, after you answer my questions. Touching you will make me forget.”
 
   “If I wanted you to forget your questions, I wouldn’t have to touch you.”
 
   “I don’t know where you’re going with this, but you better not.” I cover my head with my arms to protect it.
 
   He laughs at me. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Protecting my head from you infiltrating it and making me forget—or whatever you’re going to do.”
 
   “Oh yeah, you covering your head is definitely going to stop me.” He pulls my arms down and pulls me to him. “I wouldn’t do that to you anyway. Go sit down while I set up the movies and popcorn.”
 
   I sit on the king-sized bed, which is very comfortable. I didn’t notice how comfortable it is, yesterday. I could definitely get used to this room.
 
   “What are you saying, Tracey?”
 
   “Get out of my head, Nathan.” I change my own subject and watch him do everything. I’m ready to change my jeans into something more comfortable. I really want a shower.
 
   “Go get in the shower. There’s some clothes for you in the top drawer of the dresser that’s next to you.”
 
   Did he really fill a drawer with clothes for me?
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I let go of an irritated breath. He is doing that on purpose. Leaving my mind blank, I grab the clothes and go to the shower. Extremely blank as I get in the shower. I like that the bathroom is attached to his room so I don’t have to risk running into anyone. I feel uncomfortable about taking a shower in someone else’s house.
 
   I finish up, dry off, and put on the clothes I had grabbed. I took a pair of his drawstring shorts from the drawer. I also noticed he had put some panties, bras, tanks, socks, jeans, and a few shirts in his drawer for me as well. I smiled when I saw everything. I grabbed a pair of panties, a bra, and a tank. 
 
   This time, in his bathroom are a comb and a brush, sitting on the sink, still in the packaging. I open them and brush my hair heavily from my scalp to the ends. It feels so good, considering I had not brushed it all day or last night. I pull it back into a ponytail, letting it hang. I brush my teeth and rewash my face. I feel so much better. Watching Nathan fight, and feeling him get angry, really took a lot out of me.
 
   Carrying my clothes, I leave the bathroom. Nathan is gone. The bowl of popcorn is sitting on the bed and the cups, filled, are on the nightstands. I pick up the movie case from the TV stand. Pelham 123 with Denzel Washington and John Travolta is waiting to play on his TV, which seems like a 60-inch in his bedroom. Why does he have such a big TV? 
 
   Shaking my head, I set the case down. I walk over and set my clothes by my shoes and make myself comfortable on the bed. 
 
   As soon as I sit down, Nathan walks back in the room, clothes changed, and hair wet. He has a towel in his hand, rubbing it over his head, and some water droplets run from the back of his neck down his chest. I almost lose it. Check yourself, Tracey.
 
   “So where can I put my clothes?”
 
   He looks over to me, drying the water that’s running down his chest. “Open that door over there.” He points by the desk. “It’s a closet and there is a laundry basket in there.”
 
   I walk to the closet with my clothes. Opening the door, I’m stunned. “Umm, Nathan, your closet is the size of my room,” I say after taking it in. 
 
   “Yes, it’s over the top, but it came with the room so…”
 
   I stand here for a moment, admiring the closet space and the amount of clothes he has. Everything is expertly organized from his shoes to his suits, shirts, and jeans.
 
   “Tracey, that closet it not going anywhere.”
 
   “What are you saying, Nathan?” I mock him.
 
   “Put your clothes in the laundry basket and get out of the closet. Come on.”
 
   I do as he asked. Since he wants to act like that, I know how to make him shut up.
 
   “What are you saying, Tracey?”
 
   “Nothing, Nathan,” I say, walking back to his bed. “All I know is, when I wake up, you better be next to me.”
 
   He grabs the remote from the TV stand and makes his shirtless-way over to me. “What are you trying to say?” He uses a serious tone.
 
   “I think you should put a shirt on so I can remember.” 
 
   He makes a cocky smirk, getting on the bed. “No, I think I’ll leave it off. Are you uncomfortable?”
 
   “No, but you will be. Are you going to press play?”
 
   He chuckles, pressing play on the remote, and the movie starts. He throws some popcorn in his mouth before he asks, “Have you seen this movie before?”
 
   “Nope.” And I really don’t plan on seeing it this time either.
 
   He turns his head, looking at me, and then looks away. “What’s on your mind, babe?” he asks calmly.
 
   “I want you to tell me the truth. Tell me what’s going on. Don’t treat me like how Scott is treating Glen.”
 
   He sits up, placing his back against the headboard, and moves the bowl to the nightstand. “I don’t treat you like how Scott treats Glen.”
 
   “I watched you do some crazy shit today, some shit that freaked me out, and other things that scared the shit out of me. I didn’t want to bring it up, but I have to be honest with myself. I don’t understand what happened today or why it happened, but I saw it happen. I saw a part of you I really never wanted to see, but it won’t change the way I feel about you.” I take a deep breath, making sure I have my words together. “So tell me what it is you’re keeping from me. Tell me what’s so bad about this bonding thing and what we are now.”
 
   He studies me before speaking. “Now, you have a choice. You can choose to stay or you can choose to leave. You can understand the difference within your feelings for me, with no interference from me.” He shrugs. “I love that you accept me, and I love that some of the ‘real’ me didn’t scare you away. But I don’t want you to feel obligated to me. And if we do those things and become bound, you will be.”
 
   “You don’t want to feel obligated to me?”
 
   “I am already obligated to you. I’m with you forever—no matter what you need—because your heart beats for me,” he says calmly.
 
   “Okay, I’m not following you.”
 
   “Tracey, after we are bound, you will never be able to leave me.”
 
   “Can I leave you now?” I ask, not caring about the answer.
 
   He shrugs. “If you wanted to.”
 
   “But I don’t want to.”
 
   “But you may want to.”
 
   “After what?” He is killing me.
 
   His eyebrows scrunch together. “What do you mean, ‘after what’?” His head moves in a pulled-back, shaking motion.
 
   “After what will I want to leave you?”
 
   He looks at me like I’m talking crazy. “After nothing!” he states factually.
 
   “Exactly. How much worse can you get?”
 
   He looks away from me. “What happens if I try to kill you?”
 
   I take a moment to think on that. “Will you try to kill me?”
 
   “No! But I—”
 
   “Nothing, Nathan. What is it? Can you just tell me? I’m already attached to you. You’re already on my heart and every other inch of my mind and body. I already want you more than I want to breathe. And every time you’re gone and not around me, I can’t breathe anyway.” I keep his eye contact. “What could be worse than you denying me and me feeling like I was going to die? Then you accept me, but every time I wake up, I feel like it was all taken away again. I am not understanding this. You either want me or you don’t. Stop dragging me along. Be all in or nothing.”
 
   “Tracey, why are you saying this? Everything is fine now, is it not?”
 
   I can’t understand what the difference is from being his mate to being bound. I don’t want to be around anyone but him anyway. I sit quietly for a minute without answering him. Does he think I will change my mind about him?
 
   “Maybe,” he responds quietly to my thoughts.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Look Tracey, I’m not human and I’m filled by demon, feared by everyone, and capable of anything. Most of my relationships weren’t successful, and I don’t want to risk your life, based on my stupidity. Once we are bound, I become stronger. I’m already strong, but I’ll get stronger—for you. And no, I’m not saying that it is a bad thing, because you may advance too. But life…life becomes more dangerous. More—” He pauses, searching for the word. “—of my kind will be after us, trying to kill us. They won’t just be after me anymore. Now, when you hurt, I hurt, but when I hurt, you don’t hurt. But after the bond, when I hurt, you will hurt. When I change, you will change. And a while from now, we may have kids, and they may be burdened and they will have to deal with what I had to growing up.” He leans back. “And you have your family, but you wouldn’t live with them anymore. You would have to—no, you would want to, need to—move in with me.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I interject, “but I don’t see the wrong in any of that. I’m all or nothing. If you only want half, then I’m nothing.” There is no way him going demon, me leaving my family, or our children having demon in them is going to change how I feel. If we have to deal with bad things, we are going to deal with them together anyway. He wants us to be two, and I want us to be one.
 
   Dropping the subject, I reach around him, grabbing the popcorn. I eat it as I start watching the movie that I missed the beginning of. 
 
   John Travolta’s character hijacks a train and now has to get a large amount of money within a certain amount of time. 
 
   Nathan is just staring at me. I ignore him. I think I’ll make him take me home in the morning. I’ll deal with the pain—away from him, rather than with him. My body craves to be one with him, I want everything his life has to offer, but he is still denying me of it. Yeah, the pain would be worse, but I’m strong enough. If he is able to deny me and take it, I can also deny him and take it.
 
   I watch the movie and Nathan watches me.
 
   Something beeps loudly. “What is that!?” It startled me.
 
   “The intercom,” he says, walking over by the door, placing his hand behind the TV. “Yeah?”
 
   The intercom beeps again. “There is a Melissa here to see you,” a deep voice sounds.
 
   Who the hell is Melissa? “Tell her to leave.”
 
   There is a long pause and Nathan starts to walk away.
 
   The intercom beeps again. “Nathan! I’m not going anywhere. What are you doing that you can’t talk to me and have been ignoring my calls?”
 
   Nathan shakes his head and continues walking back to the bed.
 
   “Nathan!” Melissa’s voice yells through the intercom from outside.
 
   I sit up in the bed, trying to keep myself calm. Anger flushes through me. “What—the—hell?”
 
   “A girl I shouldn’t have dealt with. I cut her off the day I met you. She’s been calling me, but I don’t answer—you know that.” He scratches the back of his head. “I don’t know how the girl found out where I live,” he says, more to himself. He is way too calm about this. 
 
   “Well, let’s go take care of it.” She is screaming his name and it is pissing me off.
 
   “Don’t blow up, Tracey.”
 
   “I’m not going to hear anything from you but ‘Come on, Tracey.’” I look over to him as he starts putting on a shirt. “I’m still done with you.”
 
   He stops and stares at me. I see the hurt in his face and my chest aches. I turn away from him, walking to the door. He meets me, shirt on.
 
   I start opening the door. “Tracey, wait.” I turn to him, but I’m looking towards the computer. “Look at me.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I didn’t—”
 
   “NNAATTHHAANN!” Melissa’s voice is loud—no longer coming through the intercom—and my anger rages.
 
   “Whatever you have to say can wait.” I walk out the door and he follows me.
 
   “I don’t see why we can’t just let her yell.”
 
   “The same reason we didn’t just let Michael yell.”
 
   He pushes his hands through his hair. “Touché.”
 
   Unfortunately, I don’t know my way and he has to lead us to his front door. We walk outside and there she is, standing in the driveway, preparing herself to yell again.
 
   She is taller than me and thinner. Her hair is long and flowing, and dark. She has on too much makeup and her jeans are tighter than her skin. 
 
   “Can you please, shut up?!” I say, before Nathan makes it to my side.
 
   “And who are you?” she asks, irritated.
 
   Nathan steps slightly in front of me. “Melissa, it’s late, you’re outside, losing your mind, yelling and disturbing my family. How did you even find out where I live?” He’s calm. 
 
   She smiles. “Nathan!” she says with excitement. “I’ve been trying to see you. I’ve been calling you and you haven’t been answering.”
 
   “That’s a hint,” he responds.
 
   “Well, can we talk for a while without the extension?” She points at me in a sassy nature. 
 
   Yeah, she is about to lose a finger. I step forward and Nathan wraps his bear arms around me as if he is hugging me instead of keeping me back. “No, Melissa. Unfortunately, due to unforeseen occurrences, I’m no longer available.” Those are my words. “Now, if you could leave, I’d appreciate it. You’re ruining our evening.” He starts backing us towards the door. She isn’t budging. “Or I can have you escorted off my property.”
 
   She gives an insulted look as if she’s surprised by what he had said to her. Then she looks at me like I’m the worst person she has ever saw. I smile and wave goodbye.
 
   “This is not over, Nathan!” she yells over her shoulder as she walks back to her car.


 
   13: Relinquished
 
    
 
   Nathan turns me around and I shuffle out of his arms as we walk back into the house. 
 
   “Tracey, why are you acting like this?” He is a little louder than I expect him to be, considering that we are in the doorway of his house.
 
   I look at him quickly and away as I remember the way to his room. 
 
   I’m done going tit for tat with him. We will just go to sleep, and he’ll be gone when I wake up—as usual. Then he’ll come back when he senses I’m awake and I’ll ask him to take me home. My heart aches at my thoughts. I ignore it, just like I’m ignoring him, following closely behind me.
 
   The movie is still on when we walk back into the room. I go to the bathroom to wash off my feet, because I walked outside with no shoes. He follows me and does the same. He stares at me, and I avoid looking back at him. 
 
   He’s concentrating as he stands there staring at me.
 
   “If you turn me into sand—” I start walking from the bathroom. “I am going to be so pissed.” He’s still on my heels. “And I don’t think Pailen will like cleaning me up.” 
 
   He grabs my hand, turning me around. “Stop it, Tracey.” His eyes demand my eye-contact and his voice is mesmerizing. I’m speechless. “Just stop, okay?” I can’t look away. “The things I’m doing, I do them for your own good. I know you better than you know yourself. I know what you can handle and what you can’t. Now, I could be wrong about what would happen if we were bound. But I know you like to have choices and make your own decisions. I do not want to take that from you. You will be mine and only mine. There are no friends, no family, unless I’m providing it to you. Haven’t you ever thought about why Glen hasn’t been home?” I hadn’t. “She can’t go, and she doesn’t even know if she wants to or not.”
 
   He starts to push us backwards. “Now, after a while being bound does get easier for you to control, you mature into it, and it is better when your mate is helping you, to give you guidance and help you control some changes you may experience. But getting to that point, while trying to stay alive, is the hardest. And right now, with everything that is going on, I don’t want to risk it—if someone comes around trying to kill me, like the three guys did today. And believe me, they come around often.”
 
   The back of my thighs touch the bedside. “Now, when I brought you into this with me, I asked you if you would trust me.” He lifts me, sitting me on the bed. “You told me you did, and that you wanted me.” He removes his hands from me. “And now you’re telling me you want to leave me?”
 
   I am saying that. I know what I feel. I don’t answer him.
 
   He moves over me, forcing me to lie back on the bed. I fall back onto my elbows. He doesn’t touch me—his hands are placed beside me, holding himself up—but he kisses my cheek. “You know, I’m not going to force you to stay with me. And if leaving me is what you want, I have to give it to you.” So this want he can give me? “You’re really over-thinking everything, babe.”
 
   “Or, maybe you’re not thinking enough.” I touch his cheek, still in a trance. He turns his head, kissing my palm. “There is no real difference. There is no in-between. You either jump—or you walk away.” I pull him closer. “And for the record, I jumped and I’m falling—hard.”
 
   “How do you know what you’re feeling is real, and that it’s not just me, making you feel that way?”
 
   “I know what I want. I know that I’m going to want you regardless? Even if you are influencing my thought, I’ve felt this way before now.” I look at the ceiling coming to conclusion about this whole bound thing. Looking back at him I say “Sounds to me that we are meant to be together by some higher-power. We’re here, and becoming bound is just the seal to complete it.”
 
   He looks at me. “It is.”
 
   “And you don’t want to complete it?”
 
   “No, I’m not saying that. Tracey, I’m often in your head. I know your feelings about a lot of different things. Are you really ready to dedicate all of you to me, and take on me, giving you all of me?” Am I? I can say ‘yes,’ but is it just me giving into my hormones, wanting him so badly? “Exactly.”
 
   “So, what am I giving up now, if not all of me?”
 
   His eyes, green and brown, swirl in front of mine. “Your time.” 
 
   My time? My feelings are crossed. I know what I want, but something is making me second-guess myself. Do I really want all of him, like I think I do? Being obligated to him—what does that even mean? It sounds like marriage. I don’t want to be married. But I want him—to fall asleep next to him, wake up next to him, breathe him, kiss him, and love him. I think. 
 
   Wait…why am I arguing with myself? I know what I want. I understand what I need.
 
   “Nathan!” My tone is serious. He raises an eyebrow. “Did you really just try to change my mind? Did you just get in my head, and rearrange my thoughts?” He is crossing boundaries. And him denying me…how much more does he want me to take? 
 
   “Tracey.”
 
   “Don’t lie to me,” I say aggressively.
 
   He shakes his head. “I did. But I just wanted to make the idea occur to you, just to show you how you would feel. To see if that would make you feel any different.”
 
   “And did my feelings change? I don’t feel a change in my feelings. Not cool, Nathan.” I push him—well, try to push him, but he doesn’t budge. “Excuse me,” I say reluctantly, and he moves to the side. I turn and climb onto the bed, trying to keep my head clear and not think about my feelings and my next move. 
 
   I lay down, and his phone starts ringing from the TV stand. It has a crazy ringtone that would jar me awake from my sleep. He looks over at me, and then walks over to his phone. He answers it and just listens. 
 
   Then he says, “Yeah, they did. No, they tried to kill Scott and me in front of Tracey.” Pause. “What was I supposed to do—let them? It’s not like I acted from anger. I was being protective. They came to kill us. What would you have preferred that I do?” He pauses for a long time. “Okay, I understand. Tell her I say ‘hi’ and ‘I love her.’” He ends the call.
 
   “What was that all about?” I ask, wanting to know if there is a problem, or if we should be expecting another problem.
 
   “My father. He was questioning me about the eels from this evening.” He walks over to the side of the bed that I’m lying on and sits down. “Look, Tracey. Shit is about to get bad for me.” He takes a breath and pushes his hands through his hair. “Not even three hours ago it happened and my father already knows about it. Meaning more may come, with the word traveling so fast. Things may be about to change for the worse and there are going to be sides of me that I don’t want you to see. 
 
   “Seeing me kill, and when I get really angry, my appearance changes. You can still recognize me, but I can take on the appearance of a…demon, and that’s when I’m out of control. If you’re caught in that fire and I hurt you, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.” He walks to the bathroom, closing the door. 
 
   I walk over to the bathroom door, sliding down beside it. I can hear him breathing heavy. “I’m all in…even if you go full demon. I know you will not hurt me.” I stop speaking now, knowing that I need to show him that I’ll stay with him. “Touch your chest, Nathan. You feel my heart beating, not yours,” I say in a faint whisper. “I’m permanent, through whatever—forever. I don’t care if you tear the world apart and smile when you finish. I’ll stand by you and with you. The day I decide to turn on you would be the day you rip my heart from my chest. And that will be the day we both fall.” He walks out of the bathroom, looking down at me. I meet his gaze. “How can you ask me to trust you, if you don’t trust me?” 
 
   He closes the door behind him, sliding down beside me. “What are you saying, Tracey?”
 
   I look him over before I answer. “What does it sound like?”
 
   “Sounds like something I need to hear.”
 
   “Or something you need to listen to.” I scoot closer to him, and he puts his arm around me as I lay my head against his chest. “You know, this is all your fault. If you wouldn’t have hit me, you could have been all demon by yourself, like you want.”
 
   “Nah, I like being with you more than I like being by myself. You give me reason. And I like having something or someone to keep me leveled and my head on straight.” He takes a deep breath. “I just didn’t expect for you to accept me like you do. I just knew after you saw my performance today, that was it.”
 
   I shake my head. “I think I’ll stick around. I’ll put in a little more time getting to know you. If you don’t want to give me one-hundred-percent, I guess I’ll take your twenty.”
 
   He moves so he can look at me. “If you want one-hundred, I’ll give it. Just know, there is no going back. I guess we will have to figure it out as we go, like what you’re going to do about your family, how you would finish school, and how to avoid getting killed, but—” He shrugs his shoulders.
 
   “You’d let me get killed?” I ask, with a questionable look.
 
   He pulls me into his lap. “Never.”
 
   “So don’t talk crazy.” I start getting up. “Come on, let’s start the movie over so we can watch it. We can figure everything else out later.” I hope. “Maybe we could work on a couple of dreams you’ve had about me.”
 
   He looks at me through his lashes as he starts to get up. “How do you know I dream about you?”
 
   “You told me.”
 
   He thinks for a moment, once on his feet. “I did, didn’t I?”
 
   “You did,” I say, intrigued. 
 
   “You know something, Tracey?”
 
   He follows me over to the bed. “What?”
 
   “You are a freak.” He turns me around once we are at the bed.
 
   “Only for you.”
 
   “Keep it that way,” is the last thing he says before I’m in heaven. I knew he wanted it just as bad as I did.
 
   I’m high off of Nathan—from his scent, his kiss, his touch. Everything feels amazing. His touch feels vibrant; his kiss feels exotic. His smell is enticing, and when he speaks, although it’s unknown to me, it makes everything passionate. How he does it, I have no idea, but he makes me feel good; he makes everything feel good. I forget about everything that has bothered me, and my thoughts are replaced with him and every feeling of him. 
 
   I’m tired of sitting back; I want to feel him under me. He’s not the easiest guy to move, but he lets me turn him over and sit atop him. He grabs my waist and squeezes off and on as I kiss him from his lips to his neck. I take his shirt off and he does the same to me. I have not felt him skin to skin, and I am craving it once the opportunity arises. 
 
   He pulls my hair tie from my ponytail and my hair falls around my shoulders. Taking all of one second to watch it, he attacks my neck. I push him back down to the bed, staring at him and his bare chest; he stares back. I lean over, kissing his chest. It is smooth, hairless; my lips move against and off of it with ease. He says nothing as I lower myself to his stomach, although his breathing deepens.
 
   I lower myself to his navel and tug gently on his shorts—to move them a little lower. Lowering to his abdomen, I let my tongue taste first, and lower my lips to kiss after. As my lips touch, he lets out a throaty grunt. Quicker than I can blink, he has me on my back, my bra is off, and his lips are on mine. 
 
   I missed something.
 
   Gently, he kisses me. “What are you trying to do to me?” he whispers. 
 
   I lift my legs up to his sides until my feet feel the waistband of his shorts. “Whatever you’re trying not to do,” I say as I kiss him, starting to inch his shorts down slowly, hoping he doesn’t notice too quickly.
 
   “I notice,” he whispers through a kiss. 
 
   I’m intrigued. I reach down, pulling the drawstring of my shorts, and he moves my hands—stopping me. Grabbing both of my hands in one of his, he pushes them over my head. Moving back to my neck, applying sinful, body-scorching kisses, his free hand travels along my body—across my shoulder, over my breast, down my stomach to my shorts, and unties them. Butterflies erupt in my stomach and my legs fall to the bed as he pushes them down. 
 
   Trying to calm the nervous butterflies, I let out a quiet breath of satisfaction, and he pulls them down with no struggle. He sucks on my neck, hitting my ‘prepare her’ spots. My hormones rage out of control. Heat rolls from his body as I moan quietly in his ear. 
 
   The door knocks three times. 
 
   Nathan makes a sound, like a growl, under his breath. He looks at me.
 
   “You cannot be serious,” I say, borderline pissed. Why? WHY!? What could they want? WHAT!? Why NOW?
 
   “Calm down, Tracey.” He looks down and pulls my shorts back up, then his, which were two inches below his waist. I didn’t get far. “Put my shirt on.” He looks over next to me, showing me where his shirt is.
 
   I grab it, angrily throwing it over my head as he does a quick sweep over the room. He throws my bra and my shirt to me.
 
   Opening the door, there is Scott, in all his interrupting glory. “What, Scott?” You can hear the aggravation in his voice.
 
   “Something’s—” Scott stops, taking in the room. Then he looks at me. I fold my arms across my chest, not wanting him to see my C-cups perked up through Nathan’s shirt. He looks back to Nathan. “What were you doing?” he asks Nathan, folding his arms, with a look that could kill.
 
   “Why? What do you want?” Nathan’s aggravation flares.
 
   “Don’t do it. You’ll end up like me and Glen.”
 
   “I think your situation with Glen is a lot different from ours,” Nathan states as he starts to close the door on Scott. 
 
   Scott stops the door with his forearm. “Only Slightly.” Nathan looks up at Scott, who has his arm still on the door. “You don’t want it, believe me. Glen isn’t doing so well with the change, the acceptance.” He drops his arm.
 
   “That’s your fault. You took that step without understanding your mate or your mate understanding you. She knows nothing of what you are or what will happen to her. You’re bound with restrictions and that’s not possible.” 
 
   Scott looks past him and over to me. “So she knows everything?”
 
   “Excluding the murders, and the extent of the bond, but she knows there are things I haven’t told her.” Nathan looks back at me, and my eyes beg him to come back.
 
   “How?”
 
   “We talk. We don’t just have sex and sleep. And why didn’t you tell me you and Glen are bound? Didn’t you think that was a vital source of information?” I’m still stuck on the fact that we don’t just have sex; we don’t have sex at all!
 
   “I did. But I knew what you would think, considering the way that I treated you, then giving in—in such a short time.”
 
   “How long?” Nathan asks in his deep voice. I’m curious to know the answer to that myself.
 
   “Some days ago.” Scott tilts his head down.
 
   “Keep going.”
 
   “We were at school and she approached me. This was after I had talked to Tracey. Something happened between us and I couldn’t control it. She cornered me into the photo lab. There are a few chairs and couches in there for people to wait for their pictures and stuff. Well, she kissed me and I lost it.”
 
   He leans against the door panel. “Whatever control I had was gone. Every desire rushed out of me, like the destruction of an angry dam. I took full advantage of the situation, not letting an inch of her go untouched. Her kisses were like heaven and her touches were as comforting as an angel’s. I couldn’t resist my own urge.” He pauses for a brief second. I assume he’s replaying it in his head. “So I did it.” He shrugs. “She stripped, I let her strip me, and I took her.”
 
   I’m shocked listening to Scott tell his story. He’s not ashamed, but he isn’t proud of it either. Nathan also stands there for a minute without saying anything. 
 
   From what I get, Nathan is older than Scott. I just don’t know by how much. Although, Scott helps hold Nathan together, helping him stay in control and fight his desire to…kill. This was until I came along. I can tell Nathan feels bad for Scott, and it looks like he is disappointed in him. Scott’s his family, and I understand that. But I am too now; now I’ll be at his level. 
 
   Nathan looks back at me. Is it okay if I let him in? 
 
   I feel bad for Scott, and I want to know what’s going on with Glen. I nod.
 
   “Come on in, Scott. But you are going to pay for this later.” Nathan opens the door wider.
 
   Scott walks in the room. “How did you tell her?” he asks with his head down.
 
   “Wait, where is Glen, and why are you able to just leave her everywhere?” Like earlier at the beach. There was no way the Glen I know would have stayed that far away, laying in the sand.
 
   “I put her to sleep.” 
 
   “I’m sorry?” I don’t understand that.
 
   “I put her to sleep. Nathan could do it to you too, but I doubt he would.” He better not. “It’s one of my abilities. I have to do it sometimes, because being bound to someone, and not being able to be yourself, can really suck sometimes.”
 
   I look over at Nathan, who is now standing next to me, pushing me forward so that he can sit behind me. I let him and he wraps his arms around me, and I let his warmth and calm to seep in, like rays from the sun.
 
   Scott sits on the desk chair. “So how did you tell her?”
 
   “It wasn’t easy, but I had a lot of questions,” I answer for him. It seems like forever ago when he told me.
 
   “And how did you take it?”
 
   “As calmly as I’m talking to you. See, I knew I liked Nathan. I knew I wanted him. I also knew that no matter what it was, nothing was or is going to change that.” Unless he keeps pushing me away or denying me—or better yet, answering that damn door when he knew he was just about to give me what I wanted. 
 
   I shake my head at myself, and Nathan laughs behind me. “Stay out of my head,” I say harshly—with a smile that contradicts it. He kisses my temple. 
 
   “I didn’t tell her everything at once though,” he starts. “She may have been able to take it, but I wasn’t sure. She knows the most important stuff though. And she has repeatedly stated that, regardless of who I am or what I do, she accepts me—Sephlem, demon, or human.”
 
   “Nathan—” I say softly, “that’s what he is to me and that’s what I see.” 
 
   You’re about to make me kick him out if you keep accepting me for what I am with that voice and with my shirt on. 
 
   Well, tell me what else I can say to tempt that urge. 
 
   He pulls me tight to him, and I soak him up like a sponge. 
 
   “So you all do that—communicating like we do?”
 
   “Yeah, sometimes,” he answers.
 
   “You all look happy,” says Scott, admiring us.
 
   We are sometimes. “Most of the time, he keeps a smile on my face, but then ther—"
 
   “Don’t, Tracey.” I look back at him. I’m just saying.
 
   “So if you all are bound, nothing would change in your relationship?” His question sparks my interest.
 
   “Probably not,” Nathan answers.
 
   “So why haven’t you?” I want to know the answer to that as well. Scott and I turn to Nathan.
 
   He pushes his hand through is hair and looks at me. “Tracey.”
 
   “No, answer the question.”
 
   He takes a breath before looking at Scott to answer him. “I haven’t known Tracey for that long, yet it feels like I’ve known her for my lifetime. But because of the short amount of time, I feel like I’m taking her away from the rest of her life too soon. She enjoys being around her friends, and being out with no obligations—doing what she wants, when she wants.” 
 
   He grabs my hands. “And I don’t want to take that from her. I don’t want her to feel obligated to check with me before she does something. Or, while she is out, she can’t enjoy herself, for having the desire of and for me, needing me. I don’t want to crowd her—although, I know she wouldn’t mind if I did. But I feel like if we bound, I’ll be taking her freedom.” He places his face against the back of my head. “Even though, she has reiterated her commitment to me, so my worries aren’t relevant in what we are building as well as what we have.”
 
   What are you saying, Nathan? I mock him.
 
   He lets out a breath through his nose, kissing my head. Whatever you want, Tracey, I’m all in. 
 
   If you keep talking like that, Scott’s going to have to leave. 
 
   He laughs out loud. 
 
   “Wait, and you trust what she has said?” Scott asks abruptly.
 
   “How can I not? I’m in her head. It would be pointless if I didn’t. I asked her to trust me, and she didn’t even know me. She only knows what I tell her. She can’t look in my head and decipher what I say. Although, she can feel what I feel, she can tell my moods, and she can determine when I think about telling her a lie or telling her the truth—but that would be stupid.” 
 
   “Yeah, it would,” I exclaim.
 
   “Tracey, what makes you accept him though—knowing what he is and knowing what he is capable of?”
 
   Taking a moment before answering him, I realize there is so much to say, but I need to keep it short. “The fact that my heart beats in his chest, I’m here forever.” I shrug. Nothing else needs to be said.
 
   “Do you love him?” 
 
   “I do.”
 
   “But you barely know him.” I do.
 
   He’s got me started. “But what does that mean? What’s to know? Most people are together for years before they say ‘I love you,’ and they don’t know the person they’re lying next to until they say ‘I do.’ Most people know the person they’re with but don’t love them. They live miserably for years until the person dies. And then, they live happily for such a short time until they die, lonely. Then there is a very small number of people who jump at their love at first sight, touch, or kiss. They go to sleep thinking they love the person and wake up thinking they will love the person for the rest of their lives. That’s what I get from you all’s mating explanation.” 
 
   I lace my fingers through Nathan’s. “There is someone for everyone, and when you know, you know. I was just blessed to meet mine now, instead of waiting until my thirties or forties. Plus, there is that small confirmation of the beat of my heart in his chest. So what’s there to question?”
 
   Nathan gets up instantly and walks towards the door. “Okay Scott, time for you to go.” His hand is on the knob. 
 
   “No, wait—I just have a couple more questions.” Scott sits forward but doesn’t budge.
 
   “Scott, now is not a good time.” 
 
   “Please, I don’t know what to do. I can’t keep hurting Glen or myself.” Scott puts his hands on his face, then pushes them roughly through his hair. 
 
   Nathan does the same with his left hand. “Okay Scott, what is it you’re trying to figure out?” He moves from the door. “I have nothing else to tell you. You know your girl like nobody else. I can’t tell you what to say or how she will react. She’s already accepted you for you—just add in that if you lose control, you could kill her. And if she says ‘okay,’ then tell her about us. If she says ‘okay’ to that, then you know you can tell her anything.”
 
   “Is that how you told Tracey?”
 
   “Umm, not exactly,” Nathan answers, shaking his head slowly.
 
   “O-Kay?” 
 
   “I kind of tricked Tracey into trusting me before I told her.”
 
   “Okay, care to share the details?” Scott asks, too interested.
 
   He shifts uneasily. “I told her life with me would be a risk to her life and mine, and choosing me could be choosing death. Then I made her tell me she trusted me and that she wanted to be with me, basically insinuating that no matter what I told her, she would still choose me.” He looks over to me. 
 
   I already knew that.
 
   “So you went for that?” Scott turns to me.
 
   “What other choice did I have? I can’t have Nathan without the bad—not saying that I would change him—so I take him the way he is…burdened,” I say, looking at Nathan, realizing just how much I mean those words and how much feeling is behind them.
 
   We all go quiet. I’m growing more impatient by the second. Nathan is sitting on the edge of his TV stand, still shirtless. His hair is hanging on the sides of his head and in front of his forehead. He periodically looks over at me, but says nothing. I look over at Scott. He looks like he is literally going back and forth in an argument with himself. Can’t he do that shit in the basement, or even the kitchen?! 
 
   I look over at the clock that sits on the nightstand: it is a quarter to twelve. And I am a quarter to kicking Scott out, and the other seventy-five to attacking Nathan on the TV stand. 
 
   “Scott, look, I understand you’re nervous about telling Glen about you. But you should have thought about that a long time ago,” I say unsentimentally. “Sorry, I don’t mean to be an ass. But you have to tell her. You cannot expect to be with her, hide things, and be happy at the same time. That’s not going to happen. You tell her, and let her decide for herself—not that you left her with a choice—then you will see a change. You never know—she might love you more. Glen is into the ‘bad boy,’ ruthless image.” I hope he will take that bit of advice and leave.
 
   Scott looks at Nathan. He nods in agreement with me and walks back to the door. “She’s right. Try.” He opens it. “Try right now.” He looks at him. “Please.”
 
   Scott finally gets up from the chair. “Okay, but check on me frequently, in case something goes wrong. I don’t want her to freak out on me.” He looks despondent.
 
   “Unfortunately, I’m not going to be able to do that. Go ask Taylor.”
 
   “No, she’s with her mate. Who knows what they could be doing.”
 
   I don’t know, but I would like to be doing it. “Okay Scott, he’ll check on you. I’ll make sure of it.” I get up and start pushing him towards the door. “Everything is going to be fine. Just go with your gut, and if all else fails, kiss her.” He’s outside the door now. “Thanks for the talk.” He stares at me with puppy eyes. 
 
   “Oh my gosh, what, Scott?”
 
   “I think one of you should come with me.”
 
   I close the door right in his face.
 
   “Not cool, Tracey,” Nathan scolds. He opens the door and Scott is still standing there. “Excuse her. She’s tired and needs to go to sleep.” He gives me a look that makes me want to tell Scott ‘I’m sorry’…once he leaves. “Scott, you know that we cannot accompany you while you tell Glen. This is something only you two can be present for—no other influence.”
 
   Scott shakes his head. “You’re right.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Scott. That was mean of me.”
 
   “No, Tracey, it’s okay. I’ll see you in the morning—hopefully,” he mumbles, as he walks away with a sad face, still fighting with himself. 
 
   I juggle feeling bad—or not. I remember Nathan telling me how hard it was for him to tell me, and how me being open and understanding made it a little easier for him. 
 
   “Right, and Glen may not do that for him.”
 
   “Okay, now I feel bad.” He moves me from the door, closing it.
 
   “That might not last for long.” He’s looking down at me. My heart double beats. “Calm down, Tracey.”
 
   “Forgot,” I say through a chuckled breath.
 
   “No, you didn’t. Based on what you were saying I—”
 
   “No, based on what you were saying.” I place my hand against his bare chest. “What were you saying?” I ask in a soft voice.
 
   “I said a lot,” he answers, moving closer to me. Not that there was much space between us to begin with. 
 
   “Yes, but there were specific things.”
 
   “Like what?” Mr. BeatAroundTheBush is back.
 
   “‘Whatever you want, Tracey…’” I say soft and low.
 
   “I remember saying something like that.” He smirks cockily. 
 
   “What we will build and what we have…”
 
   “Yes, there was some of that too.”
 
   I smile. “And—I’ll do whatever Tracey wants me to do, because I love her.”
 
   He backs away, raising an eyebrow. “I don’t remember saying that.” He leans into me. “But I will, and loving you is not the only reason.” I close the remainder of the distance. 
 
   I kiss him. A very small, light peck on the lips, and move around him to walk to the bed. I grab my shirt and bra and turn to the bathroom. He is in front of me by the time I make it to the door. “Why did you do that?”
 
   “What are you doing?” he asks me, ignoring my question, looking at the clothes in my hand.
 
   “I’m tired. I’m going to give you your shirt back so we can go to sleep.”
 
   He looks at me through squinted eyes. I sing Glen’s ringtone in my head. “What are you up to, Tracey?”
 
   “Nothing.” I can’t hold back my smile. 
 
   He pulls the clothes from my hands, throwing them aside. Raising both of my hands in his, he kisses my palms, first my left, then the right. I shiver. He takes them back in his, lacing our fingers. My body tingles from his touch. It stops after a few seconds and I want it back. It felt satisfying.
 
   “You want me, right?” he asks seductively. 
 
   I nod.
 
   “You’re going to stay with me through whatever?”
 
   “Forever.”
 
   “You’ll love me?”
 
   “Do you love me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Yes,” I ratify.
 
   “You may hurt.”
 
   “You’ll take it away.”
 
   “I will. But I could lose control.”
 
   “I’ll take it away.”
 
   “You will?”
 
   “I will.” This seems like more than a conversation for reassurance. I look him in his eyes and they are green-brown, staring back at me. 
 
   “Are you tired?” he asks.
 
   I shake my head, not knowing what to expect. He is still holding my hands.
 
   My hands are like a child’s in his, but they fit perfectly. I become anxious and butterflies erupt in my stomach. They are all flying at one-hundred miles per hour. Anticipation boils in me, and all I can do is stare back at him. I work on controlling my breathing to calm myself. It’s steady, but every other breath is hesitant.
 
   “You nervous?” His voice is serious and calm.
 
   I don’t know how to respond. I am.
 
   He moves in slowly, kissing me, and the butterflies fly faster, making their way to my chest and through my back. They continue through my arms to my hands, sitting in my palms that are placed into his. He lets go of my hands, and picks me up with ease. I wrap around him, maintaining the kiss. It is intimate, slowly awakening. My heart pounds in passion.
 
   He lays me on the bed and lets me run my hands through his addictively-soft hair. He pulls his shirt off of me and kisses my chest, breasts, stomach, and navel. Asking for permission first, he removes my shorts. He pushes me up on the bed so my feet aren’t hanging off. 
 
   He kisses my chin. “Don’t move.” Getting up from the bed, he walks over to his closet. I hear a rustle. He comes back with a couple of my favorite gold wrappers in his hand. He stops by the wall with the light-switch and turns off the big light. The small lamps on the nightstands remain on, like spotlights. 
 
   He returns, hovering, looking me over. I lick my lips, and his eyebrows rise. 
 
   “Can I touch you?” I’m craving his warmth and the feeling he provides. 
 
   “You can do more than that,” he says, eyes swirling, with his voice low and seductive. My toes tingle and I reach around his back, pulling him down against me. His body, against mine, is warm and soft. Nothing like the day when we first met. 
 
   I kiss him, and his kisses are sweet—not fully satisfying my need for him. He kisses my neck. I breathe, trying to control my nerves and these damn butterflies that make my bottom lip tremble and my legs slightly shake. All I can think about is wanting his hands on my waist and then him in me. 
 
   He kisses the other side with a little more force, hitting all of my vulnerable spots—with his lips following his tongue. The pressure and the pleasure causes me to grab onto him. His hands are on my thighs and his lips are making their way towards my sweetest spot. Hot.
 
   You are really pushing it, Tracey. If you don’t calm down, I won’t be able to control myself. He doesn’t stop what he’s doing, and I am aware of every kiss as I listen to him in my head, still with a seductive voice. He kisses my panty line. Assuming he’s ready for them to come off, I lift. And they come off happily, not giving any struggle. 
 
   His hands on my thighs are warm and my breath catches. Kissing my navel, I can no longer feel his hands. I let out a harsh breath and he’s back above me. I am quietly panting as he stares at me with those ocean-blue eyes that had hypnotized me before with the circling of the sand behind them. 
 
   He kisses my lips. “You tell me if I go too far.” I look down and he already has his shorts off and the protection on.
 
    I missed that. Not to mention, the feeling of him on me, the other day in the truck, did no justice. 
 
   I look back at him. “Okay,” I say softly and kiss his lips. He returns my kiss—slow and intimate. His arm applies pressure to the bed beside my head. He stops kissing my mouth, moving to my neck.
 
   I feel the pressure from the push, and his hand grabs my waist, tenderly. It is more than what I was used to, but he takes it slow. My body shakes in satisfaction for a brief second.
 
   It’s what I have been waiting for, but more than what I had expected. I moan out at times and he tells me to keep it down. Once I get used to it, we change positions, and at some points I take control and he gives the sexiest, manly moan I’ve ever heard. 
 
   Then he allows me the opportunity to feel his lips on my back, where I’ve never felt them, as his hands grip my hips in a less-familiar way. He speaks to my unknown in unfamiliar words, and it entices my excitement. He tells me he loves me, countless times. I’m forced to tell him in my mind, since my mouth won’t make words. 
 
   It was…beyond words.


 
   14: Assurance 
 
    
 
   I awaken to the sun shining through the curtains, an arm still wrapped around me, and a body still pressed against my naked body. I turn over and look into green and brown eyes that are looking back at me. 
 
   “Good morning, beautiful.” He kisses my forehead. “Good sleep?”
 
   “Yes.” I snuggle closer to him. He wraps me tighter. “You stayed.”
 
   “Yeah.” It doesn’t sound remorseful. He sounds comfortable. 
 
   It makes me happy, him being here when I wake up. I kiss his chest wherever my lips place. I move up to his neck, then back down to his chest. 
 
   “What are you trying to do to me, Tracey, and at eight in the morning?”
 
   “Shh…” I turn him over and climb on top of him, kissing his lips softly. I move to his neck, to his stomach, then to his navel. Hard rises against my stomach. 
 
   I look at him and he pulls me back up to him. He kisses my lips once and says, “Wait.”
 
   Gone and back in seconds, he lays, moving me back on him and him in me. 
 
   It’s a little rougher, and less mouth to mouth kissing. A few loud moans escape and he covers my mouth with his hand—I bite it. Again, we explore multiple positions, each one feeling different than the way they felt last night. He gives it to me in a way that makes my body explode into shakes and shivers.
 
    I feel nothing but the beat of my heart trying to pound out of my chest. Sexual satisfaction is an understatement. I’m hooked. 
 
   Nathan gives me a few minutes to stop shaking and catch my breath. He walks to the bathroom and turns on the shower water. I turn over to lie on my side, expecting him to get in the shower.
 
   “Uh huh, no.” He picks me up from the bed, carrying me—naked—to the shower. He places me in the shower, stepping in with me. 
 
   I know this is not going to end well, watching the water run from his head down to his chest, stomach, navel, and…there. It’s staring at me, already wrapped up. 
 
   Nathan grabs my neck with his thumb under my chin. There is no force applied as he pulls me into his kiss. He has the double showerheads on—one that is over us and the one on the wall for the regular shower. The water feels good—hot—flowing through my hair, along with his touches and kisses. Then he offers me the cherry on top of my sundae. 
 
   Lifting me up and placing me on top of him, I wrap my legs around him. It feels like my life is complete. I feel…amazing.
 
   It is slower than moments ago, and a lot more intimate. He pushes my back against the wall, giving me all of him as I consume it all. He kisses my mouth sweetly, sweeping in, requesting my tongue to join his. It does. 
 
   My arms are wrapped around his neck and my fingers run through his wet hair, while I moan against his mouth. He buries his head in my neck as he increases with more force, in and out of me. 
 
   Head back, and his now next to mine, I moan out—my lips brush against his ear—and he lets me, or he doesn’t care. He presses against me, looking up at me. There is a faint night-blue that lies behind his ocean-blue. My eyes widen. He realizes it and closes them quickly.
 
   He places me down on the shower floor. “Go ahead and start washing up. I’ll be back in sixty seconds.” He steps out and returns in that time frame.
 
   He washes me, and then I wash his back as he does his front. I take in all the skin I can, staring at him. It should be illegal for a person to look this perfect. We rinse off and he grabs us some towels, wrapping me first, then himself. He lifts me, carrying me to the bed. I almost pass out in his arms. Laying an extra towel over the pillow to soak up the water in my hair, he lays me down and kisses my forehead. He goes back in the bathroom, then, moving quickly, he goes to the closet and comes back to me, fully-clothed. 
 
   “I’ll be back. Go to sleep, and when you wake up, call me. I’ll take you to your car so you can get home to see your mom.”
 
   “Where are you going?” I say through a yawn.
 
   “I need to make a few phone calls. Something happened with the business and I need to check on it.”
 
   “What business?” 
 
   “My father’s and mine.”
 
   “Y’all own your own business?”
 
   “Yes, it’s a high-profit manufacturing company. We can’t afford for things to go wrong. And I need to handle some family issues.” He looks over to the door. “Go ahead and get some rest. I know I wore you out,” he says with a cocky smile, then kisses my lips. “Watch some TV, if you want. I’ll be back shortly.”
 
   He pulls the covers over me and I watch him walk to the door. There’s someone on the other side waiting for him, but I can’t see who it is. My eyes refuse to focus on anything but black as my lids slowly close shut. I pull the covers over my head, giving into sleep.
 
    
 
   What have I done to deserve someone so perfect? I take a moment, staring into the darkness—a deep abyss that is placed in front of me on my journey home. The darkness stares back, tempting me to jump into it, not knowing what is below or if there is anything there. It seems as if I would fall forever—a never-ending fall. I hear it’s not when you hit the ground, but the fall, that kills you. 
 
   He pulls me into a kiss—my own person created specifically for me. Backing away, he looks at me with night-blue eyes. They aren’t evil or managed—it is what they stand for that makes them frightening. I try to speak, but my words get caught in my throat, choking me. The darkness starts to rise from the abyss, creeping towards us, slowly. 
 
   Night-eyes Nathan reaches out to take my hand and nods toward the darkness. I shake my head, knowing nothing good can lie in what you can’t see. 
 
   He smiles at me—a wicked smile—and touches my hand. It feels like fire, burning, and a knot grows in my throat, making it harder to breathe. I drop to my knees from the pain. He watches me as I crawl backwards, shaking my head.
 
   Slowly he walks to me, his eyes showing confusion, but he doesn’t say anything. I beg him with my eyes—unable to speak—not to go, not to make us go. He kneels in front of me. He is beautiful, but it is the wrong kind of beautiful. He is beautiful to me, because he is supposed to be, not because of the way he looks. The front of his hair is slicked back, ending in points—sharp points—all over the back of his head.
 
   He stares at me in a way that seems as if he’s trying to figure me out—head tilting slowly from left to right. He smells the air around me and backs up, slowly standing. His face loses all expression, the darkness creeps up behind, and he welcomes it with open arms. 
 
   Staring at me the entire time, he soaks it up, like it is his desire to be consumed. His mouth turns into a smile as I struggle to get up, to make it to him. I try to shout “No!” but nothing escapes, except for tears. 
 
   He sees them and is satisfied. He leaps, flipping backwards into the darkness and I see nothing else. 
 
   The choke is gone—I am able to breathe. I call his name, but he doesn’t return. There is a knocking sound. I look around, trying to place the sound, but nothing shows. It gets louder. I cover my ears against it, screaming out. 
 
   “Tracey, it’s okay! Wake up. It’s okay!”
 
   Opening my eyes to Taylor sitting on the bed beside me, she is just as pretty as yesterday, with her hair pulled to the side, fishtailed over her shoulder.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   Taking a moment, I nod my head, realizing I was dreaming. How vivid and real that dream was. Then I realize I am still in only a towel. I pull the covers up to my neck. “Yes, I just had a crazy dream.”
 
   “I’m sorry I just walked in, but you were screaming. Nathan sent me in here to check on you. Once I knocked on the door, all I could hear was hurt and feel pain.”
 
   “No, it’s okay. I’m fine. I guess I was more tired than I thought.”
 
   She starts getting up. “Thank you for choosing my brother. He really loves you.”
 
   I look at her funny. “Why wouldn’t I choose him?”
 
   “I know he has included you in on all the details, leaving out the worst parts. But it’s because of the worst parts why you wouldn’t. I admit, he has changed and is no longer the way he was. This is a good thing for all of us. And you do something to him—put that additional stitch in him that holds him together, take the night out of his eyes.”
 
   She rubs her arms. “But just don’t misapprehend him. If he ever gets mad, let him. Don’t try to stop him or calm him down. He is strong and capable of many things. He is our family’s number one, and a lot of people fear him because of the things he’s capable of.”
 
   She is freaking me out as she stares at me. “If you had a choice, I would tell you not to get involved with our family. But you’re here, and I appreciate you putting a smile on my brother’s face.” She pauses, looking towards the door. She turns back to me. “Just don’t try to control him. That may not end well for either of you.”
 
   I say nothing, listening to her words. She walks from the room saying, “Get some rest,” before she closes the door behind her. 
 
   I know that Nathan is strong and I saw some of the things he’s capable of. I promised him and myself that I will help control him. So letting him spaz out is out of the question. Why would you let someone you love do something you know they would hate themselves for?
 
   I close my eyes with her words, ‘He’s our family’s number one, and a lot of people fear him.’ I try to ignore it, but I’ll talk to him about it later.
 
   I refocus my attention on last night and this morning—how last night was intimate and slow, speeding up only when our bodies got overly enthusiastic. His touch and kiss was full of passion, giving me the same thing when he loved on me in the shower. 
 
   Everything—everything—felt perfect. Thinking about it sends a pleasurable feeling through me. Where did he learn that stuff? 
 
   And this morning’s wake up—I mean, I knew I was getting something started, but I didn’t know the extent. That felt completely different. It felt like I was with a completely different person that cared about what we were doing, not just what we are. 
 
   Hard, rough, no intimacy in it at all, just what it was. And it brought me to another level, making my body feel good in ways I never knew possible. I felt feelings in areas of my body I never paid attention to. Thanks, Nathan.
 
   The nightstand clock reads 12:40. How long was I sleep, and how long has Nathan been gone? I get up, no longer tired. I get back in the shower, trying to wash off Taylor’s words and that weird-ass dream. 
 
   The new shampoo and conditioner call my name, sitting on the built-in shelves of the shower. I wash my hair, loving that it feels weightless. I stand under the water for a while, letting the heat roll over me. I get out, dry off, wrapping the towel around me, and towel dry and brush my hair, then my teeth. 
 
   Nathan is sitting at his desk. “Hi, beautiful. You feeling better?” he asks, without turning around.
 
   I smile, realizing how much I missed him. I want to run to him, but I have to control myself. I need to not act like a clingy girl. Pulling my hair up into a bun, I walk over to the side of the bed, sitting across from him. 
 
   “Hey. Yes.”
 
   “Good.” His Mac is on, and he has a notebook beside him and a pen in his right hand.
 
   I decide not to bother him yet, and put on my clothes. I finish and walk over, not able to stay away from him any longer. I wrap my arms around him and kiss his cheek. “What are you doing?”
 
   “The figures for the new office opening in a few months.” He lifts one of my hands, kissing my palm. “My father wants them done by tomorrow, but I’m not going to be available to do them.”
 
   “So you work for your dad?”
 
   “Something like that. I own half, and him the other half. I work for myself but take instructions from him when he is overworked or too busy.”
 
   “Do you go to school?”
 
   “Not right now. I go back when I get bored.”
 
   “You graduated?”
 
   “Yes, many times. I have degrees in majors mostly related to business.”
 
   “I’m thinking about going to school.”
 
   “We can go after you graduate. We’ll look into a few schools and what you want to major in, before your break is out.” He talks to me, never looking up from his work.
 
   We? “Yeah, that would be a good idea.” I think about his family and him being their number one, as Taylor put it. “I think I’m ready to meet your family.”
 
   He turns to look at me and a half-smile forms. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yeah, why not? I am going to be a part of it, right?”
 
   He shakes his head. “You’re already a part of it.” He turns back around. “Give me a couple; I’ll be done shortly. We’ll do a ‘meet and greet’ before I take you home.”
 
   I sit on the floor, leaning against the bed in front of the TV. Then I curse myself for not grabbing the remote. 
 
   From my peripherals, I see the remote float and then land in my lap. “Thanks,” I mutter. It doesn’t freak me out; this ability is something to be expected. But turning dead people to dust, kind of caught me off-guard. 
 
   “They don’t have to be dead,” he says, low and amused, not lifting his head. 
 
   I ignore him, grabbing the magical remote, and scan through the menu guide.
 
   Waiting on him to finish, I watch MTV’s Catfish, which oddly keeps my attention. Not sure why though. People are fooling other people that they meet online. Why?
 
   I watch three full episodes of this, and it entertains me until Nathan sits beside me. He grabs my hand and his face shows concern. 
 
   “What?” I ask quickly.
 
   “Don’t be mad,” he says. “But I’m not going to be able to stay with you tonight.” I open my mouth to speak. “I’ll be there when you wake up in the morning,” he says, before I can dispute. “But there are some things I need to take care of tonight.”
 
   “Okay, so I’ll come with you,” I say convincingly. 
 
   “You’re not going to want to.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “You will be uncomfortable, the bond will take affect tonight. It’s why I feel bad about not being with you.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “Because it happens sometimes after. I can feel it. It won’t be painful, but the pull may be a little unbearable for the two of us. Your need for me may cause an ache in your chest. Something like before, but you should be able to control it, because you understand it now.”
 
   I’m quiet. I don’t like the thought of him leaving me. I don’t like the way it makes me feel.
 
   “If you call me, I have no choice but to come. But I want you to understand that I have something I need to handle and it can’t go on pass tonight. I’ll continuously check on you and will return as soon as I finish.”
 
   “Will people die?” I ask, calmly looking at his hand. The only question I could manage to try to figure out what is going on.
 
   “Yes,” he answers impassively.
 
   “And I can’t come with you?”
 
   “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’ll be a distraction. It will already be hard enough for me to focus with the bond bounding us, and feeling that you need me and I can’t drop everything to be there.”
 
   I understand, but what is he going to do, and why is it important? 
 
   “You don’t want to know, Tracey.” I look up at him, meeting his gaze—it’s serious and disturbing. I won’t fight him about it, but this will be the only time I’ll be staying away. 
 
   “Okay,” I state. “Just come.”
 
   He stands and brings me with him. “Of course. Did you enjoy your time with me, over here?”
 
   I pinch my lips to the side before saying, “Yeah, it was okay,” with a scrunched nose.
 
   “Okay?” 
 
   I smile. “I enjoyed my time with you.” I try not to turn into Silly Sam.
 
   “Maybe we could talk about you coming here once you finish school.”
 
   “Living with you and your family? Wouldn’t that be imposing?”
 
   “No, I told you, my family stays together, that’s why our house is so big. My oldest brother and his wife live here with their two children. My oldest sister, Taylor, and her mate live here. My youngest sister and her husband live here, then, of course, my other siblings, parents, grandparents, and aunt. My two cousins also stay here with their mates as well.”
 
   He pushes his hair back. “There’s enough room for all of us to have our privacy and be comfortable, except in the summer. But notice how we’ve been in the house and not ran into anyone? The house isn’t empty.”
 
   He has a point. We haven’t walked into anyone, save Taylor. And that would explain why there are so many cars in their garage. 
 
   “It’s not something we have to talk about now, and you are not obligated to do it. It’s just a suggestion.”
 
   “Okay, we’ll talk about it, and maybe go over the benefit about me staying with you.”
 
   He smiles. “It’s going on three. Let’s go meet our family. They are all waiting for you in the great room.”
 
   “The great room?”
 
   “Yes, it’s the biggest room we have in the house—to hold everyone. Don’t freak out if people try to hug you. They are nice, and only three of us are burdened, so the others are a little smaller than me and my sisters.”
 
   The great room is far from Nathan’s room; it seems like a five minute walk. It holds all the meaning behind it—it is almost the size of a ball room. It’s sectioned off by an entertainment area, a meeting area, and an area for gathering—with only couches that are sizes that go perfectly with the room.
 
   Everyone is sitting around, talking, as we walk in the room. They suddenly look in our direction and everyone gets up, walking towards us at once. I’m greeted by Taylor first. Nathan steps back as she hugs me. A man—I suspect to be her…mate?—stands behind her.
 
   “Hi Tracey,” she says with a smile. “Nice of you all to finally join us. This is my mate, Justin.” Justin is slender, with long, black hair that is pulled back into a braid, laying against his neck and back. He says, “Hello,” and waves.
 
   We don’t shake hands with the opposite sex after meeting our mates. It’s uncomfortable until you get used to being a part of the family.
 
   I remember the shock from Matthew in the parking lot at school and when the jerk grabbed my ass at the party.
 
   Yes, that was because of the mating. 
 
   Okay.
 
   I wave back. “Hi, nice to meet you.”
 
   Next, I’m greeted by a little girl who is way too cute. I can’t help but to talk to her. “Hi.”
 
   “Hi!” she responds excitedly. 
 
   I smile at her “You are—”
 
   “I know, soo pretty. I hear it all the time. It’s nice to meet you. You are all Nathan talks about and all the time.” She puts her hand to the side of her mouth and whispers to Nathan, “You were right, she’s really cute,” and winks. She turns back to me. “Do you know—”
 
   “Okay Cindy, that’s enough.” A woman with dark-brown hair steps forward. “Hi Tracey, it is nice to finally meet you. I am Roseland’s wife, Ann. He is Nathan’s older brother.” She moves to the side, revealing two children. “This is my daughter, Cindy, and my son, Curtis.”
 
   “We are twins,” Curtis blurts. “Nice to meet you.” He puts his hand out. I shake it, not thinking of the shock, but there is none.
 
   “Nice to meet you both. You are very handsome.” I turn to Cindy. “And yes, you are sooo pretty.” She laughs, and thanks me with a hug. Ann embraces me as—who I assume is—Roseland steps forward. 
 
   “Thanks for joining us, Tracey,” he says. “My brother deserves to have someone on his side. Thank you for choosing him.” He smiles at me.
 
   Nathan joins my side. “Thanks, brother.”
 
   Roseland smiles that same cocky smile as Nathan. I can tell the resemblance. “I have to say something nice about you to your lady.” Ann pats his chest with light force. He straightens up as he looks at her and kisses her nose quickly. 
 
   Cute.
 
   Someone starts pushing their way from behind them. “Get a room you two!” A girl’s voice sounds. “Let me meet my brother’s mate,” she says, forcefully making it through them—just as beautiful as Taylor. Her hair is dark too, with a pointed nose.
 
   “Hi Tracey! Thank you for choosing my brother.” She embraces me. “You are just as beautiful as Nathan described. I’m Rose, and this is my husband, Arnold.” She points over her shoulder to a man who only stands an inch above her height. 
 
   “Hi Tracey,” Arnold says. “It is nice to meet you.” His voice is cold, but it doesn’t seem intentional. 
 
   “You both as well,” I say as I feel someone pulling my arm on the side that Nathan is standing. 
 
   I turn to him and he’s looking down. I do the same, finding a little boy holding my hand. “Hi, I’m Nicholas, Nathan’s youngest brother.” He has dark-brown hair, like Roseland, and big eyes to match it. 
 
   “Hi Nicholas. It is very nice to meet you.”
 
   “Thank you for choosing my brother.”
 
   “You are very welcome.” Nathan touches his head, rubbing his hair. Nicholas knocks his hand away and punches him in the gut. Nathan buckles over, like it hurt, and Nicholas runs away. 
 
   He straightens, once he’s gone. “My other brother is over there.” He points toward the entertainment side of the great room, where people I just met are starting to gather. “He’s currently antisocial, going through his teenage years. When there are not so many people around, I’ll introduce you two. His name is Nathan.”
 
   I look at him. “Huh?”
 
   “My parents really like the name.” He shrugs his shoulders. “Speaking of my parents…”
 
   His mother walks over, with his father at her side. “It’s nice to see you again, Tracey. I hope you like our home.” She smiles. 
 
   “I do.” I study her, trying to figure out what she would be comfortable with me calling her. 
 
   “Just call me Natalia, and call my husband Mr. Newcomb. It helps separate him from the other Nathan’s. He holds the family name.”
 
   “Your house is very beautiful and big, Natalia. Thank you for welcoming me into it.” Her smile widens. 
 
   Mr. Newcomb clears his throat. “You’re welcome here anytime, Tracey. I’m sure Nathan has offered you an invitation to stay.” This man is different from the standoff dad I met the other day.
 
   “He has,” I say with a smile.
 
   “Well, I hope you consider the offer.” He looks at Nathan, then back at me. “Thank you for choosing my son. I can see you will be good for him.”
 
   “My father can sense true feelings,” Nathan answers my unasked question. 
 
   “Okay,” I say to Nathan. Turning back to his parents. “Thank you.”
 
   Natalia grabs me in a tight embrace. “We will be glad to add you to our family.” She releases me and hugs her son. I am so over this hugging thing. A nice handshake will do just fine.
 
   He returns the hug and kisses her cheek. “Thanks, Mom.” She lets him go and they join the rest of the family.
 
   Going over the number of immediate family members Nathan had informed me of, all of them are out of the way. This is the longest meet and greet of the century. At least everyone is nice.
 
   I meet Nathan’s cousin, George, and his mate Caitlin. They look perfect together. Everything about them matches, even the way they speak.
 
   Then there is his cousin Mary and her mate Marlin. They are a little weird with their talk about ending worlds and new worlds. Amongst other things, I couldn’t keep up with them.
 
   Nathan’s grandparents are sitting on the couch, and we go to meet them. They are really old and I wonder how long they’ve been alive. I think they are definitely hitting bible age. 
 
   “Hi, Gram and Grandpa. This is Tracey,” Nathan speaks low and soft. His grandmother reaches her hand out slightly. 
 
   Touch her hand so she can see you. I look at him curiously, not knowing the meaning behind this. I’m really over touching people. She sees through touch, not her eyes.
 
   I touch her hand as he had stated, and she smiles. “You are just perfect for my grandson, Tracey. Thank you for choosing him.”
 
   “You are welcome,” I say, as quietly as I had heard Nathan speak.
 
   “Don’t hog her, Beth. Let me see her,” Nathan’s grandpa fusses.
 
   “Oh, hold your horses, Roseland.” Another Roseland. This family loves their names. She reaches over to touch his hand.
 
   “She is really pretty. Young lady, you did wise by choosing my grandson. You’re a smart girl.” He points to his head. “I know these things.”
 
   “Oh, hush up. You know what Nathan has told you,” Nathan’s grandmother retorts.
 
   He shoos her away. “Very good, son.” They speak without looking at us. 
 
   Nathan smiles, taking his grandfather’s hand. “Thank you, Gramp. I love you both,” he tells them. As we walk away, they start to bicker. It reminds me of Glen and Scott.
 
   My aunt is out and I’ll introduce you to her when she returns. You actually already know her.
 
   I look at him. And who would that be?
 
   Your school nurse.
 
   What! Mrs. Waturstrom. She’s one of you? That would explain the teardrop under her eye. That looks like Glen’s snowflake, now that I think about it. And that weird conversation between you two.
 
   Yes.
 
   “Are you all going to stay for dinner?” it sounds like Natalia, asks. 
 
   “No mom, not tonight. I have to get Tracey home. She’s been gone for too long.”
 
   There are a lot of ‘aawws’ and a few ‘boos.’ “Come back, Tracey, and let us know when you’re here, instead of letting Nathan hog you and keep you all to himself,” someone says. I smile. 
 
   “There’s a reason things were done that way. I did want to keep her all to myself.” Nathan wraps his arms around me and kisses the back of my head.
 
   “Yeah, and we know exactly what the reason was, bro.” A voice I have not heard yet says with a laugh. I turn red. A head lifts from the other side of the couch. “Hi, I’m Nathan, by the way. Come back soon. I know you had fun.”
 
   My mouth falls open. I know I’m the color of a strawberry Twizzler.
 
   Rose moves over to him, quicker than I can blink, and punches him in the chest. “Shut up, dork. You don’t know anything.”
 
   The other Nathan jumps up from the couch, ready to attack his sister.
 
   “And that would be our queue to leave. Bye.” He turns us towards the door and everyone follows with their ‘goodbyes’ and ‘nice to meet yous.’ 
 
   We walk out of the great room, and Roseland’s behind us. “Tracey, I’m sorry we have to take Nathan from you tonight. But the girls will be here if you need anything.”
 
   I look at Nathan, and he nods. “Thank you,” I respond halfheartedly, not sure why I needed to check with Nathan first. 
 
   He smiles and walks back inside the room.
 
   “It’s the bond. I told you, you are going to start feeling obligated to me. Once you notice it, you can control it more.”
 
   “Okay.” I don’t know what else to say, still stunned by my actions. I didn’t have to do it during the meet and greet.
 
   “Yeah, I know,” he says, looking at me with the same questionable look that I’m giving him. 
 
    
 
   We take his truck to drop me off. I’m tired and craving a nap and some food. I haven’t eaten all day.
 
   “We can stop and eat if you want.”
 
   “Yes. Your pick.” I’m not ready for him to leave me yet, knowing he is going to go when we make it to my house.
 
   He takes us to a restaurant called ‘Eddie’s Best.’ It is a BBQ joint with cows and pigs all over the place. They have country music playing, and everyone is wearing cow print cowboy hats. I find it amusing. 
 
   We seat ourselves and the waitress comes over with waters and menus. We thank her and she says she will be back soon. 
 
   “So, what do you have a taste for?” Nathan asks, looking over his menu.
 
   “Everything.” I am so hungry. They have everything I can think of: burgers, ribs, chops, roasts—anything you can make out of a pig, cow, or chicken. I look over the menu a little longer. “I’ll have a burger with fries and a Coke.”
 
   “Me too. How do you like it—well-done?”
 
   “Yes.” I yawn. “Hold the pink.”
 
   “You look really tire—”
 
   The waitress walks up, cutting him off. “So you two ready to order?” She has a southern accent; it doesn’t sound real.
 
   I let Nathan order for us both as I drink my no-iced water. She writes everything down and walks away.
 
   “Yeah, I am tired.”
 
   “When you were sleeping earlier, you were having a nightmare, which is probably why you didn’t get enough rest. You want to tell me what you were dreaming about?” It’s not meant as a question, and his tone is mellow. 
 
   No, not really. I’m not sure how he will respond to my dream. “Not really.” He looks at me hard. “Don’t, Nathan.”
 
   “Tell me. It was bad? I had to send Taylor to check on you.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. She came and we talked.” Thanks for reminding me.
 
   He is interested. “What did you two talk about?” I don’t know how to tell him what she had said. “It doesn’t matter how you tell me, just tell me.” He’s a little aggressive.
 
   In conversation, or when he is not trying to convince me of something, he is always calm and stern. He has a direct attitude and a ‘don’t bullshit me’ swag. It’s attractive when it’s not directed towards me. And in this conversation it is.
 
   I don’t say anything, not knowing how to address it.
 
   “Would you prefer I find out for myself?”
 
   I shake my head. “She—”
 
   The waitress cuts me off, bringing us our food. “Here you go. Do you need anything else?” she asks, placing extra napkins on the table.
 
   He doesn’t look at her as he says, “No, good for now, thank you.” She walks away. “Okay?” he probes, not touching his food.
 
   “She told me something about not helping you, not trying to help you when you spaz out, how it wouldn’t end well for us if I did. And not to underestimate you. Although you have gotten better at controlling yourself, I shouldn’t put anything past you.” I pause. “In so many words.” I pick up a fry. “But she is happy I chose you.” I shrug slowly, still trying to make sense of it.
 
   He stares at me for a moment. Then he reaches over, cutting my burger in two pieces. Going back to his plate, he starts to eat. I do the same, thinking how hard he is to read. 
 
   The food is great. I don’t know why I’d never been here before. 
 
   I look at Nathan, waiting for him to look back at me. He finally does. “What makes you ‘number one’ to your family?”
 
   “She told you that too, I assume?”
 
   “Yes,” I say slowly. Mr. BeatAroundTheBush is getting ready to make an appearance.
 
   “That’s what you think of me?” he asks suspiciously, still stern.
 
   “No, that’s what you do.”
 
   He shakes his head. “As I told you, I am capable of doing a lot of things. And I am stronger than the rest of my family, and I have more abilities, as well as unique abilities. That is where she would get that from. I wouldn’t say ‘number one.’ I would just say they always like to have me around when things happen.”
 
   “So you all fight as a family when things happen?”
 
   “Sometimes, but we try to keep the women out of it.” I can understand that.
 
   “Like, whatever is going on tonight?”
 
   “Right.” He pauses. “I am not as bad as my sister made me seem. Yes, I used to be, and we’ve discussed that. But that is not me anymore.”
 
   “I know, Nathan. You don’t have to explain that to me. You, or anyone else, can’t keep me away from you—sane or insane. I’ll never not be in the way,” I say, biting into a fry.
 
   He calls the waitress and she brings the bill, and we leave. 
 
   “How can you just accept me like that?” he asks, helping me into the truck.
 
   I wait for him to get in before I answer. “What else am I supposed to do? I want you, and I love you. No matter how you’re wrapped up, I’ll still take what’s inside.”
 
   He nods and says, “Thank you,” as he starts the car.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For choosing me.”
 
   “Anytime.” I smile, leaning my head against the headrest. The food hit just the right spot for putting me to sleep. 
 
   “Don’t go to sleep yet. Wait until you get in the house. You’re not going to like the way you feel when you wake up.”
 
   “Is this going to be bad?”
 
   “Yes.” He follows quickly, “But only because you won’t be with me while it’s happening.”
 
   “So what am I supposed to do, if not cry out for you?” I’m now dreading being alone and this pain he promises.
 
   “Just try to relax, Tracey. I won’t be gone long. If you stay asleep, you’ll barely feel it.”
 
   I remain quiet for the rest of the ride, trying to keep my eyes open. The sway of the truck and the comfort from Nathan rubbing my hand is making it hard. 
 
   “So you’re not going to come in?” I ask him, walking around to him standing by his truck.
 
   “Do you need me to?” Need? Yes. But I know he has to go. “Go in the house, Tracey. Get some sleep. I’ll come by and wake up next to you in the morning.”
 
   “Okay.” I sound discouraged. I am reluctant. 
 
   He grabs my chin. “Don’t say it like I’m hurting you, babe.” He kisses my pouted mouth. “I’ll make up for it later, okay?”
 
   A little excitement rolls in me. I try not to let it show. “I’m holding you to it.”
 
   He kisses me again, long and intimate, making my heart float. I grab onto him as I indulge in his kiss, hoping it will tide me over until he comes back. He pulls back, placing a short and sweet kiss on my bottom lip. He lets out a breath against my face, confirming he too is reluctant to leave. 
 
   “Okay, baby. I’ll be back. Don’t wait up for me.”
 
   “Okay, Nathan. Be safe and come back.” He stares at me. “What?” He isn’t saying anything.
 
   He snaps out of whatever trance he was in. “Nothing. Just that, what you said, ‘Be Safe’—no one says that to me. It just affected me in a different way, coming from you. Go in the house.”
 
   I open and walk through my front door, turning around to look out of it. “See you in a minute, Nathan,” I say quietly, knowing he can hear me.
 
   You got it, he responds smoothly. 
 
   


 
   15: Bound
 
    
 
   I grab a bottled water from the fridge. My mom is supposed to be home, so I walk to her room. Her door is closed, confirming she is here. I knock.
 
   “Tracey?”
 
   “Yes, Mom. I’m home. How long have you been back?”
 
   The door opens. “Just a couple of hours.” She hugs me and I hug her back. “I missed you. I saw your dad. He’ll be home before your break is over.”
 
   My dad has been gone for two weeks this time. I cannot wait to see him. “That’s good, Mom.” We walk into her room. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Just trying to finish this presentation for work. What were you up to over the weekend? How was the party?”
 
   “Like any other party. My weekend was good.” My weekend was great! “How was your stay with Dad?”
 
   “Refreshing. You know how long it’s been since we’ve seen each other, and I missed him so much.” She is looking down at her computer. That’s it for me. I’m done talking. I can’t take this part of the conversation. 
 
   “Okay, Mom. Well, I’m going to my room. I’m going to take a nap.”
 
   “Okay, honey. Let me know if you need anything.”
 
   “Kay, Mom. Glad you’re back.” I close her door behind me.
 
   I clean my room and when I finish, I watch ‘Transformers.’ I think it was the second one. I play games on my phone, pay super close attention to the movie—everything in my power to not think about Nathan. My eyes grow heavy as Optimus Prime gets killed. 
 
    
 
   There is a craving, a yearning in my chest that pulls me from my sleep. It feels like a pull from my heart. I can’t feel anything but him. I can only hear his voice. My head swims with only images of him. I can’t ignore it. I need him. The ache returns in my chest, demanding him. It’s calling for him. I clutch at it, turning onto my side. 
 
   Trying to calm myself, I breathe through the pain. His scent fills my nose with every breath as his taste floods my mouth. This is not better than it was before. This is worse, because I understand what I’m experiencing and I have something to compare it to. Every sense I have is full of Nathan.
 
   My jaw clenches and my hands shake. I slow my breathing, trying to manage the way his scent affects me. I have to change the way I’m looking at the situation, and do something to make this pain stop. It’s like wanting something so bad, needing something to the point that your body cringes, aches, and stresses for it. 
 
   This has got to be what it feels like to be on drugs. Aching for another hit. 
 
   I close my eyes, seeing him smiling at me. He touches and kisses me, and I let him. It’s not real, but it feels real, and I want him too bad not to let him. The hurt expands, and I try to focus on the feeling of his kiss and the touch of his hands. I feel him everywhere around me and I want to cry out to him. 
 
   Unable to fight it, I give in to the pain, and it crowds me, like he’s doing. No longer fighting it, it’s not as bad. “Nathan,” I say softly, needing to hear his name. “I need you…bad,” I say, even quieter, not wanting to disturb him…but I do. Just a touch, a short kiss, or him looking at me, would be enough to satisfy my need. 
 
   His voice is in my head, speaking sweetly to my unknown, and it doesn’t help my longing for him. The nonexistent arms hold me, and although they’re not real, they feel real, easing my pain. I fall back to sleep. 
 
   Tracey, he calls.
 
   Tracey. The pain returns.
 
   Tracey. It’s getting worse.
 
   His arms, still holding me, tighten. I rest against them, scared to open my eyes and confirm they’re not real. I can’t take the pain, so I clench my teeth to not scream, and force myself back to sleep. 
 
   I wake up, not much later. The pain is gone and I’m grateful. I let out a harsh breath of relief. My stomach expands, touching an arm that’s around me. I turn over, seeing Nathan’s sleeping eyes. 
 
   Excitement rolls in me, happy he’s here. Like a girl staring at a hot guy for the first time, I gawk at him. If he was awake, I wouldn’t, but he’s not, and I need to take him in. 
 
   My joy lowers, seeing a deep scar across his left eye. It starts from the hairline of his forehead and goes through his eyebrow, over his eye, past his cheekbone, and stops in the middle of his cheek. It saddens me, knowing he was hurt. I reach up to touch it.
 
   I rub my finger over it and it disappears under my finger. Whoa! This must have been what he meant, about being able to heal. He remains asleep, and I take the opportunity to do the other scar along his neck and arm. Afterwards, I look him over. The scars are gone and he looks like my Nathan.
 
   I kiss his lips and his eyes open into a slit. “Hey,” I say, smiling.
 
   “Hey.” He pushes my hair from my face.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “I am now.”
 
   “I missed you…a lot.”
 
   “Me too.” He pauses. “You fixed my scars?”
 
   “Yeah,” I say through a smile, feeling proud that I was able to do something for him.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Anytime.”
 
   His eyes close. “How was your night?”
 
   “Terrible. But I managed, thanks to you holding me, making it easier for me to sleep.”
 
   He smiles. “Glad I could help. You mind telling me how I did that?”
 
   “I don’t know. You were everywhere anyway, so I guess it was only right my mind made you hold me—to ease my pain.”
 
   “Hm, well then, I’m glad to know you can take care of yourself.”
 
   “And you too.”
 
   “Yeah, me too. Thanks again.” He moves me back beside him. “Go back to sleep, Tracey. Get comfortable.”
 
   I scoot against him, placing my head in his neck. “So are you going to tell me what happened?” I ask, as I tangle my legs in his. 
 
   “No.” He doesn’t hesitate.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Just imagine what you saw before, with more people on each side and us still being outnumbered. More died, and they weren’t from our side.” He is short, and I can tell he doesn’t want to talk about it. 
 
   But I’m curious. “And the scars?”
 
   “I got caught off-guard and a Nemanite tried to get the best of me.”
 
   “O-kay…” I push for him to continue, whatever a Nemanite is.
 
   “Tracey, what do you think happened?” His voice is aggressive.
 
   “I don’t know. That is why I’m asking.” I touch his bare chest and his muscles relax.
 
   He lets out a breath. “When helping Nathan, he cut me off and tried to cut my neck. I moved before he could, and instead, he got me in the face. I got pissed, not to mention my brother still needed me, so I obliterated him.”
 
   “And what was happening to Nathan?”
 
   He takes a deep breath and lets it go. “You really want to talk about this?”
 
   “Yes,” I answer in an ‘obviously’ tone. 
 
   He takes another deep breath and lets it out slowly, against my head. “He was being held down and taken by a couple of other Nemanites. They have a power where they can steal pieces of you, whether it is a sense, a desire, a memory, or your soul. He held his ground pretty well, trying to fight them off, but they were too strong for him.
 
   “I noticed this, once I’d finished with the guy who had cut open my face. He called for me and I raced to him, and we fought them just for the hell of it. They took his feeling of touch and a few of his memories, Roseland and I assumed, because he didn’t know how we got there or why. My grandmother was able to restore his feeling.”
 
   “That’s her ability?”
 
   “She can restore what is taken physically.” He kisses the top of my head. “Go to sleep, Tracey.”
 
   I let it go. “Thanks for coming back.”
 
   “I told you I would.” He holds me tighter and calm fills me. I’m out on my next inhale. 
 
    
 
   “Tracey, you awake?” My mom says, knocking on my bedroom door.
 
   I am now, Mom. Wait…Mom!? I start to panic, remembering I hadn’t locked the door.
 
   Nathan’s arms tighten around me. It’s okay, baby. I locked it. Calm down. 
 
   I breathe. Okay, good. Good thinking. 
 
   Just answer her. His eyes are still closed. Groggy voice.
 
   Right! “Mom,” I sing, raspy in aggravation. 
 
   “Tracey, I’m leaving for work. Call me if you need me. I love you.”
 
   “Okay, Mom,” I say, quieter. 
 
   See? Simple. Go back to sleep. I do, after a few minutes of calming myself down. 
 
   I wake later, to the sun, feeling happy and satisfied—nothing like how I went to sleep the first time. Nathan is still asleep, and still illegally-looking amazing. I move from the bed, trying not to wake him. I climb over his mountain body, and he turns over on his back. I halt, but he stays asleep.
 
   Peeking from my door, I check to see if my mom is still gone. Her door is open. Good. I go to the bathroom to shower and brush my teeth. Doing something better with my hair today, I put loose curls in it. I don’t have bangs, so my hair flows around my round, yet slanted, face. 
 
   I finish, satisfied. Looking at myself in the mirror, I notice one of those marks under my right eye, resting against my high cheekbone. Very faint, but I can see it well-enough. It’s a damaged feather, set on fire at the stemmed end. It scares me a little; I don’t understand it. There are pieces of the feather missing, along with small flames erupting from the sides. 
 
   The flames don’t move, but it’s obvious what’s going on. I touch it and feel nothing. 
 
   Why does the feather have to be burning? Why couldn’t it have just been a feather with missing pieces? It’s sad, and slightly depressing.
 
   I walk back to my room, and Nathan is still asleep. He has one of his arms thrown over his eyes, blocking the light from the sun, while the other rests on his stomach. I lay on the chaise, not wanting to disturb him by climbing back into bed. His clothes are thrown over it. I lay his shirt over me, getting high off his scent as I watch TV on mute.
 
   Three thirty-minute shows later, he is still asleep and I’m getting bored. Feeling hungry, I greet the kitchen. Cooking is not my thing, unless it involves opening a wrapper or making a sandwich. Sitting at the bar, I play with the fruit in the bowl as I eat an apple. 
 
   Tracey. 
 
   Finally! I don’t answer him, going back upstairs, and peek into my room.
 
   What are you doing? he asks suspiciously. 
 
   “Waiting for you to wake up.” I walk over and straddle him so that I’m leaning over in his face. His arm is still over his eyes. “You’re tired.”
 
   “I was. But I’m getting up now.”
 
   “Umm, no you’re not.”
 
   “I’m going to get up—when you get off of me,” he says harshly, but I can hear the joke in it.
 
   I kiss his chest. “Well, when you say it like that.”
 
   I start getting up, and his arm quickly wraps around me, keeping me from moving. He looks at me through half-open eyes. “You are something beautiful to wake up to.” I smile.
 
   His eyes widened as he looks at me, and he moves me with him, sitting us up. 
 
   I know what he sees. “Why is it on fire?” I ask quietly, feeling a little mortified. 
 
   “It’s…burdened.” He matches my quiet, rubbing his finger over it. “We can take it away, but it will reappear when you get extremely angry.”
 
   “Sure, but not if you have to cut if off or something.”
 
   He chuckles and kisses the burning feather. I feel a cool breath. “There,” he says pulling back. “Did it hurt?” I give him a ‘get serious’ look. “Can I get in your shower?”
 
   “Yes, but I don’t have any clothes for you.”
 
   “I brought some clothes.” He points to a bag sitting under the chaise. Why hadn’t I noticed that?
 
   “Yes, feel free. The bathroom’s the next door past mine on the left. I’ll get you a towel and a toothbrush.”
 
   “Thank you,” he says, moving me from him, then picking up his bag, which now sits in front of him. I shake my head as he walks out of my bedroom. 
 
   Placing the towels and toothbrush on the counter in the bathroom, I watch him turn on the water. 
 
   “Tracey, it’s rude to stare.”
 
   “Oh hush!” I walk from the bathroom, closing the door. What’s rude is looking that good with restrictions! 
 
   I look in the mirror that’s over my dresser to see if the feather is still there. To my enjoyment, it’s gone. Good job, Nathan, I say to myself.
 
   What?
 
   “Nothing. Mind your own business.” 
 
   You are my business. 
 
   “Just hurry up,” I’m like desperately needing you here. Hearing his voice in my head makes me want him. 
 
   He comes out later, cleaned and clothed. “You want to do something today?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “We could go to—” He reaches in his pocket, pulling out his phone. His face scrunches before he answer it. “Hello?” The person on the other end rambles, and he doesn’t say anything else before he hangs up.
 
   “What’s going on?” I ask nervously.
 
   “Scott told Glen, she freaked, and she’s gone.”
 
   I jump up, searching the room for my phone. I need to call her. 
 
   The front door bangs loudly. 
 
   “It’s Glen; I know it.” I start to leave the room, stopping in the doorway. “Could you, like, stay up here for a minute? She’d probably freak out, knowing you two are cousins.”
 
   “I guess.” He walks over and lies across my bed.
 
   I run downstairs to the door, opening it. Glen is standing there red-eyed, red-faced, and her hair needs a blow dryer and a flat iron. “Glen, what is wrong? And where have you been?”
 
   “Tracey, he hates me!” 
 
   “Who hates you?”
 
   “Who else!?” She rolls her eyes. “He hates me. I just know it. He came to me, talking about how there are things about him I didn’t know, and since I wanted to be with him, he felt we should talk.”
 
   She walks in the bathroom by our front door, taking the whole role of toilet paper, and blows her nose. “What is wrong with me, huh? Why does he hate me so much?”
 
   “Well, what did he tell you, and why do you think he hates you?” I ask, following her closely.
 
   “Because, Cey! He came to me about him being some type of bad thing. I don’t know.” She throws her hands up in the air, shaking her head. “He was talking about how he took away my choices, and how I didn’t have to be with him if I didn’t want to.” She stops to blow her nose. “I don’t know, Tracey…but I do know it was a whole bunch of bullshit.”
 
   Tears start rolling down her face. I don’t see her strange snowflake anymore. Scott probably took it away, like Nathan did to mine. 
 
   “Okay, Glen, calm down.” He tried to tell her and she wouldn’t even listen. As hard as it was for him to tell her, she couldn’t give him the benefit of the doubt to listen. And it’s not my place to provide her with any details. So what am I supposed to say?
 
   She sniffs a few more times and wipes her eyes. “Glen, did you even listen to him?” She looks at me like I’d lost it. “I’m only asking the question so I know how to help you. Can you calm down? No one is the bad guy here.”
 
   “No, I didn’t listen. He was lying, trying to find another way to push me off!” she half-yells, plopping down on the couch in our living room. 
 
   “Okay, don’t take this the wrong way.” She pierces her eyes at me. I choose my words carefully. “Scott is a nice guy—we both know that. And to be honest with you, Glen, he really loves you.” She starts to object and I put my hand out to stop her. “Just trust me—I know. I know he has a weird way of showing it, but he does.”
 
   She’s not saying anything, so I continue. “Just for a second, think about if some of the stuff he said was true.” Her eyebrows scrunch at my insinuation. “Just for a moment, think about how hard it may have been for him to tell you that stuff. Then think about how he would deal with it if you wouldn’t accept him.”
 
   I move to sit next to her. “What if he wasn’t trying to push you away but to tell you the truth—to bring you closer?” I pick up the roll of toilet paper, taking some off and handing it to her. “Because, by the way things look, you all don’t get along too well the majority of the time, although you all do want to be with each other.”
 
   She takes the tissue and looks at me. “So what are you getting at?” she asks calmly.
 
   “If you love him, maybe you should listen to what he has to say, instead of blowing him off like he was pushing you away.”
 
   “What makes you think I love him?”
 
   “Come on, Glen. What are we, acquaintances?”
 
   “Yes!” she states factually. “Ever since you started being with his cousin.” She pauses. “So let me ask you a question.” I nod. “If Nathan came to you saying something crazy like that, would you listen?”
 
   “If Nathan told me the sky was red, I would believe him, even when I walk outside and see that it is blue,” I say, looking at my hands.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. When you love and trust someone, you love them and trust them…no questions asked.”
 
   She stares at me a while before she says, “I should have listened to Scott first?”
 
   “That probably would have been a good idea. You don’t even know what he had to tell you. Scott loves you, Glen. He is a little weird about it, but know that he would give his life for you, even before you knew him well enough.”
 
   “Okay, maybe you’re right. You want to come with me back to his house?”
 
   “No. And by the way, is there anything you’re forgetting to tell me about you and Scott?”
 
   She looks at me from the corner of her eye. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “Just curious.”
 
   Don’t meddle, Tracey. 
 
   Not meddling is not fun.
 
   Don’t. Plus, I want you to finish so I can tell you the sky is red and see if you believe me.
 
   From the guy who just told me not to meddle. 
 
   “Tracey, are you listening to me?”
 
   “Yes, Glen.” No Glen. Stop distracting me, Nathan. “Look, I really think you should go to Scott and hear him out. Then kiss him. At least it will make you feel better.”
 
   I stand up, hoping she will do the same. She doesn’t. “What, are you in a hurry? Do you have something to do?” You would not ask me that question if you knew what was waiting for me upstairs. 
 
   Trying to not seem anxious I ask, “Did you still want to talk?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m just not ready to go over there yet. You just made me feel bad for being a jerk and not listening to him. And knowing that he loves me…well, he hasn’t even told me that he loves me.”
 
   “Do you love him?” I don’t know what to say to get her out of here.
 
   “Yes,” she says quietly, like she is answering herself.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Do you love Nathan?” What is it with these two asking questions about me and Nathan? What do we have to do with them?
 
   “Yes,” I answer slowly, knowing more questions are to come.
 
   She nods, looking away from me. “So have you all, umm?”
 
   I raise my eyebrows when she looks back at me. “What are you asking me, Glen, and why are you asking it?” I don’t like where this is going. 
 
   “Just answer the question. You know what I’m asking.”
 
   I’ll answer her, then I’ll kick her out, because she will go on and on. She will carry on about this all day. Plus, I was about to ask her the same thing.
 
   “Yes,” I say quickly.
 
   “When?”
 
   “Recently.”
 
   “Okay, details.”
 
   “None.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Not. Telling.”
 
   “Boooo.”
 
   “It’s time to go, Glen.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I have comp—” The door knocks, cutting me off. Now who could this be?
 
   Glen and I walk over to the door at the same time. She opens it, and there’s Michael in all his not-giving-up glory. Damn. Not now!
 
   “Michael? What are you doing here?” Glen asks in a disgusted, yet surprised, voice. 
 
   “Hi to you too, Glen. Tracey, I need to talk to you.”
 
   “No, Michael.”
 
   “What?! Why are you not surprised to see him?” Glen asks, even more surprised.
 
   “He stopped by the other day. Nathan and I were here. It was the day after the first time you and Scott stopped by.”
 
   “Well, aren’t you full of secrets? That would have been some juicy information that you left me out of,” Glen says with an attitude.
 
   “Come on, Glen, not right now. Don’t you think we both have enough going on?”
 
   “Tracey, forget about that. Can I please talk to you?” Michael interjects.
 
   “Michael, now is not a good time.”
 
   “Well, your new stud isn’t around, so it seems like a perfect time to me.” Little do you know.
 
   “Michael, please don’t. I’ve already told you I’m over you. You need to move on. I really don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
   Michael shakes his head roughly and walks through the door forcefully, pushing back Glen and me. This is not going to end well. 
 
   I fall back against the floor, and Glen’s pushed against the wall being smashed by the door.
 
   “Tracey, you—” he points his finger, “—are going to talk to me. You know you want to.” Anger is in his voice.
 
   “No, she won’t.” As I’m trying to get up, Nathan comes around to the foyer.
 
   Michael rolls his head and eyes towards the ceiling. “Where the hell did you come from?”
 
   Now Scott is at the opened front door, looking for Glen I assume. He scans the room, locating her first, and pulls her from behind the door. “Michael, what are you doing here?” The question of the week.
 
   Nathan helps me from the floor. I stand in front of him.
 
   Michael rubs the back of his neck. He and Scott had been good friends before he had left. “What’s up, Scott? I just need to talk to Tracey.”
 
   “That is not a good idea, Michael,” Scott says in a friendly-warning voice, as if Michael was about to jump from a high cliff into a lake of green water.
 
   “I understand she has a guy right now.” He turns to me. “But if I could just talk to you for a moment.”
 
   “Okay, talk, because I really want to hear why you are about to risk getting your face smashed in,” Glen states in an obnoxious tone. Everybody looks at her. “What? I’m just curious.”
 
   Nathan’s hands move around my waist. I can feel him getting worked up. I wrap my hands around the top of his, and he moves to grab them, exhaling into my hair. 
 
   I look up at him. You okay?
 
   I will be after I get the opportunity to smash your ex’s face. He is really pushing it, Tracey.
 
   I know. I don’t know what his deal is. 
 
   “Look, Michael,” Scott starts, “we all clearly aren’t going anywhere, and you’re not going to get Tracey alone without my cousin being there, so you—”
 
   “Wait…he’s your cousin.” Michael is stunned, much like I was when I’d found out.
 
   “Yes, I am. And you need to leave.” Nathan’s voice is deep and venomous. “Like now.”
 
   “Dude, are you threatening me? Because that would not be a good idea.”
 
   Nathan moves forward and I stand still, not wanting him to move closer. “Michael, just say what it is you want me to hear. Like Scott said, no one is moving,” I say calmly, really not wanting to clean blood off my floor today.
 
   Michael looks back at Scott, who shrugs his shoulders and directs his attention to Glen. Michael looks at me and steps closer. “That’s close enough.” Mr. Over Protective is on edge.
 
   What is he going to do, babe? Not like we are going to let him touch me.
 
   He lets out a frustrated breath against my head. I want to laugh.
 
   “It’s private, Tracey. I don’t want everyone in our business.”
 
   “Well, Nathan already knows about you, and since you and Scott were best friends before you left, I’m sure you told him everything.” Which kind of makes me feel awkward about Scott. “And Glen is my best friend, so she knows everything. So, we all know each other’s business, so you can just say it.”
 
   Michael smiles. “You told your new stud about me?”
 
   Is he serious? Nathan thinks, pissed.
 
   I shake my head. “Michael, if you have nothing to say, you can just leave. We have things we need to do.”
 
   “Okay, look Tracey, I can’t let you go. I came back for you. I need you back. Let this jerk go and come home…and be with me. We shared a lot of things together. I knew you first—all of you.” Nathan’s pulse jumps in his hand.
 
    “Despite the fact that I left,” Michael continues, “there was nothing wrong with our relationship. You promised me, when I came back, we would get back together. Right?” He pauses. “So drop him and come back to me.”
 
   The moment Michael is finished, a car pulls into my driveway that looks just like my mom’s. The shit is really about to hit the fan. Mom will freak out for me having people in the house, and the fact that it is three guys and only two girls. 
 
   Nathan moves from behind me to stand at my side. Scott does the same with Glen. Michael just stands in the middle of the foyer, looking like a sad puppy. Glen is looking at me with the ‘what you gonna do face?’ I juggle rushing to close the door and leaving it open. 
 
   My mom usually goes through the garage door, but pulling up to the house and seeing her front door open would definitely change that. Seconds pass before she walks in. “Tracey, what is going on? And why is everyone in my house?” She looks only at me. Her voice is even and demanding an answer. 
 
   I’m on the verge of panic, and a bad case of ‘word barf’ is about to come out. “Mom, I am so sorry.” I want to explain, but I don’t know how to explain. I’ll go into introductions, but I don’t know where to start there either. 
 
   Her eyebrows start rising as she waits for me to get it together. “Okay, Mom, I’m sorry.” My heart starts beating hard as my panic grows. Nathan places his hand on my back, helping to calm me down. I let out a breath, thankful. “You know Scott and Glen—I go to school with them. And that’s Michael—we used to go to school with him. And this is Nathan—my boy…friend.” I break up the word, not sure if ‘boyfriend’ is the correct term.
 
   “You don’t sound too sure about that, Tracey.” My mom looks at Nathan. “At least he’s cute.” She smiles, and I blush.
 
   Nathan steps forward and introduces himself. “Hi, I’m Nathan. I’m trying to be your daughter’s boyfriend but it seems she is still making up her mind.” He steps back to my side. “I would have taken it as confirmation had you not pointed out how unsure she sounded.” He smiles through the end of his sentence, still looking at my mom. “It’s nice to finally meet you. What should I call you?” He sounds good speaking to my mom. His voice is smooth, with less base, like he uses with everyone else. 
 
   “Karen is fine. Nathan?” she asks, making sure she got it right.
 
   He nods, and she smiles a motherly smile at him. She turns to Glen. “Hi Glen.” Then to Scott. “And hello to you. I assume, since you are standing close to Glen, that you are her boyfriend?”
 
   Scott looks at Glen for confirmation. She nods. He turns and smiles. “Yes ma’am. I’m Scott. May I also call you Karen? Nathan is my cousin.”
 
   “O-Kay, I wasn’t expecting that. Nice to meet you, and yes, that will be fine.”
 
   “Hi Mrs. Warren, how was work?” Glen asks cheerfully. 
 
   “It was fine, Glen. Thank you for asking.”
 
   My mom then turns to Michael. “And whose boyfriend are you?”
 
   I put my palm to my face. Why did she have to ask that? Glen chuckles from her side of the foyer. 
 
   “Well, I used to be Tracey’s boyfriend, before I left for New York. And now I’m trying to get her back,” Michael answers confidently. 
 
   Mom looks from me to Nathan, then back at Michael. “Well, I hate to say this, but Tracey has never before introduced any of her male friends to me as her boyfriend. And considering she did it for him,” she nods her head towards Nathan, “I wouldn’t spend too much of my young life trying to get something back that is already gone.”
 
   Michael’s face falls. He looks back at me and then walks to the door. “Thanks for the advice.” He walks out the door with his head down. I feel nothing.
 
   “I hope I didn’t hurt that young man’s feelings. I was just being honest.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it, Mom.”
 
   “So, now that introductions are out of the way, anyone care to tell me why all of you are here? I do not like people in my house when I don’t know about it.”
 
   “That’s my fault, Mom. Glen came over and we were talking. Then Michael showed up, all aggressive-like, at the same time that Glen and I were getting ready to leave with Nathan and Scott.” And within that lie, lies some truth. “Michael wouldn’t leave, and Nathan and Scott stepped in. Then you drove up.”
 
   She nods her head. “Why would that boy get aggressive?”
 
   I shrug. “I guess he didn’t want to take ‘no’ for an answer.”
 
   She looks at Nathan. “And how do you feel about that?”
 
   “It didn’t sit well with me. And if I can be honest with you?” She nods. “Before you arrived, he was about to get his face smashed. I didn’t like the way he spoke to and treated Tracey,” he says strongly. I wince at his ‘face smashed’ remark.
 
   My mom looks at him, turning up the corner of her lips as if she is deciding on something. She does a quick nod. “Okay, that works for me.” She smiles at him, then looks at me. “I know you said you all were getting ready to leave. But would you all like a snack first?” She finally walks past us, and we all relax. 
 
   “No, Mom. That’s okay. We’re just going to go. I’ll see you when I get back.”
 
   She walks back around the corner. “Okay, Tracey. Nice to meet you, Nathan. Make sure you come back around so we can talk, okay?”
 
   Nathan peeks at me, then looks back to my mom. He smiles. “Yes ma’am.”
 
   “Umm, I don’t know how I feel about this talk,” I say, skeptical. 
 
   “Tracey, keep your schedule clear for the next couple of days. Your dad will be home and we have some things we would like to discuss with you.”
 
   Panic rises. “Okay, Mom,” I respond, without turning around as I walk out the door, following Glen and Scott. Nathan is behind me. He says ‘goodbye’ and closes the door.
 
   “Umm, so who’s driving? Considering that we weren’t actually planning on leaving. I left everything in the house,” I mention. This was not a part of my plan for today. I also wasn’t expecting my mom to come home this early. I guess it is a good thing that Glen popped in, because she was a good excuse for us all being there.
 
   “We can walk to my house and get my car. I don’t know what you all want to do. We can’t go to Nathan’s house, because there is a family meeting over there.” Meeting? For what? And why isn’t Nathan there?
 
   “Wait…” I turn to Nathan. “Where is your bag? And your clothes were laid across the chaise.” My panic increases. 
 
   “I’ll take care of it, Tracey,” he reassures me. 
 
   Glen steps up to him. “How are you going to take care of it? Walk back up to the door and say, ‘Hi Karen, I left my clothes in Tracey’s room.’” 
 
   He looks at Glen, then over her head at Scott. “I really wish you would talk to your girl.”
 
   “And I really wish you would provide him some breathing space,” I say to Glen. She looks at me with evil eyes. She is too comfortable in his bubble. My bubble. 
 
   Scott pulls her back. “Let’s start walking while Tracey and Nathan try to get his stuff out.”
 
   I watch them walk away. “We are going to walk away too. I’ll go up and stash my things. I’ll be back in less than three minutes,” Nathan says quietly. 
 
   “Okay.”
 
   We walk to the corner and across the street. Nathan disappears and comes back in less than three minutes. “You smell like my perfume.”
 
   “I know. I had to spray some in your room and the hallway, because it smelt like me.”
 
   “Good job.”
 
   


 
   16: Deceived
 
    
 
   Scott stays at least ten blocks away from us. This is going to be a long walk.
 
   “So, I’m the first guy you’ve ever introduced to your mom as your boyfriend?”
 
   I feel my cheeks warm. “Yeah, I don’t introduce my mom to guys. I haven’t cared much about her meeting them, especially if I wasn’t sure they would stick around.”
 
   “So you met my family; I met your mom. I think we can make this official, so the next time you’re introducing me and what I am to you, you won’t have to think about it.”
 
   “So us meeting each other’s family is what makes us official? What about the whole having sex part?”
 
   “Hey,” he throws up his hands, “you’re the one who’s uncertain. I know what you are to me.”
 
   “And what is that?”
 
    He throws his arm around me. “You’re my mate, my girl, my love, my heart—and my future wife and mother of my children, when we are both ready.” He double steps. “No confusion here.” This is free-and-relaxed Nathan—light voice and not intense. This ‘him,’ makes me incredibly comfortable, like he’s normal. 
 
   “Clearly,” I say. “But I wasn’t confused. I just didn’t know how to introduce you to her. Like I said, I’ve never done it before, and I didn’t know how she was going to react.”
 
   “She was cool about it. Not a hair out of place. I think she likes me.”
 
   “She might. I think she just thinks you’re cute.”
 
   “Do you think I’m cute?”
 
   “I think ‘cute’ is an understatement. When God made you, he was breaking all the limitation rules.”
 
   “You think God made me?” he asks, more serious. 
 
   “Of course. Who else?”
 
   “Well, considering I’m half demon and all.”
 
   “It’s not what you’re made of, it’s what you make of yourself. You make who you are—no one else. We are not who we are because of where we come from or what people make us out to be, but because of what we want to be.
 
   “You’re not a demon,” I continue. “You just possess demon behaviors, but you know that, you don’t let it consume you, and you’ve bettered yourself—which means you were made by God and not by a demon.”
 
   He doesn’t respond. I stay quiet too, holding onto his hand that hangs over my shoulder. 
 
   My mom’s words start playing back in my head. I can’t imagine what it is that they want to talk about. And keeping a clear schedule for two days? When my dad comes back, we usually do things as a family, staying out all day or going away for a few days. 
 
   To be without Nathan for a full day makes me remember that ache in my chest. 
 
   “What are you thinking about, babe?”
 
   “Keeping a clear schedule.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because most of the time, when my dad comes home, we either go away or are gone for the entire day.”
 
   “So why are you worried?”
 
   Clingy me is breaking through. “I won’t see you.  And I can’t figure out what they could possibly want to talk to me about. That didn’t sound good at all.”
 
   “Maybe they want to talk about you finishing school. You do graduate in a few months. They may want to talk about where you want to go afterwards.” He pulls me to walk closer to him. “That just means that tomorrow will be the day we will look into it. But whatever it is, you shouldn’t be worried about me. I told you I’m not going anywhere, and you will see me as long as you want to.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “This is a really long walk, huh?”
 
   “Yeah. We just have one more corner and we will be there.”
 
   We round the corner to Scott’s house. “So what are we doing?”
 
   “Normal stuff, since Glen is going to be around. And Scott, being a coward, erased the details of what he is from her mind, only leaving the fact that he wanted to talk to her, and she became upset thinking whatever it was he had told her, he was lying.” I shake my head at that and he matches me. “And probably be around a lot of people, so we don’t risk being attacked.”
 
   Speaking of being attacked… “Why aren’t you at this family meeting, number one?”
 
   “Because we are bound and you now have a distinctive scent. So that means you go, I go, and vice versa. And don’t call me that.”
 
   “Okay, how do I have a distinctive scent?”
 
   “My mark is on you, and you are covered in my scent. By the way, your scent is extremely potent and it screams that you want me.”
 
   “So even if I wasn’t with you, one of your people would still know I’m your girl, because they can smell you on me?”
 
   “Yes, and the fact that you are craving me. If you knew how to control those hormones of yours, it might not be as strong. But I’m not complaining about that. I’ll take care of that later, and we’ll work on your control.”
 
   My entire body chills. “Okay, so even if we are around a lot of people, can’t we still be attacked?”
 
   “Yes, but they wouldn’t because of the risk of exposure. Remember how I said we are careful? And no race I’ve met has ever risked exposure—although, you can never be too sure.”
 
   “So should you be at this meeting?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “Then that’s where we need to be headed.”
 
   “No. Someone will let me know what’s going on. And with my phone not blowing up, it’s nothing too serious.”
 
   We are approaching the confused couple, and I drop the conversation. As soon as we’re in front of them, Scott says, “So I was thinking we could go to the fair, play some games, and go on some rides.”
 
    
 
   We ride to the fair in Scott’s A5, which is a little cramped, considering how big Nathan is, trying to squeeze in the backseat. Glen is pressed against the dash to give him enough leg room, but it still isn’t enough. Scott and I laugh at their complaining.
 
   We arrive at the fair, which is full of people. I’m not big on the rides, but I do like the food and watching the performances. Nathan and Scott play a few games, while Glen and I watch, eating popcorn and cotton candy. We see a few of our friends from school, who sit back, watching Scott and Nathan go head to head shooting basketballs, neither of them missing a shot. ‘Show-offs.’
 
   The girls ood and aad, admiring them. Glen and I roll our eyes, our insides begging us to punch them. Well, I only assume Glen’s is. They tie the game, walking away with huge bears that are bigger than me and Glen. 
 
   As Nathan turns around, holding the orange-colored bear under his arm, a girl I don’t recognize runs up to him.
 
   “Hi, I’m Sarah. Can I hold your bear? It’s cute.” She’s smiling too big. I stand back, watching her. Glen is in my ear, enticing me to check the situation. I’m calm.
 
   Nathan looks at her face, showing no interest. “No, my girl is going to hold it.”
 
   “Right—me!” She jumps slightly as she speaks.
 
   “Wrong—her.” Nathan looks at me. I can’t help smiling at him. He is perfect. 
 
   Still by his side as he approaches me, she says, “Well, I’m okay with sharing.” She wears a slutty smile.
 
   “I’m sorry…Sarah? I’m not okay with it. That’s your exit,” I say. Sharing? Really?
 
   “Well, when you get finished playing with her, come find me. I’ll teach you a few things.” This bitch cannot be serious.
 
   Nathan starts pulling me away. “That’s okay, Sarah. I don’t associate myself with girls who like to share.” He turns us around and I can hear her cursing our backs. Nathan tries to hand me the bear. It’s way too big to walk around with. 
 
   At some point, Glen left my side and is now next to Scott, who is handing her his purple bear. She is smiling, but refusing to take it, considering how big it is.
 
   “Hey Scott,” a familiar voice says loudly, from an approaching group of girls.
 
   Scott pushes his hand through his hair, wearing a look as if something bad is about to happen. I pull Nathan to walk faster. Glen isn’t as laid-back as I am, and I can already see her turning around to see who it is.
 
   Pepper walks up, with a hand on her hip. “You can’t speak, Scott?”
 
   “I didn’t know he was obligated to,” Glen states, stepping in front of Scott.
 
   Pepper looks at Glen like she’s a cute puppy. “Aww Glen, you’re hot over Scott.” She shakes her head with pierced lips. “You, and about all the other girls at school. What is it Scott? First you don’t talk to anyone, and now you’re talking to Tracey and Glen?” Tracey?
 
   I start to step forward. Nathan holds me still with his arm around my shoulder. “Wait,” he says. We stop a few feet away from them. 
 
   “And considering you were supposed to pick me up for Andrew’s party and you never showed…” Pepper continues.
 
   “Pepper you—”
 
   “No! Don’t talk to her.” Glen turns to Scott, pointing her finger. Turning back to Pepper, she says, “And I recommend you not speak directly to him. You have something to say to him, you say it to me.” I can hear the irritation in her voice.
 
   Pepper laughs. “Okay, Glen.” She pauses, with a wicked smile taking over her face. “So Scott, what are you doing after you leave here?”
 
   The purple bear hits the ground as Scott reaches out to grab Glen, catching her only inches from her fist making contact with Pepper’s face.
 
   Pepper is stunned, and Nathan and I are pushing through the now-forming crowd. 
 
   I approach Glen. Nathan’s behind me, hand in mine. “Calm down, Glen. She’s not worth it. Let’s go.”
 
   “Hi Tracey.” I turn to Pepper, and the smile is back on her face. 
 
   “Scott, let me go!” Glen is angry, and Pepper is about to take this to the extreme.
 
   I look back at Pepper. “Why do you need to start shit? Everyone is here to have a good time, and you just have to go there.” Nathan wraps his arm around me, over my chest, still holding my hand. 
 
   Pepper follows the arm and looks him over. “Wait, this is not your guy, Tracey,” she says rhetorically. “Nice!” She pushes her hair back. “Hi, I’m Pepper.” She reaches her hand out for him to shake.
 
   Without thinking, I smack her hand away. “Put your damn hand away!”
 
   Nathan’s arm tightens around me, pulling me against his chest. “Don’t, Tracey.”
 
   Pepper’s eyes widen when he speaks. “Damn, Cey! He sounds good too!” She smiles at him, before looking at her friends.
 
   Glen moves closer to me. Scott is only using one arm, holding her by her waist. “I told you to let me get her. But, noo…” she sings. “Calm down, Glen. It’s not worth it,” she mocks. 
 
   “I’m not going to touch that girl,” I say calmly, but still fuming. 
 
   “She may not touch me, but I am definitely going to touch him and Scott.” Pepper looks from Nathan to Scott, and kisses the air at them. Shit just hit the fan. 
 
   Glen and I both reach out for her at the same time. Nathan has both his arms around me. I’m not coming close to her.
 
   She laughs, taunting me.
 
   I know Nathan isn’t going to let me reach for her, so I wrap my arms around his—that are around me—for leverage and I kick her with both of my feet. She flies back into the crowd. I didn’t put much force behind it, but it looks like I did.
 
   “Time to go!” Scott says. Glen is laughing, talking shit to Pepper, as Scott and Nathan pull us away. I feel better.
 
   “You lost it,” Nathan says in a low, disapproving voice, shaking his head—the deepness and sternness back in his voice. 
 
   I did lose it, but I’m not in the mood to hear it. I look at him, shaking my head.
 
   “Tracey, how can I expect you to keep me in control if you can’t even maintain your own control?” I didn’t think about it like that. “You could have killed that girl.”
 
   “She’s okay. I saw her breathing.”
 
   “You’re stronger now, because I’m a part of you. Your strength is not what it used to be.” He looks away from me. “Things like that are going to happen. You cannot let shit like that get to you. Even though I wanted to beat the shit out of that guy at the party and your ex-boyfriend, I didn’t. And the shit they did was worse than that petty talking the girl was doing. Why would you let her get to you? You knew nothing was going to happen.” I start feeling bad. “You let people talk, unless they threaten you. She definitely was no threat.” 
 
   “Nathan, she—”
 
   “Nothing, Tracey! She did nothing but run her mouth. And you let those petty words get to you. You lost it.” He takes a breath. I can see the disappointment in his face.
 
   We continue walking to Scott’s car and I stay silent. Scott is pulling Glen and seems to be talking a little harshly to her as well. 
 
   After we’re in the car, Scott pulls away from the fair the moment the doors close. “Scott, drop Tracey off at her house.” I look at him, but he doesn’t look back. He’s upset, and I don’t say anything. 
 
   Arriving at my house, Scott gets out to let me out. I look to Nathan before getting out of the car, still not saying anything. 
 
   “I’ll be back later, Tracey. Go in the house,” he states calmly, looking at me then away.
 
   “Okay. Bye, Glen,” I say softly, filled with despair. 
 
   “Bye, Cey. I know the guys are mad at us, but I’m cool with it. One of us was bound to hit her,” she says, smiling.
 
   “Thanks.” I return, detached, as I get out of the car.
 
   Scott says nothing to me as I walk past him and he gets back in the car. I walk to my door quickly and watch the car pull off. 
 
   “Tracey?” my mom calls from the second floor to make sure it’s me, considering that we don’t lock the front door and anyone can just walk in.
 
   “Yes, Mom, it’s me.”
 
   “Did you have a good time?”
 
   “Yes. I’m going to sit in the family room for the evening until I get tired.”
 
   “Okay. If you’re hungry, I ordered a pizza. It’s in the oven.”
 
   “Thanks.” I’m not hungry.
 
   She comes down the stairs. I try to perk myself up so I don’t have to have the ‘what’s wrong?’ talk. 
 
   “So Nathan seems like a nice guy. Where did you two meet?”
 
   I don’t turn to her, but walk to the fridge. The mention of his name makes me feel worse. “Yes, he is. We met at school. He was there to pick up Scott. Then I saw him again at school another day that he was picking up Scott. And when I saw him at Andrew’s party, we talked.” I stare into the fridge, not looking for anything. 
 
   “Okay, so it’s not anything serious?” It’s more of a statement than a question. 
 
   “Why do you ask?” I turn to her, no longer caring how I look. I don’t like the direction this conversation is headed. 
 
   “Well,” she starts slowly, “your father was offered a permanent position in Tennessee and we were discussing moving out there. It will keep him from traveling back and forth and will allow us more time to see him.”
 
   “No, him traveling back and forth is fine. And we will continue to see him when we see him.” I love my dad, and I do want to see him more, but not at the cost of not seeing Nathan. Moving?! No!
 
   “Tracey, what would be holding you here? You’ll be done with school very soon, and speaking of…we also need to talk about what schools you’re thinking about going to. You have put off the school search long enough.”
 
   “Is this what you wanted to talk to me about with Dad?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Mom, I’m not moving, and yes, I will look into some schools.”
 
   “Tracey—”
 
   “You said it yourself, I’ll have to choose a school to go to after I graduate. So what if I choose a school here?” I’m starting to get irritated, and I’m not ready to have this conversation. 
 
   My mom notices my aggravation. “Okay Tracey, we will talk about this later when your father comes home.” She doesn’t do well with anger. “I love you.” She starts towards the stairs. 
 
   “Love you too, Mom,” I say, irritated.
 
   I can’t remember what I came in the kitchen for anymore, so I go to the family room and flip through the channels. Nothing good is on, and my mind is racing.
 
   I need to relax my mind—it hurts and nothing is making sense to me. I’ll go for a run on the trail through the forest preserve. It’s night time, so it won’t be crowded—just a few late runners and couples. I change into my fitted jogging pants and running shoes. Telling my mom I’m going for a run, I walk out the patio doors and put in my ear buds—IPod on my arm.
 
   I run into the preserve from behind my house. I need to run to clear my head—my mom telling me about moving, Nathan being pissed with me for putting Pepper in her place.
 
   Although I can understand him with his whole ‘needing to be in control’ thing and me showing I have none. But I never told him I had control, but that I will help him stay in control. I don’t know about that.
 
   Glen and her Scott situation, and Scott and his Glen situation, whichever way it’s put, gives me a headache too. He tells her, and because she blows up, he takes it away. What do we do about those two?
 
   The wind is cool in the warm air as I run. My legs, stretching with each push from the floor, feels refreshing. I’m not getting tired, which surprises me, and I enjoy the feeling of being outside, smelling the freshly bloomed trees and flowers that surround the preserve. It is beautiful, and it’s helping me feel better.
 
   I stop by an opening—where we often see wild animals passing—to stretch and tie my hair into a ponytail. My legs crave for more of a pull, and my arms want to reach. I let them.
 
   I stretch to the sky. Looking up, the clouds are coming in, in the distance. The stars still fill the sky and I spot the half-moon, eating the ones that get too close. They twinkle and tease it.
 
   I smile to myself, starting to stretch my sides, preparing to run again. I’m not ready to go in yet, and I’m still not tired. I turn, pulling my ear buds out to hear the sounds of the night.
 
   “What are you doing out here?” I turn, startled, to an unfamiliar voice. It’s Nathan. Why does he sound so different?
 
   “Hey, what’s wrong with your voice?” I look at him with my head slightly tilted to the side, trying to make out his face in the dark.
 
   He emerges into the moonlight, but not coming close. I assume he notices my struggle. He smiles—one I’m not familiar with. “Nothing. Why are you outside by yourself?”
 
   “I needed to go for a run to clear my head.” I walk towards him. “I’m sorry about earlier. I don’t know what I was thinking.”
 
   He puts a hand out before I reach him, stopping me from walking closer. He nods his head so that we can walk. I follow, cautiously. He’s acting weird.
 
   “You know, it’s not safe to be out by yourself.” There is distance between us. “What if something were to happen to you?”
 
   “I think I’ll be fine. Nothing happens out here.”
 
   “Not yet,” he says quietly, almost under his breath.
 
   I look over at him and he meets my gaze, his eyes a bright-grey. I’ve never seen that color before and it startles me. His expression is dark.
 
   “Are you okay?” I ask.
 
   “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be? I’m with you, right?” There is no enthusiasm in his tone, and it doesn’t sound like something Nathan would say. Or, I’ve just never heard him talk this way before. “Come on. Have a seat with me.”
 
   I sit on the bench that we walked upon, feeling a little weird about him. He smiles at me—it looks plastered on. He sits on the other end of the bench after I sit down.
 
   “What’s up with you? You don’t want me to touch you, and now you don’t want to sit by me?”
 
   “No, I just want to talk to you and not affect your feelings by my touch.”
 
   “What could you have to talk to me about?” I am really tired of talking.
 
   “Look, Tracey, you’re a danger to me, and I am to you. We should end this.”
 
   A lump builds in my throat. “What?” I croak. 
 
   He moves in front of me, quicker than I could see. His eyes are swirling clockwise in front of me. “End this.” His voice is venomous as he says the words with authority. 
 
   All I can do is stare into the grey, swirling eyes. I can’t respond. I can’t move.
 
   He looks down, and when he looks back up, Nathan is a different person. Smiling, he says, “I know what you’re thinking. But just know I’m doing this because those…burdeneds don’t deserve what we Sephlems have. They don’t do right by our privilege of mating. They abuse and destroy it, and in time, destroy themselves.”
 
   His face fills with hate. It’s slim, and his eyes are slanted. His has thin lips that move smoothly when he says, “Then, for the ones that do, supposedly, overpower the demon urge, they are a disgrace, walking around as if they are better than the rest of us, their mates taking on some of their abilities, the imprudent bond enabling them to abolish anything.”
 
   He fiddles through his pockets, never breaking eye-contact. 
 
   “And Nathan,” he spits with disgust, “the Newcomb’s worthy mensch. He’s definitely not going to get the privilege to enjoy a happy life with his mate.” He smiles. “See, I won’t kill you, because that would kill him, and I don’t want the ‘great one’ to just die. I want him to fall. I want that demon to go back to hell—where he came from—alive!”
 
   I can’t speak, and there is a lot I need to say. I’m stuck—not moving, not thinking, just hearing every word. He pulls from his pocket, what looks like, a knife.
 
   “Put your arms out.” I do, against my inner will.
 
   He takes the knife and cuts my arm from the vein in the crook of my elbow, to my palm, to the tip of my middle finger. I can feel it—all the pain—and I want to scream. But I can’t—I can neither move nor cry out.
 
   I feel the wetness of tears against my cheeks. He notices and smiles. Then he does the other arm. I feel myself growing faint as the blood rushes from my arms. The pain is unbearable and my head spins. 
 
   “Know that it’s not your fault that this is happening. This isn’t about you; this is about Nathan. He will come to save you when I release you. And when he heals you, saving your life, you will leave him. Do you understand?”
 
   I nod, my mind filling with thoughts of leaving Nathan. I have no desire for him. 
 
   “And for good measure.” He places the knife to my temple, not going deep, and cuts me quickly from there to my jawline. 
 
   I hit the bench, seeing nothing. 
 
    
 
   “Tracey!” I open my eyes, hazily seeing another Nathan. I close them quickly. 
 
   “Tracey, please wake up.” No! “Tracey, open your eyes.”
 
   I open them and my mind slowly clears. I no longer feel pain or the gushing of blood. Warm hands cuff my cheeks. Through my haze, I see him looking back at me with green and brown eyes.
 
   I push his hands away from my face. “Don’t touch me!” I say disgustingly. 
 
   “What? Baby, what’s wrong? What happened to you?” Concern fills his voice.
 
   I get up and he grabs my arm. My body is confused, fighting against wanting his touch and not wanting it. It’s a weird feeling: craving and disgust at the same time.
 
   I look at his hand grasping my arm, trying to make sense of it. I rip my arm from his hand. My chest tightens worse than I’ve ever felt, my knees hit the ground, and I buckle over forward, catching myself with my hands.
 
   I reach for my chest, confused. What is happening to me? Nathan is at my side, trying to help me from the ground.
 
   “Tracey, just try to relax and talk to me for minute, please?”
 
   I look at him, not sure about who he is. My heart tells me he’s okay, but my mind tells me not to trust him. “Why do you keep bothering me?” He looks at me confused, and squints his eyes as he stares. “What are you doing?” 
 
   His expression softens and he backs up a little. “I’m sorry, Tracey. Can I please talk to you for moment?” He stands with his hands in his pockets.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Please?” His expression is innocent and wanting.
 
   I recognize him, but something in me rejects him, while the other half wants him. “Why did you do this to me?”
 
   “Can you tell me what I did?”
 
   I can’t. I just remember him hurting me. “No,” I say too quickly. Nothing is clear. 
 
   He steps up to me and I back away. “Can we walk?”
 
   I’m okay with walking; I want to get home anyway. “Nathan, right?” I say, walking past him.
 
   “Yes,” he says hurtfully. 
 
   “I don’t want to be with you. I don’t want to have anything to do with you. I need you out of my life.” Each statement is a question, more than a feeling. Confusion floods me as my heart and mind fight against each other about this Nathan. 
 
   “Tracey, this isn’t you talking.”
 
   “You don’t know me. Can’t you just listen to me and leave me the hell alone?” My mind wins. “Don’t come around here anymore.”
 
   I take off in a full sprint, not understanding why I need to get away from him so fast. Two yards and he is in front of me, pulling me to him by my waist and planting his lips against mine. It feels like heaven. Butterflies fill my body as he kisses me, not stopping. He opens my mouth with his, sweeping his tongue against mine. 
 
   His taste sends my taste buds, body, and heart insane. I kiss him back subconsciously, wanting more of whatever it is he has. I slowly reach up to his neck and hair, not sure if it’s appropriate. He doesn’t stop me and it feels familiar to my touch. 
 
   His kiss deepens and becomes more desperate. No! I push him back and he pulls me close, kissing me gently. 
 
   “Remember me, Tracey,” he begs in-between kisses. Quickly, he picks me up and backs us from the trail into the darkness of the woods and against a tree. “Please?” He lifts my shirt, placing his hands against my back. Calm and desperation fills me. 
 
   I pull back and his eyes are desperate, colored in a sandy, ocean-blue.
 
   “You tricked me!” I try to push him away, force him to move from me. He doesn’t budge as he grabs my arms and pushes them over my head. The tree bark scratches my skin. 
 
   His eyebrows scrunch together, confused. “How?”
 
   “You made me trust you, and then you demanded that I leave you.”
 
   “It wasn’t me, Tracey.”
 
   “Looked like you. You cut me.” I’m calm, unsure, and confused.
 
   “Baby, it wasn’t me. Can you remember?” His voice is desperate. He grabs my chin and I turn away. He grabs it again, letting go of my arms. “I’ll never hurt you.” He looks as if he wants to kiss me. “Tracey, trust me.”
 
   I do, kiss him—not knowing why. He floods me like an empty cup. He’s everywhere, flowing all over, flooding me with memories and feelings that aren’t familiar to me but that I know I had once felt.
 
   I push him away. It still feels wrong.
 
   “Let me get you home.” I say nothing, still fighting against my feelings.
 
   He grabs my hand and I yank it away.
 
   “Tracey, stop fighting me,” he says through gritted teeth. 
 
   “I will—if you stop touching me,” I say, walking ahead of him.
 
   He walks through the front door with me. That’s out-of-place, considering my mom would flip out. He walks with me, up the stairs to my room, and closes and locks the door.
 
   “What ar—”
 
   “Shh—don’t raise your voice.” He turns off the lights and starts walking over to me. I make him out by the moonlight.
 
   “Tracey, don’t pull away from me.” His voice is low and serious, but welcoming. “I love you, and I don’t want you to leave me.”
 
   “I do—”
 
   “Shh—don’t, Tracey,” he begs. He grabs me, hands on either side of my face. He looks at me, letting me study his strong face.
 
   I shake my head. He looks just like the character that tricked me—just different eyes and a more familiar voice. He kisses me softly, taking his time in each kiss, taking my breath away every time his lips make contact with mine. He gives my upper lip attention, then focuses the rest on my bottom one. 
 
   I let him, enwrapped in the feeling it provides. It feels right and a part of me wants it…wants him. My heart and body hanker for him, making me match his kiss and touch when I get the chance. 
 
   I feel weightless, my head feels light, and I feel free and comfortable. But my mind screams at me to leave him alone. 
 
   I want to stop, to move him away from me, but I don’t. He pushes me back to my chaise and I sit upon it as he stands in front of me. He stares down at me, through squinted eyes, as I try to figure him out. I’m confused as I argue with myself about wanting him and not.
 
   He kneels in front of me. “Tracey, whatever happened, it wasn’t me. I would never hurt you.”
 
   “You did hurt me. And I don’t want you. You told me not to want you. You should leave.”
 
   “Stop this, Tracey.”
 
   I try to stand, but he leans forward, keeping me seated. He comes closer, forcing me to lay my head against the back of the chaise as I look at him. He kisses me softly and desire fills me. My heart thumps in my chest, demanding that I have him. My lips kiss him back, forcing my need for him. But my mind screams at me, making me reject him. 
 
   I push him, and he grabs my arms with one hand, while the other lifts me from the chaise. A wind rushes against my back and we are lying upon my bed. 
 
   I blink in astonishment, registering how fast we moved. 
 
   He moves, kissing over my neck to my ear, and whispers softly, “Remember me, Tracey,” as his hands travel under my shirt, grabbing my waist. “I’m sorry, baby. Just remember me.”
 
   He kisses over my neck as my shirt rises, soon coming over my head. I forget to stop him, feeling his lips cover my chest and my stomach, then he comes back, staring at me. 
 
   I watch his eyes, swirling before me. They are so familiar, an ocean-blue with a sand-brown circling behind it. 
 
   “You will remember me, Tracey. I’ll fix it.” 
 
   I mindlessly reach for him, pulling him down to kiss me. My mind screams against me and I pull back. He moves forward, kissing me deeper. 
 
   Grabbing onto him, I pull his shirt up and he lets me pull it over his head. The warmth from his body covers mine. He presses against me, moving his lower body against mine. I match his move.
 
   With his chest against mine, I feel the thump of his heart matching mine. The beat of mine echoes his. 
 
   “Feel me, Tracey,” he whispers. 
 
   My eyes close, focusing on our heartbeats—why they match—as I feel his kisses under my ear and his hand traveling to my thigh. He grabs it firmly, moving against me as my lower body lifts to his. 
 
   My mind empties, then it fills with me kissing him, my want for him, his arms around me, his comfort, our desires, and us together. Images of us together and moments we seemed to have shared. The matching of our heartbeats, reminding me of our meaning. He pulls back, looking at me again. 
 
   I smile, acknowledging what’s going on. “Is this going to lead to something? You, on top of me, shirtless, hands on my thighs.”
 
   He smiles. “It may if you still don’t remember me.”
 
   “Then I still don’t remember,” I say, lifting myself to kiss him, pulling him back down with me. He grabs my hands, lacing our fingers as he deepens the kiss. 
 
   “Tracey, don’t forget me again,” he says, pulling back.
 
   “I don’t know what happened.”
 
   “It’s okay. Just don’t do it.” He kisses me sweetly. 
 
   “I don’t know. If me forgetting can lead to me feeling you like this, I might want to forget more often.”
 
   He kisses the side of my neck. “You are bad, Tracey.”
 
   “Only for you, Nathan.”
 
   “Thank you,” he says, moving from atop of me. “When you remember what happened, tell me.”
 
   “Yes,” I say softly. “Now go to sleep.”
 
   “You go to sleep.”
 
   


 
   17: Veiled
 
    
 
   “Babe, I am tired of looking at schools. Can you make us something to eat?”
 
   “Okay, Tracey. But afterwards, we are looking into what you want to major in. Or you can move with your mom and dad. Why did you wait until the last minute anyway?”
 
   “That’s not happening. And I didn’t wait ‘til the last minute. That would be the summer. And I think we should be spending today just being with each other, since I’m not going to see you all day tomorrow.”
 
   “That’s not going to happen, and we are here with each other. Come on.” 
 
   We woke up early, a little after my mom had left, washed up and came over to his house so we could look at schools, like he had promised. We’ve been looking at schools ever since.
 
    He is still questioning me about what happened last night, and bits and pieces are starting to come back to me. I just don’t want to talk about it.
 
   Everyone is up and walking around the house today. All of Nathan’s siblings keep stopping by the room, because the door is open. Supposedly, when you are handling business, you leave it open, so you don’t have to interrupt yourself by answering it.
 
   His mom is in the kitchen, already cooking. “Hello, you two. Are you getting anywhere with the college hunt, Tracey?” I like her bubbly personality.
 
   “I don’t know, to be honest.”
 
   “Are you going to stay around or go away?”
 
   “Mother, what are you asking?” Nathan says, walking to the stove. 
 
   “Isn’t that how this kind of conversation is supposed to go?”
 
   I laugh. “Leave her alone, Nathan.” I peek at him. He’s not looking. “I don’t know. I might find a school in Tennessee.”
 
   She turns around faster than I expected her to and Nathan looks at me like I’d lost it. She calms before she speaks. “Well, if that’s something you would like to do…”
 
   “She’s not serious, Mom.” 
 
   She looks at me for confirmation. “I’m not. I just like to mess with your son.”
 
   She smiles, chuckling. “Oh, okay. You almost scared me for a minute there.” I wouldn’t leave, but why is she affected by it?
 
   “No, ma’am. You are stuck with me for life.” 
 
   She smiles. “Let me explain why that affected me so,” she starts. “Once we are found by our mate, or we find our mate, we don’t…” She thinks for a minute. “…stay away from each other. You two are doing very well, I’d say, to be so new to this. We are usually moved in with each other in a matter of days. But I suppose it’s different when you have a family and are still in school. I was, well, past your age when you all’s father became my mate.” 
 
   She smiles, remembering, then something shades her smile. She shakes it away. “We expect for you to take your time and to move in when you are ready. But we would feel more than privileged if you did choose to stay with us. I’m sure it would make my son happy as well.”
 
   “I can say that I am considering it, which is why we are looking at schools in the area.”
 
   “Oh! Well that’s good to hear. You know, if you two become bound, you really wouldn’t have a choice.” She softly chuckles. “But Nathan wouldn’t do that. He knows it’s too early for you two to do the things that that entails.”
 
   Nathan drops what he was holding and starts coughing. “Son, are you okay?” She rinses her hands and walks over to him, drying them on her apron. She looks at me. “Tracey, are you okay?”
 
   I feel my face flush. Nathan clears his throat. “Yes, I’m okay. Umm, Mom, Tracey and I are going to go back upstairs and wait for you to finish cooking. Just let me know when it’s ready,” he says, pulling himself together. Picking up some rolls that he had dropped on the floor, he says, “Sorry about the rolls. If you want, I’ll run to the store.”
 
   “No, son, that’s quite alright.”
 
   He walks over to where I’m sitting, grabs my arm, and pulls me out of the kitchen. Making it to the door, he stops—almost froze—if he hadn’t pushed his hand through his hair. I look at him and his brown, hazel eyes are looking up towards the ceiling. 
 
   “Now, Nathan,” his mom states from behind us.
 
    Nathan turns us around and she looks upset. What’s going on? “Mom, I’m ninety-three. You cannot be serious.”
 
   “Son, I cannot believe you!” she shouts.
 
   “What makes you even think that happened?” he states innocently.
 
   “Everyone in the universe either wants you by their side or wants you dead.” I can’t believe she just said that. “You are not clumsy, never have been. And the only time you do something like that is when you are caught up in something.” She pushes back a piece of hair that had fallen in front of her face. “Did you!?” She’s stern and demanding. 
 
   Nathan looks at me, then to the ceiling, then back to his mother. “Mom!”
 
   She wipes her hands off again. “Nathan, you better start talking, before I blast you into the front yard.” 
 
   Nathan pushes me to the side. “Mom, what me and Tracey do is really between Tracey and me. Plus, I’m not a chi—”
 
   A gust of wind blows past me, and Nathan flies into the wall behind us. He doesn’t look hurt, but inconvenienced. I rush over to him. He places his head against the wall. 
 
   “Not necessary!” he says, frustrated. “What if you would have hurt Tracey?”
 
   “I wouldn’t have. Now, you need to start talking.” She readies herself. “Nathan!” She speaks with authority.
 
   “Nathan, what’s going on?” I am still oblivious.
 
   “She is losing it,” he says, pulling himself from the wall. “Okay, Mom. Don’t do it.”
 
   “Okay, Nathan.” She straightens. “Is there something you would like to talk about?”
 
   “Can both of you talk to me? Because I think I missed an important part of this conversation. And no disrespect, but I really do not like you throwing my mate into anything or anywhere.” I know he isn’t hurt, but the thought of it makes me cringe. Even though she is his mom, it still doesn’t sit well with me. 
 
   “Nathan, you did!” she says in a surprised voice, eyes wide.
 
   “Okay, Mom, so we did. But I was safe and careful and all of that. I was respectful and a gentleman. Tracey means much more to me than all those other girls.” I think I get it now. “And, no, I didn’t take advantage of her. She wanted to too.” Sorry, Tracey. “Mom, don’t do this.” He leaves my side, walking next to her. 
 
   Her face shows anger, but she doesn’t push him away. 
 
   They don’t say anything out loud for a few minutes. It irritates me that I’m not included in this conversation either. 
 
   Forever passes and then she smiles and slaps his shoulder. He hugs her and kisses her cheek.
 
   “Tracey, I am sorry I startled you, but I do not do well with my children keeping secrets from me or trying to cover things up. Now, you two go back upstairs and do nothing but look at schools. I’ll call you when dinner is ready.”
 
   “Okay, Mom. Thanks.” 
 
   He walks over, throwing his arm around me, shaking his head. We walk back to his room and I close the door behind me. “So are you going to let me know what just happened?”
 
   “She just thinks we bound,” he says nonchalantly.
 
   “You mean knows.”
 
   “No, she thinks. She doesn’t know anything.”
 
   “So, what did you tell her?”
 
   “You want to know the truth?” he asks deviously.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’re not going to think good of me.” 
 
   “Mr. BeatAroundTheBush, can you please tell me?”
 
   “I made her forget—only the part that she wanted to beat me over. But she thinks that we got to—what do they say…” He thinks for a second. “Second base.” He walks up to me. “You know, when I take off your shirt and kiss on you.” He kisses my neck and his hand creeps up my side. “And you let me grab your—”
 
   Almost had me. “Nathan.” I push him back. “You did not do that to your mother.”
 
   “Baby, I have been doing that since I found out I had the ability to. It keeps her happy. No one in this house likes to see my mother upset—believe me. Everyone else has me do it too.”
 
   I punch his arm. “That is not okay.”
 
   “If you knew what she was saying to me, you would agree with me. Plus, if she knew the truth, she would really blast me into the front yard. She was getting ready to.”
 
   “She has done that before?”
 
   “Yes. To me, Taylor, Nathan, and Roseland.” He shrugs. “It’s not like spanking us would do her, or us, any good, so at some point—with Roseland—she found out it was the next best thing. We’ve had these walls fixed many times.”
 
   “Which is why you don’t want her upset. What did she say to you?”
 
   He calms. “She said I was not performing as I was raised to with my mate. I was taking advantage of you, not providing you with the full understanding of what you are getting into. I should have waited until we were ‘made,’ which means married.”
 
   He half-rolls his eyes. “I’m supposed to show you respect, and if I loved you, I wouldn’t have taken you so quickly, and doing so shows my lack of love and my instinct for lust. What made it worse was the tone she was using. She was hurt and disappointed in me. I couldn’t take that.” He pushes his hair back. “But, the killer part of it was, she had it all wrong. See, I was the victim in the situation.”
 
   I hold my smile. “So what did you replace her thoughts with?” I push him back.
 
   “I already told you. She also doesn’t want us doing that because of what it can lead to—children. Can you stop pushing me away? Please? I think I had enough of that last night.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that, but if you hadn’t blown me off because I lost it with Pepper, I wouldn’t have been alone; hence, I wouldn’t have gone for a run; hence, you wouldn’t have tricked me into making me think you were you when you were really someone else. Then, the ‘you who wasn’t you’ using me to get to you. But I still don’t know how I couldn’t remember you or how I couldn’t want you. So really, this whole thing is your fault.”
 
   “Wait, I heard everything you said, but my focus fell on this information that you didn’t include me on. I made you think I was me, to trick you, to get to me?” He squints, then stops. “Can I look in your head? I just want to see the face you saw.”
 
   “When did you start asking?”
 
   “Tracey—”
 
   “Go ahead, Nathan. Just know, you still owe me for leaving me alone when I needed you.”
 
   “I already made up for that.” He focuses, until recognition crosses his face, then a flash of anger. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   “No, Nathan, wait!” I side-step him when he tries to walk around me “What happened?”              
 
   He stops. “I really need to handle something right now.”
 
   “Okay, tell me.” I grab his hand and he relaxes. 
 
   “I know who it was, and I know he hypnotized you. He’s a full-blooded Sephlem. His name is Eddlen. It looks like he can hypnotize with the swirl of his eyes—it may be his ability. He can also take on images of others. His abilities seem pretty powerful, considering I almost had to fu—”
 
   “Don’t say it.” I cut him off.
 
   He laughs. “What I did was nothing serious, but a kiss wasn’t enough. That was the next step.”
 
   “You kissed me?” I don’t remember any of it.
 
   “Yes.” He looks down at me through his lashes.
 
   “Hmm, I don’t recall. Maybe you can come show me what it was like.” I pull his shirt.
 
   “I think you are using yourself as a distraction.” He comes to me reluctantly. 
 
   “You have all day tomorrow and Friday to do whatever you want.” He’s right in front of me now. “You can give me today, and take care of whatever you need to do then.” I rise on my tip-toes to kiss the bottom of his chin. It’s as far as I can reach. 
 
   “I don’t know, Tracey. Dinner will be ready soon.”
 
   I push him and he quickly grabs my hands forcefully, not moving. I ignore it. “You are right, babe, and considering how I take advantage of you, I don’t want you to be the victim.”
 
   He blocks me with his arms, anticipating my exit plan of moving around him. “I was the victim, baby. You used those lips,” he brushes his thumb over my mouth and I kiss it, “and those touches. Then you would say those things that make me fall in love with you, and give you the world and the box it comes in. How could I tell you ‘no’ to anything?”
 
   “Considering you weren’t getting anything out of it,” I add.
 
   “So your antics were beneficial for both of us.” He bends down to kiss me, and I turn my head.
 
   “Are you leaving, or are you staying?” I’m serious.
 
   “Come on, Tracey,” he says, throwing his head back. 
 
   “If you leave me, you are going to regret it.” He steps back. “Nathan, really!? We have today, and you have the next two days to do what you want. I’m not even asking to help you find him. So the least you can do is respect that.” 
 
   He looks down at me again. “Okay, I’ll check on it tomorrow. And since you have spent all this time talking, it is now time for us to eat.” I laugh as he opens the door behind me.
 
    
 
   Everyone meets in this massive dining room that’s half the size of the great room. Everyone is here, except Nathan’s aunt—the school nurse—and his dad. We eat his mother’s food and thoughts about going back to school grind in my head. This test to see how long I can stay away from Nathan digs at me as well. 
 
   He’s right—we can’t be around each other all the time, but how can we avoid that? I at least want to be around him the majority of the time. 
 
   “So, Tracey, how is the school hunt going? I see you all have been working on it all day,” Little Nathan starts. “No downtime?” he asks with a smirk. My eyes widen.
 
   His head whips back quickly—as if he was smacked—and he holds it there momentarily. “Not cool,” He says, as he moves his head back forward.
 
   “Shut up and eat your food,” Nathan says to him. 
 
   The two of them go back and forth, slapping each other without actually hitting one another. Everyone laughs. It’s pretty fascinating for me to see and equally entertaining. 
 
   Everyone calms as Nathan’s dad walks in the room and sits down at the table.
 
    “Excuse my late arrival.” He picks up his fork. 
 
   He is back being standoffish. What is up with this man? Watching him, he takes frequent looks of repugnance at Nathan and Taylor. I can’t figure him out. I know he’s tried to kill them, and they have tried to kill him, but it’s like he has a personal vendetta against them.
 
   There has to be more to it than what Nathan had told me. The look in his eyes, as he stares at them, holds regret, revenge, and resentment. He genuinely loo—
 
   “So, Tracey!” I jump in my seat at the sound of his voice. 
 
   It scared me; it was dark and deceiving. I hate the way my name sounds coming from him. Nathan looks at me—his cheerful expression gone serious. 
 
   “Have you decided if you will join our lovely family?” I look back at Mr. Newcomb, wearing a plastered smile as he awaits my answer to his question. 
 
   I cough, trying to clear my throat, caught off-guard by his unexpected question. 
 
   Nathan speaks for me. “She doesn’t have to make a decision right now. There is no rush.”
 
   “There isn’t?” he asks sarcastically. 
 
   “Father, this is not your concern, Tracey’s and my decisions are just that. They are not to be discussed with the family, just to be updated to the family,” Nathan states sternly.
 
   “Well, son, I’m sure we are all just a little curious to know what you two plan to do. Tracey is such a lovely girl and we are happy that you have her. We just want you to be happy, and we know that you will be, with Tracey at your side.” 
 
   It all sounds scripted. I look around the table, feeling uncomfortable. Everyone is looking at him with scolding expressions. I look at Nathan. He is staring at his father like he wants to turn him to dust. 
 
   I reach over, touching his hand, and he gives me a crooked smile. He shakes his head and uses his other hand to rub his chin. I look back to his dad and he is smiling a wicked smile—as if he has something planned. 
 
   “Tracey!” I jump again, his voice is traitorous. “Aren’t you interested in my son’s happiness?”
 
   “Excuse me?” I say with aggression. Is he really asking me that?
 
   His eyes buck. “Did I offend you, Tracey? My apologies.” His words say nothing behind them. I wish he would stop saying my name.
 
   I let Nathan’s hand go, sitting forward in my seat. Everyone is quiet and I am about to let Papa Nathan have it. I push my plate forward and lean over the table. “Let me—”
 
   “Don’t, Tracey.” I look at Nathan, and he gives me a look like he knows what I was going to say. I sit back. “Nathan, this is inappropriate,” Nathan says to his father, his voice stern. “If you would like to speak with Tracey and me, we can talk after dinner. Nothing else needs to be said right now.”
 
   The amusement on his father’s face wipes away as he says, “Nathan, I—”
 
   “Nathan, that is enough. And nothing else needs to be said right now,” Natalia cuts him off. 
 
   “Thank you, Mom,” Nathan states, as he rises from his seat, grabbing my hand. “Excuse us. Let me know when you are ready to talk.” He looks at his dad. I do the same, and his face is full of anger and disbelief.
 
   I get up and Nathan walks us from the room. Ciaos erupts after we leave the room.
 
   We walk out of the house to the backyard, and over to a gazebo that sits off to the side, equal distance from the house and the fence. There are cushioned benches and a beautiful water fountain surrounded by lilies. It’s dimly lit and the rest of the light comes from the remainder of the setting sun. 
 
   “I’m sorry about him, Tracey.” He sits down, pulling me to sit across him. 
 
   “No, it’s okay. There’s something off about him though. I know you know him better than I do—him being your dad and all. But there is something about him that doesn’t sit well with me. Why all the questions all of a sudden? Just the other day he was the least bit interested in us.”
 
   “He’s an ass. That is how he is. He is one way one day and a different way the next. Fortunately, you were not able to hear what he was really saying—only what came out of his mouth.”
 
   “And what was that?” I’m curious.
 
   “‘This isn’t about you. This is about Nathan.’” He points to himself.
 
   I tense, feeling a slight discomfort. That’s what the Nathan-look-alike said to me the other night, and in that same tone. “That sounds familiar.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You said that to me the day you tricked me.”
 
   “That wasn’t me, again, and what do you mean?”
 
   “That exact same tone, those words. When the guy—” I can’t recall his name. “—cut me, that’s what he said.” My hands start getting cold.
 
   Nathan thinks for a moment, or maybe looks in my head. I sit quiet until he says something. “We have today. I’ll worry about it tomorrow,” he responds, ten minutes later.
 
   I smile at him. Although, that really doesn’t give me much for whatever conclusion he came up with, or if he came up with a conclusion. We sit in silence. I try to wrap my head around Nathan’s father and his mixed personalities. 
 
   “What is he going to try to talk to us about?” I ask.
 
   “He has no plans of talking with us. Rather, I have no intentions of speaking with him—not with you in the room anyway.”
 
   “Why not with me in the room?” The distant Nathan is back.
 
   “I would say things to him, and perform in a way, that I don’t want you to see.”
 
   “And what, by you doing so, will make me think differently of you?”
 
   “That’s not what I’m saying.”
 
   “So what are you saying?”
 
   “I have no respect for my father. I don’t care about hurting his feelings—if he had any. I also don’t use control when I deal with him.” He looks towards the yard.
 
   “What are you saying?” I probe.
 
   “Tracey, this is not a conversation I’m ready to have right now.”
 
   “Why do you hold things back from me?” 
 
   “My life is difficult. My relationship with my father is not like others. How would it sound to you if I said I want to kill my father, and every time I try, the only thing that saves him is my mother? That I don’t mind losing control around him, in hopes that I would murder him—with no doubts or regrets.” He looks at me with no hurt in his eyes about his feelings.
 
   “But if you murder your father, wouldn’t you kill your mother as well?”
 
   “No, she will remain alive, but she will be miserable and out of character.”
 
   “Wait, I’m confused. I thought one could not live without the other?”
 
   “The female can live without the male, but not the other way around. Remember, your heart beats in replacement of mine. So if I die, your heart will still beat, but if you die, that’s it for the both of us.” That’s some crazy shit. “But if I’m hurt, you can always heal me, and I you. You may also be able to feel my hurt now.”
 
   I don’t respond, not comfortable with the feeling of him leaving me and me having to live without him. “Don’t leave me.”
 
   “Why would I?”
 
   “Just don’t.”
 
   “You love me, Tracey?”
 
   “Yes,” I answer softly. 
 
   “If it wasn’t for us being mated, do you think you would feel the same?”
 
   I quickly want to say yes, but I take time thinking about his question. If we weren’t, I definitely would still give him a chance. He has an awesome personality; although, he tries to beat his away around things and information sometimes. But it’s cute. I can tell he cares about me, and if I was going to be with someone forever, I would want them to care more about me than they do themselves, because that’s how I would be. I would want them to cherish me, appreciate me, want me, and equally need me. 
 
   My happiness makes Nathan happy. And beyond anything, no matter what is thrown our way, our love for each other will never change. 
 
   “If it wasn’t for the mating and the bond, the reassurance wouldn’t be there, and the know wouldn’t be there. I may not have fallen in love with you so fast, but, then again, I may have. When I first saw you, I felt a connection to you. I know that I would have grown to love you, and nothing would be different. I’d still take you, no matter how you were sent to me.” I look at him. 
 
   “I love you, Tracey. We will never change.” He takes a breath. “Yesterday, I left you after the fair, because you showed me that some of you is like me. I wasn’t sure if it was one of my traits that instilled itself in you due to the bond. But then I realized, like me, you have an anger problem, which was there before we bonded. 
 
   “Like how you have to keep me leveled, I have to do the same for you. And like how you want me to understand and respect why you calm me down or keep me from some things, I need you to do the same for me. You didn’t listen to me, and that could have gone wrong—in all types of ways.” 
 
   He brings my hand to his face. “You are going to start showing signs of strength and endurance. You may get some abilities, which is likely because of who and what I am.” That sounds cocky. “And you may be able to block me from your mind. I’m hoping that won’t happen.” He looks at me, and then looks away.
 
    “When you do decide to join my family, you will be able to be included in our internal conversations. But I wouldn’t look forward to that—if I were you.” His eyes swirl to full-brown. “Don’t let my father change your mind about me and my family.”
 
   “I like your family. They are all nice and welcoming, and I wouldn’t mind being with them. Your dad won’t change my mind about anything. I’ll treat him like Glen treats her step-dad. Simply ignore him.” Glen? “Have you talked to Scott lately?” 
 
   “No, but I’m sure that probably means they are getting along. If not, they would be with us. You want to go inside and close my bedroom door?”
 
   I smile. “If we can avoid your little brother.”
 
   He shakes his head. “And what makes it so bad is, he has more girls in his room than I had when I was his age.”
 
   “And exactly how old is he, really?”
 
   “Sixty-five.”
 
   “O-Kay. Doesn’t it feel weird—you being old, talking to me, and me being decades younger than you?”
 
   “Umm, I’ve never thought about it.” We stand. “I hadn’t paid any attention to it. Probably because I’ve spent so much of my life adjusting to the age I portray and growing with it.”
 
   “When are you going to take me home?”
 
   “You ready to go?”
 
   “No. What are you going to do tomorrow—while you’re not spending your time with me?” We walk back towards the house.
 
   He pulls me in front of him. “I’m going to go to the office, check on things, put in some work. Then I’ll search for Eddlen, find out what his connection is to my father, then I’ll kill him. Then I’ll come back home, talk to my father about his performance tonight, tell him whatever Eddlen is going to tell me before he dies, and then probably fight with him and tell him I killed Eddlen. Then I’ll wrap up my night at your house after you come home from being out with your parents.”
 
   I’m shocked he didn’t hesitate to tell me. Although, my heart did skip a beat when he said ‘kill him.’ “I’m going to ask you the same question.” We walk back into the house, making no pit-stops, and go to his room.
 
   “And what’s that?” He closes the door behind him.
 
   “Do you love me only because we’re mated?”
 
   He walks over to his desk, and I follow, sitting on his bed. “No, and if it was up to me, we wouldn’t have moved as fast as we did—or as we are.” I look at him, shocked. “I’m not saying that I regret it, because I don’t. The way you make me feel, even before we met—when I tapped on your car window—makes me think I was meant to hit you.” 
 
   He looks away, like he’s remembering our first meeting, and his eyes swirl green and brown. “I’m going to miss you, Tracey, and it’s killing me to know that I have to leave you alone tomorrow, especially considering that someone has already tried to hurt you—to get to me.” His voice is soft and sincere. 
 
   “You are killing me right now.” I already don’t want to go. “Come lay down with me, and maybe we can try watching that movie again, and I’ll stay over Saturday. School starts again on Monday.”
 
   He walks over to the bed and says, “Which is why us being apart is a good idea. I want you to be able to have time away from me. Just now is not a good time. But I’ll do what I can to change that. Don’t you miss spending time with your friends? Going out, doing things that you were doing before I stole you away?”
 
   “I replaced it with something better, so I don’t recognize missing it.” I start taking off my shoes.
 
   He stops me, doing it for me. “And what would that be?”
 
   “It’s not a ‘what.’ It’s a ‘who.’” I climb up on the bed once my shoes are off. He takes off his, then walks over to the TV, grabbing the universal remote. “It’s a good thing to know I can reach out to you from wherever I am, when I’m missing you.”
 
   “Tracey, you went through our bonding that night without me, just fine. I think you can make it a couple of days. Just be safe.” He climbs onto the bed, next to me, and a worry lies upon his eyebrows. Something is bothering him.
 
   He turns on the TV and starts the movie. I snuggle up next to him, and he rubs my back under my shirt. It soothes me as I listen to my heartbeat, my head lying upon his chest. It’s peaceful, and my eyes grow heavy.
 
   


 
   18: Vined
 
    
 
    
 
   “Tracey, wake up. It’s getting late. We need to get you home.” 
 
   I’m not fully asleep—I just don’t feel like getting up. “No, Nathan. Let me stay.”
 
   “I would, but I think your mother would worry about you—or assume you’re out with me doing un-lady-like activities.” His voice is light and joking.
 
   “Maybe,” I say, sitting up and stretching. It’s amazing how comfortable I am around him. “What time is it?”
 
   “A little after nine.”
 
   “Well, let’s wait another hour.” I turn to look at him and move back against his chest. “You’re going to stay the night with me, right?”
 
   “Of course,” he says calmly, looking down at me, and kisses my forehead. I lift my head so he can kiss me. He does, placing his lips softly against mine, holding a lot of emotions behind them. It’s awakening, breathtaking. 
 
   He pulls back and I pull him back to me. He kisses me the same way, holding it longer than the first. He pulls back. “Come on, let’s go—before we do what everyone thinks we are in here doing.”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I shake my head. “So when I move in here, this is what we’re going to deal with?”
 
   “No, they just can’t wait until we are bound. Once we are, the curiosity and suspicion will go away, and they will get over the giddy part of our relationship.”
 
   “But—” Nathan puts a finger to his lips, then points at the door. 
 
   “Come in, Taylor.”
 
   The door opens and in walks Taylor—in all her beautiful glory. “Hey guys.” She closes the door behind her.
 
   I sit up against the headboard. “Hi Taylor.”
 
   She walks over and sits on the desk chair. “I’m sorry about earlier, Tracey. I hope our father didn’t get to you—he’s an ass—or what I said to you the other day when I woke you up from your dream.” She pulls her hair back into a knot at the top of her head. 
 
   “Nathan is a really strong person, Tracey. Whatever is put in front of him, he undertakes, and it was wrong of me to say that if he ever loses control around you, you should leave him alone. Rather, if Nathan ever loses control, you should stand by his side and do whatever you can do to keep him anchored. I love my brother, Tracey, and I can see that you are good for him. He’s different around you—happy and fulfilled.” She smiles at me. 
 
   “Thank you, Taylor.” She is genuine and I like her.
 
   “And Nathan,” she looks at him, “I know why your father was acting facetious. He doesn’t want you to bound, because of the change it will make in you, the acceleration, the more you will be capable of, the stronger you will become. We bound.” Nathan’s eyes widen. She’s talking about her and Justin. “I talked to father and I told him—because I felt different—about a week after. As soon as I let the word ‘more’ fall from my lips, he charged at me.” Nathan leans forward. “It was nothing. I felt nothing until he shot me.” 
 
   Nathan moves, sitting on the edge of the bed. “He did what?” He says in disgust.
 
   “That’s not the worst part—it’s what he shot me with.” I start moving behind Nathan, sitting up on my knees so that I can wrap my arms around his neck to bring him to sit back. I didn’t realize what I was doing until I did it. 
 
   Taylor smiles as she watches us. He sighs out loud, half relieved and half frustrated. “Can you finish, Taylor?” he asks calmly.
 
   She nods. “He shot me with hollow-tip bullets—filled with pearl shards.” My mouth falls open, and Nathan turns red with anger. “It was the worst feeling as they tore through my skin, leaving pieces of pearl inside of me—four times.”
 
   “Stop, Taylor. Don’t tell me anything else.” He waves his hands in front of her. 
 
   I can feel the anger pulse from him. I kiss his neck, hoping to calm him. He leans his head against mine, and rubs my arm that’s around his neck. 
 
   “Thank you, baby,” he says softly, turning his head to me, and I give him a ‘you’re welcome’ kiss—quick, soft, and sweet. 
 
   “Little brother, I do not mean to upset you, but I need to tell you both this.” She waits before continuing. “I was lying on the floor—I guess he had thought I was finally going to die—but Justin came to rescue me. He fought off your father, which didn’t take much, picked me up, and carried me from the room. As we were leaving the room, your father mouthed to me ‘he will not be around to rescue you for long.’ It took hours to get the bullets out of me and to remove the pearl. Justin never took his hand from me—out of fear of me dying. My wounds healed quickly, after all the shards were out, but it was the worst pain you could ever imagine.”
 
   Her hands are shaking. “I take it there is more, and that was the easy part?” he says sternly, with his voice even.
 
   She shakes her head. My brain is still registering her being shot. 
 
   She lets out an even breath. “He tried to kill Justin too.” Tears start forming in her eyes. “Last week, a week after your father tried to kill me, Justin and I were sitting in the kitchen, and he comes in playing ‘mister nice guy.’ He says he’s sorry and he brought a cake—a beautiful cake—congratulating us on our bond. We start eating the cake, and he’s standing by the kitchen sink.
 
   “Justin starts spazzing out and his body locked up. It had to be from something in the cake because I was not affect. Maybe some nuts, but I tasted none. I can’t be sure. I reached for him, doing everything I could to help him. Then father walks up behind him and stabs him in the back. I could feel the knife go in him, and the paralyzing feeling of the pearl-coated blade rubbing against his tissues and bones. Justin’s full eyes turned black, his hair grew out black and long, his teeth sharpened and stretched out, and his hands turned black and cold, even as I held him. I reached for his face and his expression was sorrowful. 
 
   “Mother and Nicholas walked in—at the very same moment that your father was going for another stab at his neck. I blacked out, and when I awoke, we were in our room, Justin next to me, resting.” She wipes her eyes. “Mom pulled the knife out, and Nicholas healed him. Mom wouldn’t give me any details of what happened, probably knowing what I would do if I knew.”
 
   Nathan and I sit quietly for a while, taking in Taylor’s story. 
 
   “Why did Justin’s appearance change?” I ask curiously.
 
   “Justin is a hybrid Sephlem. They have the ability to shift into human form, but aren’t born human. So when he was about to die, he changed back into his true form,” Nathan answers quietly.
 
   “You both are okay now, right?” I ask Taylor.
 
   “Yes. Thank you for asking.” She stands. “I’ll let you go back to whatever it was you were doing. I just wanted to let you know not to tell him—if and when you all bound—especially when you begin feeling differently. I have already spoken with Rose, but I left out the gory details.” She walks towards the door. “This is unacceptable, and he is as good as dead to me.” She’s expressionless, grabbing the knob, and exiting the room.
 
   I stay quiet, unsure of what to say, or if I should say anything. I wait for him to speak. He doesn’t, and I’m finally ready to go home after Taylor’s bone-chilling story. We get up and Nathan walks us to his front door. He picks me up facing him, and I wrap my body around him as a baby would its mother. 
 
   He runs to my house, and we make it there quickly. I walk through my front door, saying ‘hi’ to my mom as I pass by. Walking into my room, Nathan’s waiting for me on the chaise. 
 
   He beckons me to him, and I sit on his lap as he pulls me into a kiss. A deep, affectionate kiss, filled with passion. 
 
   He pulls back. “Tracey, if my father ever tries to kill you, there is no stopping me.” His voice is stern and threatening. 
 
   “He won’t kill me, Nathan.”
 
   “He doesn’t have to kill you; he just has to try, and I will know no words.” I kiss him again. He grabs my sides and then pulls back. I wait for him to speak. “Come on, Tracey, let’s go to sleep.”
 
   We shower and change. Getting in my—what seems so small compared to his—bed. He holds me, not saying anything. I don’t blame him. I have nothing else to say either. 
 
    
 
   I wake up cold. Nathan is gone. I don’t feel like getting up, and I throw the pillow that Nathan lays on over my head, replaying Taylor’s story in my mind. How can a father want his children dead, regardless of what they are? If he wouldn’t have tried to kill them, they may actually like him, and not equally want him dead.
 
   Why would I want to be a part of something like that? I mean, I love Nathan, and I want to be with him, but I don’t want to walk around, looking over my shoulder, expecting someone to try to kill me. Can I have Nathan without having his dad?
 
   His other relatives are all fine. They are happy and full of life, and seem to enjoy being around each other and their mates. I can feel the love that repels in the room. Then dear old dad comes in and sucks it out with his hate. 
 
   “Tracey!” My dad’s voice calls through the house. Excitement rolls through me. I jump from my bed, throw on some jogging pants, and head down the stairs. 
 
   “Dad!” I call to him, clearing the stairs and heading for the kitchen. My dad is tall and slender. He carries himself well, just like my mom, and he is always happy. Nothing can steal his joy.
 
   He grabs me in a hug. “Hey, ladybug. How have you been?”
 
   I hug him back tight, not realizing how much I had missed him until I got him in my arms. I pull back to look at him. “You look good, Dad. And I’ve been fine.”
 
   “Why thank you, my good lady. I try to keep everything in order.” He rubs his cheeks and straightens his tie.
 
   “Tracey has had a lot going on.” My mom comes in, walking from the dining room.
 
   “Yes, so I have heard.” My dad looks down at me. “Your mother told me about this handsome young man you had over here the other day who’s supposed to be your boyfriend.” He sits down on the nearest barstool.
 
   My heart aches at the thought of him. I should have known my mom would tell him. “Umm, yes,” I respond slowly.
 
   “What’s his name?”
 
   “Mom told you about him but didn’t tell you his name?”
 
   “I want you to tell me,” he says firmly. 
 
   “Nathan.” His name comes out softer than I intended, with emotion sticking behind it. It makes the ache worse.
 
   “Tracey!” my dad says, louder than necessary, scaring me. I look at him, surprised. “You love this boy!” he says, with just as much enthusiasm. 
 
   My eyes open wide and my mom steps to his side. “Do you, Tracey?” she asks calmly. 
 
   I’m not used to having these types of conversations with them. Hell, I’ve never even introduced them together to a boy before, yet alone discussed my feelings about one. 
 
   I’m eighteen. What could they say to me? ‘No Tracey, you can’t love a boy.’ Nathan is going to be here forever, so we may as well get it all out in the open.
 
   My dad is looking at me with his eyebrows touching his hairline. Usually, when they rise like that, he is getting impatient. I can’t tell if he is upset, or just shocked. How he even figured that out just by me saying his name baffles me. 
 
   “Yes,” I answer, slightly shy.
 
   His eyebrows lower. “You mind telling me how serious it is?”
 
   Yes, I mind. I’d prefer to not talk about it. “What are you asking, Dad?” I sit up on a barstool and start playing with the fruit in the bowl.
 
   “Tell me this: how long have you been seeing each other?”
 
   “Last week, I met him at school…” I tell him the same story I told my mom, deciding to get that out of the way before he asked.
 
   “So how do you know you love him, if you all have only been together for a short time?” he asks, looking at me. I continue looking at the fruit. 
 
   When my mom and dad met—per their stories—they knew each other only a day or two before they made things serious, and a month later he proposed to her and she accepted. After some time together, they moved into a house, and five years later had me. I’m now eighteen, and they have been together and happy ever since. 
 
   “What does time matter?” I ask, and he looks at me like I am saying more than what I said. I look away—back at the fruit. “Time has no relevance in love. Honestly, in love, you don’t recognize it.”
 
   “And that’s how you feel, ladybug?”
 
   “Yes,” I answer firmly, thrown off by his question. 
 
   “So, do I get to meet him? You’ve never brought a boy to the house before. I’ve never met any male friends of yours.”
 
   “That is the same thing I said, dear.” My mom smiles.
 
   I look to them. “Yes, maybe tomorrow. He’s busy today, considering that I told him I’d be with you two, today and tomorrow.”
 
   “And how do you feel about that?”
 
   “Why are you asking?” I ask harshly, unintentionally. 
 
   “You are sensitive about this topic?” he asks, with light eyes.
 
   “I miss him, is all,” I say honestly, shrugging my shoulders. I do miss him bad, especially sitting here and talking about him. I just want to see him, maybe, for just ten minutes. Then, I can go off with my dad, happily. 
 
   “It’s like that when you love someone. But, see if he is not busy, maybe tonight or tomorrow, and we will go out to dinner for a ‘meet and greet.’ For now, go get ready to go. We are going to have a day out and take your young mind off of it.” He looks at my mom. “You too.” He kisses her, and she walks upstairs. I start to get up, to do as he said. “Wait, ladybug.”
 
   I stop, sitting back down. “What’s up, Dad?”
 
   “What you said—is it really how you feel about him?” He looks at me head on.
 
   “Yes, Dad. It’s crazy, I know, but it’s real.”
 
   “And he feels the same for you?”
 
   “Yes.” It is stern and certain. 
 
   “You sound sure about that.”
 
   “I am, Dad. Why, what do you think?”
 
   “I can’t tell yet. I’ll know once I meet him.” He stands. “And then we’ll talk about what I think and how I feel about it.”
 
   Not like his opinion would change anything, but I’m interested. Nathan is going to be a part of my small family as well, so why not let them meet?
 
   We go out for the day. We go to breakfast, a family movie, and to lunch on a boat that is in town for the spring. Dad does a really good job of keeping my mind off Nathan, except when he talks about the fair. 
 
   The boat trip is nice. We sail out and come back, all while eating and laughing. Dad tells us about his trips, and the job seems to be going good. They don’t bring up moving or talk about things that would make me feel uncomfortable. 
 
   We leave the boat to go to the mall. Dad buys Mom and me new clothes, shoes, and other things we don’t need. He lavishes Mom in jewelry and she reminds me of a teenage girl getting gifts on her birthday.
 
   After the mall, we enjoy a meal at this nice restaurant that you are not allowed to wear sneakers to. We leave the restaurant to go home—finally. Words cannot explain how anxious I am to get home and fill my need to see Nathan. It’s so bad I’ve started to fidget. 
 
   Pulling in our driveway, Glen is waiting at the door.
 
   “Is that your friend, Glen?” my dad asks.
 
   “Yes. I wonder what she’s doing here. Dad, let me out before you pull into the garage.” He stops and I get out, then he continues to pull in.
 
   “What’s going on?” I ask, walking up to her.
 
   “Tracey, where have you been?” She grabs me into a hug, like I’ve been missing for a long time.
 
   “Umm, around.” I grab her arms, pushing her back a little. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Scott has been missing all day. He is not answering his phone. He didn’t come by today. I saw him last night, but that was it.” I thought she knew. No, Scott still hasn’t told her—he erased what he had said. 
 
   She is talking too fast, rambling. “Okay Glen, calm down a little.”
 
   “Can you call Nathan and see if he is okay and what’s going on? I haven’t seen him all day—hell, since yesterday—and it’s really killing me.” 
 
   Call Nathan. I don’t even have Nathan’s number to call him. Wait—why don’t I have Nathan’s number?
 
   “Hello, Glen,” my dad says, now at my side.
 
   “Oh my gosh, Mr. Warren. I haven’t seen you in forever. How have you been?”
 
   “Thank you for asking. I’ve been well. What brings you over?”
 
   “I need Tracey to call Nathan to find Scott.” Doesn’t she just come right out and tell it.
 
   “How does Nathan know Scott?” my dad asks, interested.
 
   “Or—how do you know Nathan?” Glen asks my dad, inquisitively.
 
   My dad raises an eyebrow. “I don’t know him yet, however I am aware of him. Why does Tracey need him to find Scott for you?”
 
   This conversation is getting confusing. Nathan, I think to him, since he said I can reach him anywhere. I let Glen and Dad go back and forth. He doesn’t respond. NATHAN! I say to myself with more emphasis. It’s weird yelling to him in my head. NATH–!
 
   Yes, Tracey? 
 
   Hearing his voice comforts me. Hi.
 
   Hey.
 
   Umm, sorry to bother you. Glen is at my house looking for Scott and needs me to call you, but I don’t have your number—which I realize is weird. She wants to know if you know where Scott is. That was a lot to think.
 
   It is a lot, and yes, Scott is with me. And you are never a bother. Scott will call Glen when he’s on his way back to her house—later tonight. How was your day?
 
   It was nice. I enjoyed the time with my parents.
 
   I could tell. I’ll be there later. And I’ll give you my number when I get there. But for now, just pick up your phone and pretend we’re talking. We are in the middle of something. Love you.
 
   Love you.
 
   See you in a few hours. Wait up for me.
 
   Always.
 
   Fingers snap in front of my face. I’m kooky-smiling, not realizing it. I shake it off, focusing. “Tracey, can you call him?” Glen is frustrated. Scott really needs to get his shit together. 
 
   I pick up my phone, pretending to call Nathan. This is so lame. I talk to myself—as if Nathan is on the other line. I don’t understand why Scott can’t just tell her about him, so maybe she can reach him when she needs to. I pretend to end the call.
 
   “They are together, but they’re busy. Scott said he will call you when he is on his way to your house later.”
 
   She lets out a disturbed breath. “Okay, thank you. What were you about to do?”
 
   “Sit back with my dad and catch up. He’s been gone a while.” I look over to him. He’s still looking at Glen like she’s off her rocker. “I’ll see you later. Maybe we can all do something Saturday.”
 
   “That’s a good idea. I’ll see you later. Call me if their plans change. Or, the next time you talk to Nathan, have him tell Scott to call me.” She walks away. 
 
   Her car is parked in front. “Okay, Glen.” How did I miss it as we were pulling up?
 
   My dad and I walk through the front door. “You mother still doesn’t lock this door?”
 
   “No, never have and never will,” my mom states, peeking out from the kitchen.
 
   “What happens if someone tried to come in here on us?” he asks jokingly.
 
   “They won’t, but if they do, they’ll have to answer to the man upstairs. So what was all that about with Glen?”
 
   Uninterested, I say, “She needed me to call Nathan to find Scott.”
 
   “Why couldn’t she call Scott?”
 
   “Apparently, he wasn’t answering his phone.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Mom, I don’t know. Scott and Glen is one relationship I care not to get involved with. I ask no questions and care for no answers.”
 
   I follow my dad to the family room. “So Nathan and Scott are cousins?” I guess Glen told him that part.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, that’s nice for you and Glen.”
 
   “I don’t know if I would say that it’s nice. I mean, yes, Glen and I are best friends. But sometimes Glen and Scott can get…overbearing, when Nathan and I are just trying to spend time together.”
 
   We sit down on the same couch. “I can see that. When Glen was talking to you, you sort of zoned out. What happened there?”
 
   I don’t know how to explain that, so I do the best I can. “Sometimes I do it to irritate Glen. She’s always bothering me with Scott stories or Scott problems. So I give her the ‘I’m not here’ face and she leaves me alone.”
 
   He chuckles. “Guess that didn’t work today.”
 
   I join his laugh. “Guess not.”
 
   “The next time you talk to Nathan, let him know I would like to meet him tomorrow. I head back out on Monday and I promised your mother I would take her out this weekend.”
 
   “Okay, Dad, no problem.” He turns on the TV. I’m worn out and can’t stop twiddling my thumbs. I lay my head back on the pillow of the couch, dozing off. 
 
   I wake up feeling lighter. It’s dark and my dad had left me in the family room. That’s not like him. He’d usually carry me to my room or wake me up. My right hand is burning. I rub it, getting up to turn on the lights. 
 
   Looking at my hand, my palm is dark-red, turning completely black. I watch it as black, thin vines travel from my palm up my arm. They grow, curving up the muscle of my forearm to my shoulder. It stops at my shoulder, and what seem like thorns, dig into my skin. 
 
   The pain increases, surging up my neck, burning my ear. I turn on the light-switch and stare at myself in the mirror on the wall. Nothing shows on my neck, but my ear is red with vines covering it. 
 
   The pain circles my head, penetrating my forehead. Touching my head with my right hand, it is hot as fire. I jerk it away quickly, leaving my forehead red with a burnt handprint on it. I rub over it with my left hand. Staring in the mirror, I watch my irises turn black and spread out to the white of my eyes. 
 
   What the hell?! I widen my eyes, watching them turn to black. What the hell is happening to me?
 
   “Tracey, I will come for you, even if I have to start from the inside and work my way out. I will destroy you and my son! Tracey, do you hear me?!” Nathan’s dad’s face appears in the mirror before me. “Do you hear me, Tracey? TRACEY, DO YOU HEAR ME!?” he shouts, making me jump away from the mirror. I land on the couch.
 
   “Tracey!” I jolt up from the couch, panting, unable to catch my breath. “Tracey, look at me.” I see nothing. The voice sounds like my dad’s, but I’m not sure. “Tracey, can you hear me?” His panic is increasing my own panic. “Tracey!” He shakes me.
 
   “Excuse me, sir, can I see her? Maybe I can help.” It sounds like Nathan.
 
   “I don’t see how, but come on over.”
 
   Seconds later, warm hands touch me, calm fills me; the panic feeling is being taken away. I can breathe better. “Tracey,” Nathan says, too calmly. “Focus. It’s okay. Calm down.”
 
   Opening my eye, I’m calm. They focus, seeing him, and I grab him roughly around the neck—entirely too quickly. He hugs me back with just as much force. “It’s okay, Tracey.” I bury my face in his neck, breathing him in. 
 
   “Ladybug, what happened? Are you okay?” Dad places his hand on my shoulder, massaging it lightly. 
 
   I can’t let Nathan go yet. I don’t want to. If I do, everything will come back—the pain, the disturbing feeling I had before he touched me. “It’s okay, Tracey.” Nathan rubs my back firmly, not pushing me away.
 
   “I—I am.” I don’t want to talk, just hold and be held. 
 
   When you’re ready, baby, no rush. Although…your dad is looking at us a little weird. 
 
   I chuckle, pulling back. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s fine, ladybug. Is everything okay?”
 
   I don’t know how to answer him. I take a minute to breathe and work through my feelings. “Yes, I just had a bad dream.”
 
   Nathan wraps my right arm inside his as my dad sits on my left side. “You’re sure you are feeling okay?” His voice sounds uncertain.
 
   Before I can answer him, my dad says, “You scared me. You were panting in your sleep and cringing like you were in pain.” Worry is in his voice.
 
   “I’m fine, Dad. I’m sorry I scared you. Have you ever had a dream that felt so real? That’s something like how it felt. It scared me.”
 
   “Does this happen often?”
 
   “No.” I try to move my right hand, in an attempt to push my hair back that’s sticking to my forehead, but Nathan won’t let me. So I do it with the left and he looks at me. “Is everything okay?”
 
   His face is calm. “Yes, just worried about you is all.”
 
   “That makes two of us,” my dad mutters. I look back at him and he’s staring at me.
 
   “Really, Dad, I’m fine. I’m sorry I scared you both.”
 
   My dad looks at Nathan. “Well, I’m going to assume you’re Nathan.”
 
   “That’s right, sir. Sorry to have barged in like I did.”
 
   My dad stands, straightening in a way that tells Nathan to stand. I look at him.
 
   Nathan smiles at me. Don’t move from this position. I’ll explain later. He stands up, reaching his hand out to my dad. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Warren.”
 
   My dad completes the hand shake. “I take it Tracey has told you about me?”
 
   Not really. “Yes, sir she has.”
 
   “Well, that makes two of us. I’ve heard a share about you as well. You’re dating my daughter?”
 
   Nathan smiles slightly. “Yes, sir.”
 
   “I take it you treat her well, considering the way she reached for you when she woke up from her nightmare.”
 
   “I do treat her well, sir, and I will continue to.”
 
   “Very good.” My dad takes a step back. “Well, if you’re okay, ladybug, I’m going to meet your mother upstairs and turn in for the night. Nathan, I trust that I can leave you and her down here alone and you will be gone by eleven?” It’s actually a statement, rather than a question.
 
   “Yes, sir. You have my word.” Yeah right. Not likely. My dad leaves the room and Nathan sits back down beside me. “Why don’t you turn on a movie for us to watch?”
 
   I flip through the channels, not really caring what I turn on. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Wait.”
 
   “Wait for what?” I’m frustrated. He needs to tell me something.
 
   He gives me a serious look that makes me sit back and relax. I do, becoming impatient. “Just wait,” he says sternly.
 
   I wait, turning to the HBO channel. I watch him as he watches the TV not saying anything. I grow even more impatient, but reluctantly stay calm. I really wish he would tell me what’s going on. 
 
   “Don’t panic, Tracey,” he says, forty-five minutes later, grabbing my hand. He turns it over for me to see.
 
   My palm is black, like in the dream. The thorn vines go all the way up to my inner-elbow. Panic rises in me. Nathan moves to my other side, grabbing my regular hand. I touch my ear, remembering it too had vines.
 
   “Does my ear have it too?” I ask quickly. “Do you think my dad saw it?” 
 
   “No, he would have said something. But, with him being on your left, he couldn’t see that side. And yes, your ear has the vines too.” He’s sitting straight forward. 
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet.”
 
   “Why did it happen?” I follow quickly.
 
   “I’m not sure yet,” he repeats. 
 
   “How do we take it off?”
 
   “Baby, I’m not sure yet,” he says, keeping his irritation contained.
 
   “Well, what are you sure of?”
 
   “Tracey.” He squeezes my hand. “Calm down. We will figure this out. Can you tell me what happened in your dream?”
 
   “My hand burned then turned black, and the ugly vines grew up to my shoulder, the side of my neck, and my ear. I watched it grow in the mirror. The pain it brought shot through my head and my eyes. Oh my gosh, are my eyes black?”
 
   “No, they are the same beautiful, light-colored brown they’ve always been.” He’s still calm. “Continue with the dream.” He rubs his thumb over the back of my hands, calming me down. 
 
   “I watched my eyes turn black, and your dad started talking to me, saying something like he is going to get me, even from the inside out, and he was going to destroy us both. He showed me himself—in the mirror.” I point to the mirror on the wall. “And started yelling my name.” I look back at my black hand. “It was the worst.”
 
   Nathan pulls me to him and lifts my hand, so we can both see it. Raising it to his mouth, he lets out an extremely slow breath through his kiss. It’s freezing cold, and I start to shiver. 
 
   Moments later, he removes it, and we stare as the black fades away slowly, very slowly. The vines don’t fade completely, but they become faint. I run to the mirror. My ear isn’t as dark either, but I still notice it.
 
   “You notice it, because you are aware that it’s there. Although, no one else will be able to.”
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   “You’re gaining abilities, I’m assuming, and one of them may be to burn things with your touch. Or, maybe you can eject fire or heat. It’s not really clear, but we can ask my mom the next time you come over.” He stands behind me in the mirror. 
 
   He kisses my vined ear. “So is this something you can do?”
 
   “No, I don’t possess fire. However, I can turn someone into ash. Maybe your ability came from that. Again, Tracey, this isn’t my specialty—abilities and understanding them. I just possess them and know how to use mine. I also know some of the ones that my siblings and parents have, but that’s the most of it. For most, their abilities show on their skin, like yours.”
 
   I’m calmer. I really don’t care what it is; I just don’t want it to show. “Okay, so when can I expect for it to not show all the time?”
 
   “Once you learn how to control it, you will be fine. And, considering I’ve been hearing myself say that too often, I think it’s time we start trying to control things.”
 
   We walk back to the couch. “Why did you make me wait so long before you showed me?”
 
   “I was waiting for your parents to fall asleep, so they couldn’t hear us talk.” He sits me across him. “Your speed has picked up. I don’t know if you noticed it.”
 
   “I did see that. I thought I just needed you bad.”
 
   “Maybe.” He looks at me. “Can I kiss you?”
 
   “You don’t have to ask.” I lean into him and he kisses the worry away that lay upon his eyebrows. His hand rubs up my neck and pushes through my hair. My body shivers, never feeling his touch there before. I deepen the kiss, knowing I need to pull away. He matches it, and I let out a quiet moan. 
 
   He pulls away, giving me the ‘not cool’ look with low eyes. I laugh. 
 
   “You scared me. I felt something happening to you.” He looks me over.
 
   “Yeah, you came early. What happened today?”
 
   “You don’t want to know.” He looks away from me to the TV. 
 
   “Nathan.”
 
   “What did I tell you was going to happen?” I pull his face, by his chin, to look at me. He rolls his eyes. “Tracey, everything happened that I told you would, with the exception of the extended conversation with my father. I cut it short because he pissed me off.”
 
   “I’m not asking because I want to remind you of it; although, I know that it will. I’m asking because I want you to talk to me and let me know what’s going on with you. What happened to you? I would really prefer for you to give me all the details, but I know you won’t. And I’m not going to stop asking, so get used to it.” I kiss the side of his mouth and turn his face back to the TV. 
 
   He looks back at me, with a face that asks if I really just did that. I laugh, laying my head against his shoulder. “I love what you to do me, Tracey.”
 
   “And what’s that?”
 
   “You make me happy. I haven’t been happy for a long time.” He rubs my shoulder.
 
   A few minutes pass. “So how am I going to control this stuff?”
 
   “We’ll work on that later.”
 
   “Oh, I forgot to mention…we are supposedly hanging out with Glen and Scott on Saturday.”
 
   “How did that happen?”
 
   “My dad was standing with Glen and me when she asked me to call you. After I had zoned out while talking to you, I had to throw the attention off of me.”
 
   “Um, hum.” He scoots forward—to position himself more comfortably. 
 
   I listen as he lets out a slow breath. I look up at him, and his eyes are closed. “Are you tired?”
 
   “Yes,” he says, with closed eyes.
 
   “Well, leave so we can go to sleep.”
 
   “You’re tired?” 
 
   “Not really.” That dream freaked me out.
 
   “You comfortable, sitting here?” It’s a two-part question.
 
   “Yes, I’m fine.”
 
   “Well, I’ll sit here with you until you’re ready to lie down.” His eyes are still closed.
 
   “But you—”
 
   “Tracey, shh.” He wraps one of his arms all the way around me and puts the other behind his head. 
 
   I turn back to the TV, smiling from him. I watch the movie ‘Fright Night.’ That ends and X-Men comes on. It’s now going on eleven and my dad will have his alarm set to check in on us. I sit up, looking at Nathan. 
 
   He’s looking back at me through the slits of his eyes. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s almost eleven.”
 
   He stretches. “Okay.”
 
   I move from across him, standing up. He stands and stretches—his body getting taller than what it already is, shoulders broader than what they really are. I can tell he’s tired because of the lowness of his eyelids. He looks at me staring at him. 
 
   “You had a busy day, huh?” I ask, still staring. 
 
   “Yeah, I was up early and didn’t stop until I came over here.”
 
   “Did I take you from something?”
 
   “No, never. Whatever you have going on is more important than anything I was doing. But I was about done anyway. I left the cleanup to Scott.” He looks in the direction of the stairs. “I have to go. You going to show me out?”
 
   “Yeah.” My dad must be around. 
 
   We walk to my front door. Nathan pulls me into a hug. “Tell your dad I’m sorry again for barging in like I did. That’s not like me.”
 
   “I will.” I look to him for a kiss. He shakes his head slightly and kisses my forehead. Yep, my dad is definitely around. Damn Dad. 
 
   I open the door for him. “I’ll see you later, Tracey.”
 
   “Bye.” I don’t like the feeling I get watching him walk away. I remind myself he’s coming right back as I watch him get in his truck. I close the door, watching him pull off. “I know you’re there, Dad.”
 
   I turn around and watch him descend the remaining stairs. “It’s not eleven yet.”
 
   “Just about.”
 
   “I just knew you all would be late.”
 
   “Nope.” I walk over to him. “Not late.”
 
   “I see. You all seem nice.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You two wear feelings for each other on your shoulders. I’m not sure how I feel about that.”
 
   “Well, how do you feel?”
 
   “You’re growing up, but you’re still young.”
 
   “Humph, that’s understanding.” I hug his middle. “But I cannot help how I feel; although, I can say we’ll take it a minute at a time.” Lie!
 
   “Well, that’s all I can ask. You’re old enough to make wise decisions, and pretty soon you’ll be off on your own—at school—and I’ll expect for you to be responsible and cautious. And I do not want you to have any children until you are thirty.”
 
   “Dad!” He did not just say that. “I’m not planning on having any kids right now anyway. But thirty?”
 
   He shrugs and hugs me back. “I love you, ladybug. And Nathan seems like a nice guy. I will still have a talk with him, but he seems put together well.”
 
   “He is, but I’m really tired and I’m going to head to bed.” I head up the stairs. “See you in the morning.”
 
   “Me too.” He heads up the stairs behind me, and we both go our separate ways to our bedrooms. 
 
   I walk in my room, and Nathan’s sitting on my chaise, with his face in his phone. I walk over to him and he spreads out one arm, welcoming me to lie against him, not taking his eyes from his phone.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   He lets out a harsh breath. “Taylor tried to kill my father for trying to kill Justin. And now everybody is texting and calling me. I told them I was with you, but they act like it was a change of subject and then started asking me about you.” His phone vibrates. “I’m trying to find Taylor, but she is not answering me, and Justin isn’t going to answer if Taylor tells him not to.”
 
   “Do you need to go?”
 
   “Probably, but I’m not going to.”
 
   “We can go check on it together.”
 
   He finally looks at me. “Not happening.”
 
   “Why not? I’m really tired of you doing things without me. And I want to make sure Taylor is okay too. We’ll leave and come back before morning.”
 
   “Or, we’ll sit here and wait until morning and then I’ll go and see what happened.”
 
   “Nathan,” I wine.
 
   “Tracey.” He mocks my tone.
 
   “Nathan, this overprotective thing is really putting a danker in our relationship.”
 
   “And what does that mean?”
 
   “You cannot keep me locked away. It’s better to be by your side than on my own.”
 
   He puts his phone down and pushes his fingers through his hair. “I don’t know.”
 
   “You’ll teach me, I’ll learn, and we’ll concur. All.”
 
   “Where do you get this stuff?” He looks at me through low eyes. Very sexy.
 
   “I don’t know, but—” I turn to straddle him. “I do know that you owe me a kiss goodnight.”
 
   He wraps both of his arms around me tightly. “Is that right?”
 
   I raise an eyebrow. “As a matter of fact.”
 
   He grips my chin lightly pulling my face to his. “Humph,” he sounds, turning his mouth into a line, while shrugging his shoulders. “You might be onto something.” I lean down, kissing him. He doesn’t kiss me back. “You happy now?”
 
   “Un-hun.” I shake my head.
 
   He sits up on the chaise, taking me with him. “You know, I’ve been thinking.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Me, you, my truck.” I remember the night we relived my dream and how I ruined it, not being able to control my damn hormones. “With the ice broken, thanks to you, you wouldn’t need to control those hormones.”
 
   “Is that right?”
 
   “As a matter of fact,”
 
   “Touché.”
 
   He kisses me deep, and I forget about everything but us in his truck. I grab the back of the chaise as he rubs his fingers through the back of my hair. I love the way that feels. His hands there sends tremors through me. 
 
   I can’t help myself, craving for more. I push against him until I feel hardness. He scoots down, making my efforts easier. Feeling it also sends shivers over me, enticing me. I lower against it and his hand grabs my waist, moving in a grind against it. 
 
   He stops kissing my mouth, moving to my neck. It feels amazing. I don’t know what type of magical buds lie on his tongue or what form of skin is placed upon his lips, but I am so grateful for it.
 
   I rub my hand over his neck and up into his hair. It’s so soft. He kisses under my neck, moving to the other side. His other hand moves to grab my breast, as he kisses me slowly, making his way up to the space behind my ear. My body tingles as he hits that intense spot on my body. Both of his hands move to grab my thighs.
 
   I lose it, letting a moan escape. He pulls back quickly, his eyes that hypnotizing ocean-blue. I let out a soft breath, upset that he stopped. His grip loosens and I lean in, placing a soft kiss against his lips. 
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “You’re starting something.”
 
   “So finish it.” I move to kiss his neck. 
 
   He grabs my waist. “Your dad is here.”
 
   “I’ll be quiet.” I start nibbling his ear.
 
   He lets out a quiet, throaty, short-moaned chuckle. “No, you won’t.” He pulls me down against him harder. “Not with what you’re doing to me.”
 
   I bite my bottom lip, containing my spasm. “Nathan.” He shivers at the tone of my voice, saying his name. “Give me what I want.”
 
   “Tracey, you are killing me.”
 
   “Not yet.” I bite onto his neck, and then kiss the same spot, while at the same time, grabbing the edge of his shirt to take it off.
 
   “You are a very bad influence.”
 
   “Blame yourself.”
 
   He chuckles, shirt coming over his head. He catches me in a kiss, once it’s off, a seductive kiss that sends my hormones raging worse than they were. “The moment you make a sound, I’ll pull away, no matter what the circumstances.”
 
   He won’t. “Okay.”
 
   “You—” I cut him off with a kiss. No more talking. 
 
   He stands, picking me up with him, and walks over to my bed. He only lays me down, bending over me. He kisses me, and unbuttons my shirt without using his hands. I bite my lip to hold it together.
 
   He pushes his hand through my hair, while making out with my neck. His other hand moves to my thigh and grabs it firmly, pressing his lower body against mine unexpectedly. I gasp a little too loudly. No, it was a moan. 
 
   He instantly pulls back. 
 
   Shit! I curse myself over and over in my head. “Nathan, please.”
 
   “No, Tracey. I told you.” He takes off my shoes. “One sound.”
 
   “That was an accident.”
 
   He takes off my pants. “Get in the bed, accident,” he says condescendingly. 
 
   “Nathan, do not be like this,” I say, reluctantly climbing into bed. He is so wrong. 
 
   He takes off his shoes and jeans, and lies beside me in his shorts. “Calm down, and go to sleep, babe,” he says, pulling me to him. 
 
   “You are so wrong, Nathan,” I say, getting comfortable next to him. 
 
   He chuckles. “I love you, Tracey.”
 
   Lying here, I can’t go right to sleep, like I usually do when I lay next to him. I’m still not tired. That dream from earlier is keeping me awake. I turn over into Nathan’s chest; his scent should calm my nerves. It does, helping me to relax. He’s already asleep. 
 
   “What’s wrong, Tracey?” 
 
   “I thought you were sleep.”
 
   “How can I sleep with your brain going a thousand miles an hour?” 
 
   “I thought you stopped peeking into my head.”
 
   “Tracey, I can’t stop; it just comes to me. I only peek when I’m looking for something. But that’s beside the point. Why can’t you sleep?”
 
   You should know—peeking in my head and all. I’m not going to be an ass. “That dream freaked me out.” And you won’t give me what I want.
 
   I hear a chuckle in his chest. “You want me to calm you?”
 
   I’m not sure how to answer that. “Umm, yes.” I say, more as a question. “How does that work?” I move to look at him; his eyes are closed. Aww, he’s tired. I’ve never seen him this tired before. And here I am keeping him awake. “Sorry, Nathan. Just hold me. I’ll forget about it and fall asleep.”
 
   “I’ll help a little.” He pulls me back to him. “Close your eyes.”
 
   I close them and my mind is full of images of me and him, things that we’ve done, and what seems like things he wants to do, which I wouldn’t mind doing. I relax and pass out.
 
   


 
   19: Unforeseen
 
    
 
   I wake up warm. Nathan is still relaxed, indicating he’s still sleeping. He’s on his back and I’m lying on his chest. I lift my hand to see how it looks today and the vines are not as visible as they were yesterday, even after Nathan made them go away. 
 
   It makes me feel better. I was worried I would have had to walk around in gloves and long sleeves for the rest of my life. I’m curious to know what it is and what it’s supposed to do. 
 
   Nathan said something about fire or heat, so I think about those two things. Nothing happens. I close my eyes and remember when I was at the beach and my hands became very hot as I watched Nathan go back and forth with those ‘eels’—as he had called them. I was angry, so I think about being angry and the things that make me angry. Nothing happens. My hand doesn’t get hot, and I do not feel anything different. 
 
   Nathan and those guys persist in my mind. It irritates me that I had to sit around and wait. I wanted to slap a couple of people too. I felt I needed to help. He wants to keep me nestled and safe, but I want to get in there, be at his side, and help him. I couldn’t take looking at those guys with their hands around his neck, trying to hurt him. I ball my fist at the thought, and my hand starts to warm. Whoa.
 
   I look at it and it starts turning black again. I did something to spark it. It starts fading away as I acknowledge it. Okay, what was it that I had said, or  did, or rather, felt? No, nothing that I had felt, because I got angry and nothing happened. Or did it? 
 
   Maybe it’s not what I felt, but what I want to feel, or want to do. My desire! 
 
   I look down at my hand and I desire for it to come back. My hand starts burning again. The black starts in the center of my palm, and spreads out. The burn doesn’t affect me as bad as it did yesterday. I watch it spread, satisfied. 
 
   Now, what are you here for? What am I supposed to do with you? I watch the vines grow up my arm. They sting a little, and I try to stay calm so I won’t wake Nathan. 
 
   My fingers and palm start to pulse, then my arm jerks out—like a nerve moving on its on. My fingers spit fire across the room, hitting my curtains and setting them on fire. 
 
   “Oh shit!” I half-whisper, jumping from the bed. Nathan rises at the same time. I throw on the jogging pants and t-shirt that are sitting at the edge of my bed, and throw Nathan his pants and shirt.
 
   “Tracey, what are you doing? What did you do!?” My curtains are blazing. 
 
   I’m panicking, not knowing how to answer his questions, making my way towards my room door. “I need water.” I look at him before I open the door. 
 
   He stretches out his arm, opening his hand, fingers spread, like he’s telling the fire to come to him. The fire—all of it—leaves my now burnt curtains and snakes quickly into his hand. Once the fire is gone, he closes his fingers over his palm. 
 
   I look down at my hand and it’s back to regular. The black and the vines are gone. “Okay, that was weird.”
 
   He lays his head back against the pillow, throwing his arm over his eyes. “What did you do?” he questions accusingly, the words taking their time being said.
 
   I walk away from the door and back over to the bed. “Umm, nothing.”
 
   He looks at me from under his arm. “Tell me.”
 
   “I was curious, and then the curtains caught on fire.” I feel like a child, trying to get out of trouble with a lighter side of the story.
 
   “Curious.” He moves his arm. “And the curtains set themselves on fire?”
 
   I shrug my shoulders. “Well, I figured out what my hand does.” 
 
   “Clearly. Mind sharing?”
 
   “Well, I found out that it’s affected by my desires. And when it is, it turns black, and those ugly vines grow up my arm. Then fire comes from my fingers and, I think, my palm.”
 
   Nathan sits up. “Okay, that sounds cool.” He stretches. “Show me, but don’t set anything on fire.”
 
   I show him, first with desire. My hand turns black, then the vines travel up my arm. I want to show the fire and it shoots out from my hand unexpectedly. Before I set the ceiling on fire, he catches it in his hand. 
 
   “That’s cool,” I say, watching him. 
 
   “Humph, yeah, it might come in handy for you.” He thinks, scratching his head. “I think I can show you how to control it. And it comes down to controlling your want. Minimize your want, and you should be able to hold the fire in your hand.”
 
   Minimize my want. “Like not wanting it as much? Telling it what to do?”
 
   “Yes,” he answers, nodding.
 
   I open my hand in a holding position. I want it to calm down, help me help it to find control. It starts off small, just in the center of my palm, with vines of fire snaking out from my fingers. It grows, until I feel it is big enough, taking up most of my hand. It’s not a ball, but more like a blob of fire moving in my hand. I smile at myself. 
 
   “Good job, babe.” He smiles at me. “Now, make it go away, and then the fire I took from the curtains and the air, I’ll give back to you, so that we can see if you can consume it as well.”
 
   “Okay. How am I supposed to consume it?” I look back at my hand, telling the fire to go back. It sinks quickly into my palm. 
 
   “That’s amazing,” he says with astonishment, watching me. “Uh, however you make it happen might allow you to consume it. Desire—desire to consume, and we’ll see if it works.”
 
   “What if it doesn’t work?”
 
   He shrugs. “Let’s hope it works.” I look at him in disbelief. “Kidding. We’ll fix whatever happens.” He looks over to the window. “Except the curtains. After we do this, maybe we should take them down.”
 
   I look at them too. “Yeah.” The curtains are extremely burnt. “Later. Let’s try this.” I put my hand up, willing it to turn black.
 
   He puts his palm out, turned up. “This may come out fast and you need to want to catch it and consume it.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “You ready?” His expression is questioning.
 
   Honestly, no. “Yes.”
 
   Fire erupts from his hand, quickly shooting up to the ceiling. I need to catch it before we set the house on fire. I think quickly. Reaching for it, it comes to me like a magnet. It sits in my hand—a lot of fire wanting to escape my grasp. 
 
   “Don’t be afraid of it. Want it back in you.”
 
   I focus on the fire, trying to avoid being afraid of it, but it is a lot of fire and I can feel the heat from it against my face. Changing my outlook, I treat it like it’s a part of me.
 
   Once I accept it and am comfortable, it enters back through my fingers, burning at its entry. It stings, but I can take it, and it seems my body wanted it back as much as it wanted to come back.
 
   All the fire snakes back into me, filling the vines with the fury that they need. I smile at myself, delighted. The last of it finishes, sinking into my palm. “I did good, right?” I say, smiling at Nathan.
 
   “You did.” He’s proud. I can hear it in his voice.
 
   I look down at my hand, watching it turn to regular. “I think I can control it.”
 
   “Yeah, baby. It looks like it.” He grabs me against him, and pulls me on top of him as he lies back down. 
 
   I prop my arms on his chest. “Can you come by today? Dad want’s to have a proper meet and greet, talk to you, find out your morals, see what you do. You know—the whole father and daughter boyfriend talk.”
 
   “I’m already by.” I give him a serious look. He chuckles. “Yes, I’ll come by later. Just let me know the time. When your parents get up, I’m going to go to the house and check on things, and find out what’s going on with Taylor.” 
 
   Damn, I forgot about that. “You made me forget.”
 
   “I did not. You made yourself forget about that. Remember this?” He kisses my neck, then my ear, repeating my move from last night.
 
   “Oh yeah, and that’s why you got something started.” He moves across my neck. “And are looking to start again.”
 
    He pulls back. “Nah, not this morning. I can’t take it easy on you anymore.” He flips us over. I kiss his chin. “You’re killing me, Tracey.”
 
   “It seems more like you’re trying to kill me.”
 
   He kisses me. “I wouldn’t say it like that. But I would say I need more—” He kisses my bottom lip. “—of you.”
 
   “I like the way that sounds.”
 
   “Your parents are up.”
 
   “They’re coming?” I say, through wide eyes.
 
   He smiles. “Not in the sense of walking to your room.”
 
   It doesn’t register at first. “Eww, that is so disgusting. Why would you tell me that?”
 
   “You asked.”
 
   “Not the question that you answered.”
 
   He pulls back, getting off the bed. “I’m going to go home, clean up, and check on things. Let me know when you want me to come by, or where you want me to meet you all.”
 
   I stand up in front of him, and rub my hands over his chest, then his stomach. I walk around him to his back—my third favorite part of his body. My first is his face and my second is below his waist. 
 
   His head falls back as my hands graze over his back. “What are you doing, Tracey?” His voice is low and quiet. 
 
   “The same thing you’re doing.” His back is smooth under my fingers. Muscular, tanned—it flexes under my touch. 
 
   I move my hands around to his chest, becoming drunk from his scent and the way his skin feels under my touch. I move closer, kissing the point of his back that is of equal height to my lips. He makes a throaty sound as he touches my hands that rests on his chest. 
 
   “And what would that be?”
 
   “Minding my business.”
 
   “You’re working on getting something started.”
 
   “I’m working on getting to know you better.”
 
   “Um.” As if he has an idea.
 
   I pull back. “What?”
 
   “Nothing. Your dad just got out of the shower. He’s coming here.” He turns to me. “I’ll see you later.” He kisses my lips sweetly. “Let me know if you need me.”
 
   He’s gone out the window before I can respond. I turn around and see that he took the curtains and his clothes with him.
 
   When I turn back around, my dad is walking through my door. “Hey, ladybug. Start getting ready to go.”
 
   “Okay, Dad.”
 
   “Why are you standing in the middle of the floor? And why does it smell like smoke in here?”
 
   Good question. “Umm, the window is open—it could be coming from outside. I was going to the dresser to get some clothes.” All I can picture his him loving on my mom. That is disgusting. 
 
   “What’s wrong? Everything okay?”
 
   No! “Yes, I’m just going to get in the shower.”
 
   “Okay, your mom and I will be downstairs when you’re ready.”
 
   I get in the shower, then put on a dress. I put my hair in an up-do, because my dad said it is supposed to be hot today. I slide on my flats, and some jewelry that match my shoes. 
 
   Walking into the kitchen, I greet my mom. “Good morning, Mom.”
 
   “Good morning, honey. Did you have a good sleep?” She sounds perky. I clear my head. 
 
   “Yes, I did. So what’s on the agenda for today?”
 
   Dad answers. “First, find out what time Nathan will be available so I can fit him into our schedule. I have a feeling that once he comes around, I’ll lose you for the rest of the evening.” Sounds about right.
 
   “What makes you say that?” Pointless question. 
 
   “Just based on what I saw last night. He looked as if he was asleep and you were laid across him, questioning him about leaving. He asked you if you were comfortable and you said yes.” He tries to imitate my voice. “He replied that he was fine, just sitting there on the couch…something like that.” He’s smiling ear to ear. 
 
   “And what else did he say, dear?” Mom is eating this up. I’m mild-faced.
 
   “You asked him if you were taking him away from what he was doing. And—this is why I like the guy—he said—”
 
   “I know what he said, Dad,” I say, irritated. 
 
   “Awe, ladybug, I don’t mean to embarrass you. It’s just that you two were so cute. And I hadn’t seen you with a guy before and loving him. Makes me feel funny just saying it.” He shakes his shoulders, like he has a chill.
 
   “He’s pretty cute too, honey.” My mom pinches my shoulder.
 
   I smile at them both. “And now that that’s over, I’ll go call Nathan. I’m thinking 3pm.”
 
   “Ladybug, I was just joking.”
 
   “I am too, Dad.” I walk to the family room, just now remembering that he still hasn’t given me his number.
 
   Nathan? Nothing. Nathan?
 
   Yes, baby?
 
   What time are you going to be finished?
 
   I’m not doing anything but hanging with Taylor until you need me.
 
   Tell Taylor I said ‘hi,’ and come by at six.
 
   Will do. 
 
    
 
   We drive for hours to the Speedway race track that Dad says Mom has been begging him for years to take her to. I’m not that into racing, but I’m sure it will be fun to watch the people around me get pissed about their person not winning. 
 
   I pay little to no attention to the race. My phone is buzzing out of control with all the girls asking me with questions about the fair, Pepper, where Glen and I have been all break, and who is the new eye candy people saw me with. 
 
   I go back and forth with Rachel, explaining a little of nothing. Then Jennifer texts me, and she is more interested in Pepper. Angie calls and I tell her to text me, because I can’t hear over the crowd—she wants to know about Glen and Scott. Apparently, she likes Scott and is mad that Glen didn’t ask her if she was okay with her dating him. Petty.
 
   The race is over before I know it. Everyone in our section is angry, even my mom. I guess our person lost. On our walk back to the car, she complains about how the drivers were cheating. 
 
   I’m half paying attention, still in my phone, telling the girls we will catch up when we get back to school on Monday. That isn’t enough, because they continue to text, telling me I blew them off, and I spent no time with them this break.
 
   Little do they know I have better things to do. 
 
   My dad stops by a fast food restaurant for something light to snack on, before we head on our hours’ drive home. I am overly happy when we get back in the car, anticipating seeing Nathan. I miss him.
 
   “You ready to head on home, Tracey?”
 
   “Yes.” I don’t hesitate to answer. 
 
   “I wonder why that would be.” Ever since my dad saw Nathan and me last night, he will not stop teasing me about it. It’s irritating, but I’d prefer that he accept it than be against it.
 
   I take the ride home with Mom and Dad going through ‘Nathan and me’ jokes. It makes me miss him more—continuously hearing his name. 
 
   Calm down, Tracey, I tell myself. You’re going to see him soon. My chest starts to ache. 
 
   We arrive home thirty minutes before Nathan is supposed to come over. Me and my mom shower, and put on new clothes. We were dirty from the seats and the spitting men. Disgusting! 
 
   My dad is making some type of roasted chicken with stir-fry veggies, and his own punch. 
 
   I haven’t heard from Nathan yet. Nathan. Nothing. NATHAN! Nothing. 
 
   My dad walks in my room. “Hey, ladybug. You heard from Nathan yet? It’s almost six.”
 
   “Not yet. Just about to call him.” I look at my phone, sitting on the dresser.
 
   “Okay.” He walks out, closing the door behind him. 
 
   I walk over to the window, looking around outside. Why aren’t you answering me? 
 
   A sharp pain tinges my knee. I look at it; nothing is there. The same pain attacks my stomach. I wrap my arms around it, in an attempt to comfort the pain. It becomes unbearable and I fall to my knees, hunched over. 
 
   It goes away, but after minutes had ticked by. “What is going on?” I say, lifting myself from the floor.
 
   I’ll try again. Nathan. Still nothing. 
 
   I walk downstairs. It’s after six now and my dad is setting the table. He calls us to eat and I sit down, staring at the plate next to me. 
 
   “Looks like your boy-toy is a no-show, ladybug,” my dad says with a smile. 
 
   My chest starts aching uncontrollably. “No, something is wrong,” I say in a worried voice. Something is definitely wrong. NATHAN! I yell in my head. I still get nothing. 
 
   “Eat your food before it gets cold, Tracey. He’s probably just running a little late,” my mom says, trying to comfort me. It’s not working.
 
   “No, Mom, something is wrong. Really wrong. I can feel it.” And I can. My heart is going crazy with pain and want and need. My head starts to hurt—no, pound—out-of-control. 
 
   Where the hell are you? I say angrily. 
 
   Neither my dad nor my mom says anything as I contemplate things in my head. 
 
   The door knocks and I jump up from my chair, running to it.
 
   “Slow down, ladybug. Wouldn’t want you to break anything,” Dad yells behind me.
 
   I make it to the door, opening it with an exaggerated whoosh. Hope thrills in my chest. 
 
   I see Taylor and Rose, and I can take no more. The pain becomes excruciating. I drop to my knees, no longer able to bare it. Tears fill my eyes.
 
   Taylor wraps her arms around me to pull me from the floor. “Come on, Tracey. Try to pull it together. We cannot have your parents see you like this. We need you to come with us to find him. Okay?”
 
   I can’t speak as she pulls me from the floor. Holding my face in her hands, she wipes my eyes and I nod. Going over in my head, Pull it together, Tracey, pull it together. 
 
   The ache in my chest is not alleviating, nor is the pounding in my head. 
 
   Taylor looks at her sister. “Rose, help her.” Help me with what? She can’t make Nathan appear! Or can she? I think furiously. 
 
   Rose walks over to me. “I can take it away, but only for a few minutes. We have to hurry, because if you break down, your parents might not let you leave,” Rose whispers in my ear. 
 
   “I have the story already together. Just agree and nod. Try to smile.” Taylor matches her quiet.
 
   I nod, and I feel Rose’s hand on the small of my back. The pain reduces, but it doesn’t go away completely; it just becomes sufferable.
 
   The three of us walk to the dining room, where my parents are still seated at the table. Rose’s hand is still on me and Taylor says “Hi.” She introduces herself as Nathan’s sister.
 
   “Well, their whole family is full of beauties,” my mom blurts.
 
   “And I have to say the same for Tracey’s.”
 
   My mom blushes. “Thank you, Taylor.” 
 
   “So what happened to Nathan?” My dad asks suspiciously. 
 
   “Nathan feels really bad that he let Tracey down and he apologies. He had to finish some work at the office for the new building he’s opening in Washington. He won’t be back until much later, after he completes the business plans. He asked me and Rose…” She points to her sister. “…to come by and take Tracey out—to make it up to her. But we didn’t know we were interrupting dinner. Our apologies for the intrusion,” Taylor follows quickly.
 
   “No need to apologize. So Nathan is doing work for your father’s business?”
 
   “It’s Nathan’s business. He’s expanding it. Our father only owns a portion.” My dad’s eyes go wide. 
 
   “Umm, Dad, can we all talk about this later? I’m sure Nathan would want to be the one to tell you about himself and his business. And I want to go out with Taylor and Rose.”
 
   “That’s fine, Tracey. Go ahead. Just be back at a reasonable time,” my mom interjects, before my dad can ask another question.
 
   The three of us turn, rushing through the door and out to Taylor’s car. Rose helps me in the backseat. The instant she takes her hand from me, the pain comes stabbing back. I buckle over, falling to my side against the seat. I move in the fetal position, trying to contain the pain. Shit is not working. 
 
   “Just hold on, Tracey.” Rose closes the door. 
 
   Taylor pulls off after Rose reenters the car in the passenger seat. The drive is smooth; although, she is flying. She must have the same car as her brother. 
 
   “This isn’t a good sign, Taylor,” I hear Rose speak. 
 
   I can’t open my eyes because the pain is too excruciating, and every time I open them, everything becomes blurry, the pain worsens, and I can’t focus. 
 
   “Shut up, Rose. Everything is fine! We just need to find him.” There is a pause. “Tracey, I need you to find Nathan.”
 
   What!? “How am I supposed to do that?” I say through clenched teeth. Find Nathan? I can’t think past the hurt. “He’s not answering when I call him.”
 
   “Okay, Tracey, I know you are in pain. But I need you to calm down and focus on what I am saying.” Pause. “Okay, Tracey?”
 
   “Okay,” I respond, only so she will leave me alone. Listening to her, thinking about Nathan, and this pain, is too much to bare. 
 
   “Breathe. Stop holding your breath. You have to breathe through the pain. It makes it easier for you to cope with it.” I’m not trying to hear that. “Come on, Tracey. We need to find Nathan. He may be in trouble!”
 
   She’s right—I do need to find Nathan. Now that I think about it, he’s probably the reason I’m in pain, because he’s in pain. Nathan, I cry out in my head. Please be okay. “Okay, Taylor, just give me a minute.”
 
   “No time. The longer we take, the less time he has.” I let go of my breath and pain rushes over me. So much pain, everywhere, all over me. My hands, my head, my legs, my feet, my back, and the worse—my chest. 
 
   I start panting. It makes me feel light-headed. 
 
   “No, Tracey, slower. Breathe slower.” I slow the breaths—through the pain—and slowly my vision clears. “That’s it, Tracey, very good. Now, there are only two pains I need you to focus on. These two pains will act as navigation to find Nathan. It’s like, following your heart. But you need your brain to tell you where your heart needs you to go.” She looks back at me, only for a second, then turns back towards the road. 
 
   “I understand.” Grabbing the handle on the door, I sit up, thinking about the pain in my chest. 
 
   It’s horrible. It feels like my heart wants to explode out of my chest by the way it’s pounding—the ice-cold blood pumping through it, rushing too forcefully through my veins. I feel it all as the blood flows. 
 
   I try to focus on the pain in my head. It’s not as bad as my chest, but it too is agonizing. Focusing on them both together makes my body shake. 
 
   I try to focus on where my heart is, and it’s clearly in my chest. That was stupid. 
 
   “How is it going, Tracey? I need something.” 
 
   I throw my head against the back of the seat in frustration. Taylor is really impatient.
 
   My hand starts to burn vigorously. I look at it, full-black, and the vines are thick, running up my arm.
 
   I tell myself I want to find Nathan. Seconds later, my fingers spark with fire. “What is going on, Tracey? Are you lighting—oh my gosh, is that your hand? Tracey, your hand is on fire!” Rose is hysterical. 
 
   “Tracey, you all did!?” I am not ready to have this conversation right now. 
 
   “I know how we can find him,” I say, sticking my hand out the window and wanting the fire to help me find Nathan. Fire snakes from my hand, probably freaking out the people around us. I pull my hand back in the window after it snaked from my palm. It takes the form of a real snake that is about the size of my entire leg. It’s fast. 
 
   “Follow it,” I say hurriedly.
 
   Taylor wastes no time, and I put on my seatbelt. I watch the snake of fire slither quickly through the streets and around cars on the freeway. It’s faster and Taylor is trying her best to keep up. I can feel it against the cold ground as it moves. It feels like it wants to find Nathan just as bad as I want to. 
 
   “You will explain this to me once this is over.” Taylor swerves through traffic. 
 
   We drive for an hour. My need for Nathan increases, confirming something is wrong. We arrive at a small cottage, when Taylor finally slows down.
 
   “Are you sure it brought us to the right place?” Rose is scoping out the place before we get out. Her doing so makes me wonder where the guys of the family are. Why is it only the three of us?
 
   “Where is everyone?” I ask.
 
   “That’s what I have been trying to figure out since I came out of the bathroom,” Taylor answers. 
 
   “What?” I ask dramatically. The bathroom? A sledgehammer is banging against my forehead, and although I want to hear more details about what happened, I decide against it. “Never mind. We’ll talk about that later. Did you see where that fire snake went?” I ask, looking around the grass and in the trees, but not seeing it. 
 
   “No, and that is what we are going to talk about later. You, me, Nathan, and that fire snake,” Taylor responds in an exaggerated voice. 
 
   I open my black palm, wanting the fire to come back to me. We walk around the small cottage before deciding to go in. Walking up the steps to the front door, the snake of fire comes back to me and enters my palm. I almost ask it if it found him, since it was gone for so long. But that seems silly, especially with Taylor and Rose here. 
 
   We step in, the door squeaking closed behind us. It becomes pitch-black. Not even the moonlight can enter through the boarded up windows.
 
   “Taylor?” I call out to her.
 
   “Tracey,” she returns my call. 
 
   “Rose?” we say at the same time.
 
   “Yes,” Rose responds quietly.
 
   There is no light. I try to focus my eyes on something. I get nothing. None of us have moved since we walked into the cottage. 
 
   If I could only see… We are wasting too much time. I blink again and red moves in my peripheral vision. I blink again and it’s gone. What is going on?
 
   I turn my head slightly, to see what it could have been, but I see nothing. I blink once more and it returns in the form of a human. I gasp, jumping away from it, startled. 
 
   “Tracey, what’s wrong? Where are you?” the strange figure speaks to me, with Taylor’s voice. It doesn’t move; it just looks around the room quickly. 
 
   I stare at her for a moment, remembering her body shape. It is Taylor, just not in Taylor’s skin. Or skin at all. 
 
   “I think I can see you,” I think out loud. “But, you’re…red.”
 
   “Like heat vision?” Rose’s voice asks from behind me. I brace myself before I turn around. Slowly turning, there she is—in all her red-glowing glory. 
 
   “I guess you could call it that.” I’m still trying to make sense of this.
 
   “Wait…” I turn back to ‘red Taylor,’ standing with her arms folded in front of her chest. “You’re telling me you have heat vision too?”
 
   “No, but this isn’t a good time to discuss it. But I do believe this may help us move from this spot.” I look around the room. I can see objects. I can’t make them out, but at least I can see them, maybe because they give off heat. I don’t know. I just know I can see them. 
 
   “Okay, you lead the way.” Yeah, should have seen that coming.
 
   “Umm, can one of you stay at my side?” I say nervously.
 
   “Tracey, let’s just go.”
 
   I don’t know where to go. I think for a minute, deciding to let the pull of my heart direct me. “Okay, I’m going out on a limb here, but I think we should go down.”
 
   Taylor responds quickly, “You’re right.” 
 
   “I’m not feeling good about this, you two.” Rose pauses. “It feels like something is wrong.”
 
   “It’s her ability to sense situations and occurrences,” Taylor informs.
 
   “That doesn’t make me feel good,” I say apprehensively.
 
   “We got you, Tracey. Anything happens, we’ll take care of it. You just hide somewhere.” Taylor’s red figure looks in my direction. “From all of us,” she utters quietly.
 
   My heart double beats. Nathan? It was worth a try, but I get nothing. Nathan, where are you? You’re killing me here. I’m hurting, confused, and frustrated. I want to just stop, sit down in the middle of the floor, and ball like a baby.
 
   Hold it together, Tracey. I just need to hold it together.
 
   I lead us to what seems like a kitchen. “We’re in a kitchen. There has to be a door around here somewhere that will lead us down.” Looking for a door in the dark is like searching for a needle in a haystack…in the dark.
 
   We split up, searching the walls, finding nothing. We meet back in the middle of the floor. Rose takes two steps and falls flat. I bend down to help her. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah. I tripped over something.” She starts to pick herself up. 
 
   “Wait, don’t move yet.” She turns slightly, looking in my direction—not that she can see me. I follow her legs to her feet, feeling the floor around them. There is a lock that’s on what feels like a hatch.
 
   “Rose, I’m going to help you stand back up. But don’t move, while I get Taylor and bring her over here.”
 
   “Okay.” Helping her stand, we put her feet right in front of the lock of the latch. “Not moving.”
 
   Taylor is just standing in the middle of the floor, patiently. I lead her to where Rose stands. “How are we going to get into the hatch, now that we have found it?” she asks.
 
   “I have an idea.”
 
   “Okay, care to share?”
 
   “Not until I see if it works.” I place my hand on Rose’s shoulder. “Step back a little, Rose. I’m going to try something and I hope it works.”
 
   I make my hand hot, extremely hot. Now that I know what’s going on, it doesn’t hurt me as much. It more so is comforting. It reminds me of Nathan—not here to hurt me but to comfort me. It’s now a part of me. 
 
   I really need him.
 
   I look at my hand and it is the brightest red in the room—close to burnt-orange, like the sun. Crouching down, I put it on the medium-sized lock and the metal begins to melt in my hand. I smile to myself, satisfied it’s working. 
 
   “Tracey, you’re burning the lock off. I can see the metal burning in your hand,” Taylor says, enthused.
 
   “Yeah, it’s working.”
 
   I pull at the lock, prying it away from the latch. It comes off with ease—the hot metal looking like cheese being pulled away from a pizza. 
 
   I slowly lift the latch, and my heart goes insane. I drop it, falling back on my butt. 
 
   Knowing where I am, Taylor kneels down beside me. “He’s down there, isn’t he?” The pain is excruciating, so I can’t answer her. “I can feel it too. Just remember, you have to breathe, Tracey.” She pauses for a moment. “We have to keep moving.”
 
   I breathe slowly, knowing she is right. Rose kneels down and lifts the latch, and dim light shines through the small kitchen as she pushes it all the way back. 
 
   Nervous butterflies erupt through my stomach, which makes the pain in my heart even worse. You can do this, Tracey, I think, trying to motivate myself. You can do this.
 
   There is a ladder that takes us down to the lower level of the cottage. Taylor goes first, then me, then Rose. None of us speak, not knowing what could be down here—or who. We don’t want it—or them—to know we’re down here.
 
   We walk down a hall and come to a fork, giving us a choice of going left or right. Taylor turns right. I take two steps in the same direction and my heart hits against the spine of my back. Obviously, this is the wrong way. I grab her arm to direct her in the opposite direction. The pounding is not as hard, telling me we are getting closer to Nathan, and I breathe from the relief. 
 
   We remain quiet as we travel down the dimly lit hallway. The butterflies in my stomach fly faster as I get more nervous. I want to throw up. 
 
   Making it to another fork, Taylor turns to me with a face that says ‘where do we go?’ and her hands out, palms up. 
 
   I shrug my shoulders, and she gives me the ‘figure it out’ look. 
 
   I slow myself, concentrating, trying to focus on my heart, rather than these damn butterflies. I let out a breath, preparing myself to take a deep one to help calm me down. 
 
   I start to breathe when a loud bang echoes through the halls, making all three of us jump. My heart pulls towards the bang and I wish it didn’t.
 
   Taylor and I look at Rose—with her keen sense of situations. She shakes her head quickly. 
 
   They look at me. I nod my head reluctantly. We hesitantly look down the brighter hallway, none of us moving. My heart pulls me to go. It’s the weirdest feeling; it pushes against my chest, forcing me to take a step forward. 
 
   I take another deep breath as we approach the area where the light is resonating from. Taylor pulls me back, stepping in front of me, her eyes swirling dark, outlined in a red glow. That’s intimidating. 
 
   She places a finger to her mouth. Rose steps around me, sniffing the air. She mouths ‘burned flesh.’ I smell nothing but metal and dampness.
 
   Two shots ring out, along with two different sets of screams. I leap forward. Rose catches me in midair. She shakes her head as she lets me down to the ground. She mouths ‘wait.’ 
 
   I can’t wait; my body is reacting to the scream. I’ve never heard Nathan scream before, but my body is confirming that it was him. I need to see him now, save him from whatever is hurting him—and hurting me. Taylor turns to me, putting up a finger to say ‘one moment.’ 
 
   I give her a look that says ‘hurry up.’ She looks at Rose. Rose nods and turns into a rat, right by my foot. That freaks—me—out. 
 
   I watch the ‘rat Rose’ corner the wall. We wait and wait, and I grow impatient. 
 
   Taylor turns to me, motioning me with her hand to follow her. Her other hand grabs mine that is nearest her. 
 
   We walk into the opening. My legs go weak and my knees hit the floor at the sight. Taylor screams so loudly I only hear the beginning of her scream. My ears ring out over the remainder of her scream, and I can hear nothing else. Everything is moving in slow motion as I raise my hands to my open mouth. 
 
   Rose—no longer a rat—is standing by her father, and a smile is plastered across his face in satisfaction as he looks from Taylor to me, then up near the ceiling.
 
   


 
   20: Deception
 
    
 
   Justin and Nathan hang from the ceiling by their feet, wrapped in glistening chains. I don’t recognize his face, but I know he’s my Nathan. 
 
   They have on pants, but no shoes, socks, or shirts. They hang there, looking…lifeless. Not moving, just dripping black liquid, like blood. My heart stops beating. 
 
   Taylor’s scream finally fades and I look at her. She becomes enraged and shoots up towards Justin’s hanging body. Before she can make it, Rose shoots up, knocking her against a wall and they fall to the floor. I stare at them in disbelief.
 
   Rose…no stories from her, no death threats, no evil looks, nothing. She—
 
   “Tracey, nice of you to join my family affair,” Nathan Sr. articulates, pulling me from my realization of Rose being a part of a setup, allied with their psycho father. “Nathan looks better this way, doesn’t he?” He seems happy. 
 
   I can’t speak, only stare. I’m in awe as my headache fades and is replaced with rage. My heart stops aching and now desires revenge. It’s powerful. My hands burn—both of them—and I clasp them behind my back. I can feel a light film cover my eyes. I look away from him so that he doesn’t notice. I’m not sure if it shows.  
 
   “No need to shy away, Tracey. You were going to be a part of our family.” I look back at Taylor, who is resisting the urge to kick her sister’s ass. 
 
   Nathan Sr. steps up to me. “So how have you been?” he asks, as if we are friends who haven’t seen each other in while. “We haven’t seen you in a few days.” He reaches his hand out to me.
 
   I look at it, making the most disgusted face I possess. I look away and gaze around the room. The little cottage does this place no justice. It is too much space. I didn’t even realize how low in the ground we had come, until looking at those two, hanging high above the rest of us. 
 
   It hurts beyond all measures, seeing Nathan this way. I need to find a way to get him down and get us out of here. I have to work from my mind. If my heart is involved, nothing will work. 
 
   Nathan’s dad has taken this way too far. Rose is going to get it too, for playing a part in this. 
 
   I no longer ache as I lift myself from the ground, keeping my arms behind my back. I look back at Nathan. I’m going to get you out of here. I promise. Just don’t be dead. I think I said it more to reassure myself.
 
   “Tracey, don’t let seeing him like this get you down. Believe me, he didn’t deserve to have a mate anyway. They are evil—including Justin. But, to be honest, I mostly tortured him because I hate Taylor. Although, he is just as revolting—a hybrid Sephlem, turning into god-knows-what that is.” He rambles on, talking more to himself than to me.
 
   All I need is for him to look away. I’m not sure what I’m going to do, but my body does.
 
   I look over to Rose and Taylor; they are still going at it. Taylor blocks every attack but doesn’t attack back. 
 
   Nathan Sr. follows my gaze, and I feel the snake slither out of my hand. “Yes, I know, sisters fighting. It’s wonderful, isn’t it?” A proud smile forms on his face. This man is sick. 
 
   “Why?” I ask, wanting him to look at me as the snake slithers behind him.
 
   “Why not?” He does. “They deserve nothing that we have the honor of, or anything that we are blessed with. They are filled with the devil himself—a demon courses through them and lives among them.” His voice rises. “They need to die and go back to hell—where they came from. The only reason you don’t see it is because he’s your mate.” He’s filled with hostility. 
 
   “I don’t believe that,” I say, shaking my head. “They didn’t request this. They were born this way. And neither Nathan nor Taylor show demon ways, unlike your precious Rose—selling out her sister and brother to a murderer like yourself. It seems like you two are the ones filled with the devil—for killing your own flesh and blood,” I respond with irritation, violence lying within my words. 
 
   He gives me a devilish, hateful look that says ‘you shouldn’t have said that.’ I smirk my cocky ‘Nathan smile’ the best I can. His whole body turns to face me and he points a finger, about to speak. The lights go out. 
 
   “Dad, grab her. She did this,” Rose shouts from the other side of the room. But I’ve already moved. 
 
   The film that covers my eyes assists me in seeing things that do not have heat. The only other light in the room is the fire snake, and it’s doing a good job going unnoticed, considering that no one says anything about it.
 
   “Rose, I can’t find her. She has moved.” I stay as quiet as I can, making my way to Nathan and Justin.
 
   I hear a body hit the floor. I look in the direction of the sound and it looks like Taylor finally hit Rose back. Maybe Taylor hit her—I can’t be sure, because they both have similar shapes. I don’t know them well enough to tell them apart. 
 
   Nathan is redder than Justin. I know Justin needs to come down too, but I need to get to Nathan first. He has to be about three to five feet in the air above me. How am I supposed to get to him without making any noise? 
 
   My hand mindlessly reaches out for him as I rise up on my tip-toes. I want to touch him, feel his warmth against me. I look around me. Nathan’s dad is still looking around, not coming up with anything. He curses, and calls out my name. 
 
   The other body—Taylor or Rose—just stands there, not doing much of anything, besides looking back and forth as if they are trying to remember something. 
 
   “Dad, she’s going to try to go for Nathan. Go back to where he hangs,” Rose’s voice rings out, but it doesn’t look like it’s coming from the standing body. 
 
   I search for the body that I heard hit the floor. Now remembering that Rose can shift and reappear somewhere else, I see a red figure standing two feet from where the body once laid—that must be Rose. So the other body, standing mindlessly, a quarter of the way to the middle of the floor, is Taylor. 
 
   My plan needs a different approach.
 
   I walk over to Taylor, not wanting to scare her in the dark. I grab her hand, knowing she can tell the difference in my touch from her relatives’. She squeezes it, and I pull her towards the wall. 
 
   I’m becoming desperate. I can’t reach Nathan well-enough to get him down. I don’t know what to do. No abilities I possess give me stretch legs, and there is no ladder. 
 
   Our backs hit the wall. This would be a perfect time for me to be able to talk to them in my head. But I hadn’t made it official that I would be a part of the family. I didn’t want to if it meant living with this dad of theirs, who is insistent on killing us. Who would want that?
 
   At that thought, I make up my mind that he is not going to live past tonight. And I’m pretty sure it is going to be because of me—especially if I make it to Nathan and he is not…don’t think it, Tracey. Just get him down. 
 
   As softly as I can, I whisper, “What now?” near Taylor’s ear. I hope no one but her heard me. 
 
   She puts up one finger, moving it in a ‘follow me’ motion. I do, following her towards Rose. Rose is going back and forth with their dad about the failure of a fool-proof plan, and how they can’t allow me to get to Nathan. 
 
   I am going to get to Nathan, and I am willing to go through them if needed.
 
   Before we get too close, Taylor says, “You will use her like a step to get to Nathan. Then move around him so that you’re facing him, wrap yourself around him, and hang there with him until you can feel his heartbeat. Just hold him. Everything is going to be okay. You can do this. Please, do this?” Desperation floods her voice as she whispers. 
 
   “What about Justin?”
 
   “I’ll worry about him.”
 
   “I—”
 
   “Dad, they’re over here. I can hear them!” Rose needs a true beating. I look in his direction and he is carefully making his way towards us.
 
   “Now, Tracey!” I move behind Rose. Taylor grabs her, and Rose screams and tries to fight. With help from Taylor, I jump onto Rose’s shoulders, and the push that Rose gives to get me off her, is just enough for me to reach Nathan. 
 
   I grab a hold, wrapping around him. His body is stiff. There’s no warmth, only cold. Focus, Tracey, I tell myself. The next challenge is to get my body turned around—without falling and hitting the floor. 
 
   I look around. There is a tousle going on below me with Taylor and her family. She needs help—hell, I need help. They have Taylor around the neck, fighting her in the dark. 
 
   “Tra-cey!” I hear through a gurgle. 
 
   Taylor really needs my help. Justin jerks next to me. At least that means he is still alive. My hands heat up and I tell my snake of fire to help Taylor. It comes out of its hiding spot, quickly snaking around Rose and sending her stepping backwards quickly.
 
   With Rose’s retreat, Taylor loses it, glows full-red, and kicks their dad backwards. He flies into the wall behind them. He is not hurt or inconvenienced. 
 
   “Tracey! Help Nathan. Now!” Taylor yells, looking all around the room, not knowing which direction one them would come from. I can see them, but I can’t do gymnastics with Nathan and look out for her at the same time. “Tracey, get Nathan!” she yells again.
 
   Okay, get Nathan.
 
   I need to get my body turned around so that I’m in the same position as him. I climb up to the chains, using Nathan’s legs. If I can get my legs wrapped around them, I can lean my body over to turn around. 
 
   I make it—my arms and legs wrap around the cold, wet chains. With my legs gripping the chains tighter, I lean forward, grabbing a hold of Nathan’s lower legs. I slowly walk my body down Nathan’s.
 
   His pants are wet, making it hard to grip him. Once my legs reach his, I wrap them around him tightly, continuing to slowly lower myself. I make it to his waist, then his stomach. His body is cold to the touch and wet with a slimy feel. Even with his body freezing, he still shows red—as if he’s full of heat.
 
   I take a moment, praying he is okay and not dead. I can’t go too far up his body, because once my legs make it to his wet stomach, I know I will slide off. I can reach his shoulders, but I can’t make it to his face. I probably don’t want to look at it right now anyway.
 
   Holding it together, I place my hand and my head against his chest.
 
   Nothing. 
 
   No heartbeat, no breath. Tears fill my eyes as I wrap my arms around his back. He is so cold. My eyes burn with tears as I place my head against his body. Nothing is happening. My heart starts to ache. 
 
   Nathan, please, I beg. Come back to me. Just come back. Nathan, please. My breath catches, causing me to softly sob.
 
   I kiss over his chest as far as my neck will stretch. My tears fall from my top lashes and I feel them drop against my forehead repeatedly. I touch every part of him that I can, hoping my touch and kisses will bring a beat to his heart, bring breath to his lungs. 
 
   Nothing. Nothing happens. Nothing changes. He just hangs stiff—no movement, no warmth. 
 
   I scream out, irritated, frustrated, and hurt. I hold him tighter, burying my face in his moist chest, crying against it. 
 
   I hate him. Nathan’s dad will die tonight. He did this. I hang with Nathan a while longer, holding onto him. The want for vengeance starts to fill me. Hate musters within me. The desire to kill roars to life around me. My body starts to shake. 
 
   I let myself down a little more slowly, preparing to let go so that I can slide off. Lowering, I grip with all the leg-might I have, around his stomach. I pull his cold arms around me—they don’t hug me back—and I kiss his lips for the last time. They feel moist and cold against mine. Nothing comes from him.
 
   “I love you, Nathan,” I whisper against his stiff lips. Fighting the urge to kiss him once more, I swing my body around and drop to the floor. I land on my hands and feet. My anger increases as I feel the shock of the fall shoot through my legs. Hate takes over me. 
 
   Both of my hands are burning hot and I reach them towards Justin and Nathan. Two orbs of fire bolt to the chains holding them up. Everyone looks in the direction of the fire as it melts the chains and the men drop to the floor.
 
   I look away as they hit with a hard thud. I don’t want to see the way their bodies land. 
 
   The snake of fire comes to my side. I desire the lights on. It quickly slithers away, and whatever the fire did to shut off the lights, turns them back on, and returns to my side.
 
   Acknowledging my surroundings, Taylor is pinned against a wall by a desk that I never heard move. Nathan Sr. is smiling, and Rose is standing in front of the desk. I care for neither of them and the father will be the first to go.
 
   “You have no idea what you have just done, Dad.” His look falters slightly. “You’ve fucked with the wrong bitch’s mate.” I sprint towards him, making it to him quicker than I should have. My hands heat up and I jump, taking him by the neck. He cringes under the heat of my hands, and I catch the scent of burning flesh. 
 
   Rose comes behind me, taking me by my waist, and throws me a good three feet back. I land next to Nathan’s stiff body. I turn, refusing to look at him. Getting back up, I meet Rose at full charge. Rose is the least of my concerns right now, with her dad standing there, smiling, like he’s watching his first fireworks on New Year’s Eve.
 
   I flip her behind me and sic the snake of fire on her. It catches her around the neck and welcomes itself into her mouth, going down her throat. 
 
   Oookay…
 
   I turn from the scene, looking back at Daddy. I have never had to kill anyone and I know it’s not right. But it doesn’t feel wrong, not with him, not with this feeling, not with this hurt that he has caused. It’s right, if only for right now. 
 
   “Very nice, Tracey. I’ve never seen anything like it. But there is no defeating me.”
 
   “I will destroy you. Tonight!”
 
   He laughs a manly chuckle, not taking me serious. “There is no way, Tracey. I am burdened and hybrid. There is no defeat.” Impossible! Then why would he want his burdened children dead?
 
   He is supposed to be only full-blooded Sephlem. Show no emotions, Tracey. “I don’t care if you were the devil himself. I will defeat you or I will die defeating you. But you will fall and hard.”
 
   His expression turns hard. “Just take note: I have tried and, it looks like, succeeded in killing my own children. Do not think that I will take it easy on you.”
 
   “There is a difference between me and your children.”
 
   His head cocks sideways. “And what’s that?” as if he is interested.
 
   “They loved you. I don’t.” I shoot forward, again making it to him quicker than I anticipated. Instead of grabbing him, I leap over him, jumping higher than I knew I could, and land on my feet behind him. I desire the warp of fire to come from my hand and through his back. It does, but it has no effect on his body, only burns his shirt away.
 
   He turns around, laughing at me, angering me more. “Aww, Tracey. Nice efforts.”
 
   I hesitate and he reaches out for me, grabbing me by my neck. His grip is extremely tight, cutting off my breath. I can’t move my head.
 
   He lifts me from the floor, my feet dangling as I gasp for the air that I’m not receiving. The room shades dark. I feel a film cover my eyes. Looking at me, his eyes widen, and his grip loosens enough for me to kick him. The kick sends him to the floor—hard. I land on the floor, buckling over to catch my breath. 
 
   He wastes no time in getting back to his feet. I stand up straight, preparing myself for another attack, stretching out my neck and warming my hands. I don’t know how I am going to defeat him, but it is going to happen. 
 
   “Dad!” Rose screams out. We both look in her direction. Her body is lit up, like the inside of a candle. Every inch of her is turning red. Her eyes turn cold with worry and fear, and within the next second, she explodes. The snake of fire forms on the floor and slithers over to me. 
 
   Whoa. I smile at it as it enters back into my palm. Very good, I mentally praise it. 
 
   Nathan’s father becomes even more enraged. “Don’t be upset, Daddy. I really wanted you to go first. Too bad!” I say, with a smile that makes the shit hit the fan. 
 
   His eyes bulge and everything in the room suddenly comes flying towards me. I dodge them and run over to him. Since he’s sending things my way, he’s going to get hit by them too. 
 
   At my approach, he delivers a quick blow to my stomach. I buckle over, sliding back on my feet. A metal chain hits me in the back of the head, dazing me, and my sight fills with flashing spots. Another hits me in my back, dropping me to my knees. 
 
   Nathan Sr. walks over to me, grabbing me by the back of my neck. He drags me to where Nathan lays. I look away, not wanting to see him like this.
 
   “Tracey, look at your lifeless mate.” I refuse. “Look at him, Tracey. Look at my achievement.” I still don’t look. “I have been trying to kill him for ninety-three years—his sister, Taylor, for longer.” He grabs my neck tighter. “I had to wait for him to fall in love, in order for him to become vulnerable, to start letting his guard down, to not think so much.” He lifts my head, pulling my hair. “Look at him!” He laughs. “Thank you, Tracey, for choosing my son. You really don’t know how much it means to me.” Amusement and sarcasm bleeds from his voice.
 
   I finally look at Nathan, realizing how close I am to him. I reach out to touch him, but his father pulls me away. I was only an inch away.
 
   I stare at him as I am being pulled away—my heart staying there, in the place I was pulled from. I have no ache, feeling myself getting pulled farther from him. 
 
   Mindlessly, I reach for the hand behind me. My hand is on fire. I smell burning flesh and his hand lets go, hurriedly. I race back to Nathan as tears fill my eyes, blurring my vision. I place a kiss against his swollen forehead. 
 
   In my last goodbye, I say, “I’ll die killing your dad, because I can’t live without you.” I kiss him again. “If I don’t see you in heaven, I’ll know where to find you.” I touch my hand to his slashed cheek, then I kiss his swollen lips. “I love you.” 
 
   I lay my forehead against his as tears flow from my eyes, onto his beaten and swollen face. I place my hand to his chest, not feeling a beat but wanting there to be one, putting all the feeling I have into that touch. 
 
   I turn around to his father’s approach. He either does not have the ability of speed or he knows he is about to kill me. I let the snake of fire leave me, to help me fight. Nathan Sr. smiles at it. I’m glad I have a weapon.
 
   I jump to my feet and he delivers a rib-crushing kick to me, sending me sliding on my back into Rose’s juices. Black fluid is all over me. Disgusting! 
 
   A few of my ribs are definitely broken, but I stand against the pain. Nothing is left in me to fight and I am just ready to blow this guy’s fucking head back.
 
   I race to him, jump on him, and deliver face-burning punches. I don’t stop—I can’t stop. After the seventh punch, I realize they’re doing nothing. He grabs me by my middle, squeezing my cracked ribs and throws me against the floor with all his might.
 
   My shoulder blade shatters under the pressure and it’s hard for me to breathe. I’m done. I can’t move. 
 
   My snake of fire creeps up behind him. He catches it, blowing an ice-like breeze, minimizing any affect my new friend had. 
 
   He smiles at me. “Tracey, Tracey, Tracey. I told you. You—” He grabs his neck. Then his chest caves in. My eyes widen at the sound of his bones cracking. 
 
   I’m still on the floor, unable to move. I watch him drop to his knees and they crack under the fall. All of the sounds are sickening, yet it’s satisfying to see him falling.
 
   “I told you—” I close my eyes at his voice. “If you even try to kill her, there will be no words.” 
 
   Nathan Sr. stumbles and stammers over his words—going back and forth between a “broken son” and a “true Nathan”—as he gasps for air. 
 
   I hear footsteps approaching. I don’t need to see him for confirmation. I know his voice. I know his sound. I feel his presence. He’s alive!
 
   Nathan’s dad is wide-eyed, barely breathing. Hands touch my shoulders. All of my pain goes away in a matter of seconds. He sits me up, but doesn’t turn me to look at him.
 
   “Go pull that desk from Taylor so she can save Justin. He is better off than I was.”
 
   I do as he asks, choosing the route that walks past his father. 
 
   “Tracey, I—” There are no words. I punch him as hard as I can in the face, sending his head turning left. He turns his head back before I walk away.
 
   Behind me, I hear low gasps, flesh hitting flesh, shattering bones, and then, a final breath being pushed out. I make it to Taylor, pulling the desk from her. She collapses to the floor. 
 
   I pick her up. “Taylor, get up. Please?”
 
   Moments pass with me shaking her and patting her face, before her eyes flutter. Once she realizes she’s awake, she leaves me, racing over to Justin. 
 
   I turn to them, seeing a pile of ash resting where Nathan Sr. once knelt. 
 
   Taylor is hovering over Justin, breathing from her mouth, over his face. After minutes of this, he opens his eyes and is healed back to his good-looking self. They are happy. 
 
   Warm arms wrap around me and I let out a breath that I had been holding since I got home from the race track. 
 
   “How about you heal me back to my good-looking self?” I start to turn towards him. “Don’t look. Just put your hand over my face.” 
 
   I do as he asks, not wanting to fight right now. I can feel his face changing under my hands.
 
   “Thank you. You can get to the rest of me later.” I look him over. He is still covered in that black fluid, but it doesn’t matter. He is alive, and standing in front of me. 
 
   “You came back!” I’m breathless. Looking at him—better and alive—literally takes my breath away. Butterflies form in my stomach and I can feel my heart losing control in my chest. “Can I hug you?”
 
   “You have to ask?” He grabs me in his arms, lifting me to him. I wrap my body around him. 
 
   I soak him up like a dry sponge in water as he presses his head inside my neck and I rest my chin on his head. 
 
   “Tracey, I love you.”
 
   “I love you, Nathan.” He hugs me tighter. “I would also like to be a part of your family.” He lowers me a little and looks at me. “And I’m sorry about your sister.” He looks at Taylor. I shake my head and look in the directions of the black fluid on the floor.
 
   He gives me a quizzical look. “You did that?”
 
   I shrug my shoulders. “You could say that.”
 
   There are loud footsteps coming hurriedly in our direction. “Are we going to have to fight some more?” I ask, not wanting to.
 
   “No, but we are going to have to comfort, and hear a lot of crying.” He lets me down as Taylor and Justin walk over to us. She hugs her brother long and hard. “Thank you,” he says to her.
 
   “As usual, you save me, I save you.” She punches him lightly in the chest. “Later, you tell your side, and I’ll tell you my side. Then you tell me about you and Tracey being bound, and why in the hell she has night-vision, fire snakes, and match hands.”
 
   Nathan looks at me. “We have a lot to talk about,” I tell him with a half-smile.
 
   “Right.” He nods at me, then looks back at his sister. “How about we talk with our mates first? Then we’ll talk as a group.”
 
   She nods as people start pouring into the room, taking in the scene. 
 
   I know that, because two are dead, that really means three are, and Nathan’s mother has to be in distress now that her husband is gone. A part of me starts to feel bad for her. Although, no regret builds in me. What’s done is done, and it needed to be done.
 
   


 
   21: Revolution 
 
    
 
   His family comes in: Roseland first, followed by his wife, and Little Nathan, followed by his mother. Depression wipes over me. The cousins follow, and all of their faces take in the scene: the black liquid that rests against the concrete floor; the broken, glistening chains hanging from the ceiling, swinging in the windless air; and the pools of mixed-colored liquid, below where Nathan and Justin had hung. 
 
   I cringe at the thought of remembering Nathan’s body hanging there and, what seemed like, lifeless. Nathan pulls me closer, rubbing my shoulder, trying to comfort me. I accept it. 
 
   Roseland starts walking forward, then the others follow. They stop three feet away from us, when Roseland notices the pile of dust, which is two feet from where we stand.
 
   He looks at Nathan, and Nathan squares his shoulders, ready to take on the attack. I assume there might be one. 
 
   Nathan’s mother pushes through the crowd, stepping beside Roseland, on the opposite side of his wife. She drops to her knees and starts to sob uncontrollably. 
 
   No one moves, and only I look at her. I feel bad for her pain, but not about our actions.
 
   “What happened?” Roseland is calm and quiet. His voice holds disbelief and astonishment.
 
   Taylor steps forward, cutting off Nathan’s open mouth, and Justin flanks her. “Justin and Nathan were missing. Rose, Tracey, and I left to find them. We arrived here to find them on the brink of death—Nathan worse off than Justin.” Her voice cracks. “They were hanging from chains that were once a part of those.” She points to the broken chains, still attached to the ceiling. She pauses—as if she is trying to figure out which parts to tell and which to leave out. We didn’t want anyone to know about the bond, considering how his mother had reacted. She looks at Nathan. 
 
   He steps forward, having no other choice but to tell. “I am not sure of the extent of what happened, but I can confirm, when I came to—thanks to Tracey—Taylor was pinned against the wall, behind a desk, half-unconscious. Tracey was near-death, on the ground, with shattered bones all over her body. Our father was standing over her, preparing to kill her. I did that to him.” He nods towards the dust. “For trying to kill Taylor, Justin, and me, but mostly Tracey.” 
 
   “This morning, I spoke with him when I arrived at the house. Some things happened to Tracey, that you all are not aware of, that involved him. I warned him that if he tried to kill her, there would be no words.” He looks over to his mother. “I’m sorry, mother, but enough was enough. What happened here tonight shouldn’t have.”
 
   “So what happened to Rose?” Little Nathan steps forward, his face holding no expression or emotion. 
 
   Nathan looks at me, his expression questioning if I want to tell. 
 
   I don’t, but I may as well—start treating them like a family. Right? I step forward, taking Nathan’s hand that he offers to me. 
 
   “That was me.” I don’t speak loud, but high enough for them to hear without the walls echoing. I move the sticky hair from my face, and everyone gasps. I look at my arm and those damn vines have not disappeared. 
 
   My body is still in battle mode. I ignore the vines. “Rose rode here with us—the entire time being a part of a bigger plan than just finding Nathan. Once we arrived in this room, Rose took the side of your father’s. They fought Taylor, while I was trying to save Nathan, who, at the time, seemed to be dead—” Tears well up in my eyes. I shake my head. “Once they had Taylor down, and I had done all I could to help Nathan, I started fighting with your father, and Rose attacked me from behind.” I open my still-black palm, letting the snake of fire slither from me. 
 
   It circles around Nathan and me in a protective manner. “I let it fight Rose for me, while I had a few rounds with your father. The last time I looked at them, it had slithered into her, through her mouth. Minutes later, she glowed red and…” I pause, wanting to get the words right, but nothing comes. “…exploded.” I open my hand, welcoming the fire snake back to me. It comes quickly. “I would apologize,” I say, as I look back up to them. “But I don’t regret it.” 
 
   “None of this is Tracey’s fault, so do not blame her for anything.” Taylor steps up again. “She was trying to save us, and being new to this, she did a damn good job at it. She possesses abilities that are new to her, and she learned to use them quickly.” She looks at me. “Honestly, I’m proud of her, and I thank her for what she has done for us tonight.” I smile at her, and she returns my smile.
 
   Roseland walks up to Nathan, looking him over. “She healed your face, but not the rest of you? Are you not in pain?”
 
   “I am. I didn’t want Tracey to see me as I was, but we haven’t had the chance for a complete healing session yet.”
 
   “You’re still bleeding.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.”
 
   Justin walks over to them, Taylor glued to his hip. “Nathan is stronger than I thought.” He smiles at Nathan. “I’m glad you pulled through.”
 
   I look over at their mother, who is being helped up by mild-faced Little Nathan. Her face is red and her eyes are beyond puffy. He leads her over to the nearest chair, not saying anything. 
 
   “So would you all care to tell us what happened before the girls arrived?” Roseland asks with curiosity.
 
   “Not in front of them.” Nathan looks at me, knowing I am about to protest. “And not right now. Just know that your father was beyond successful in his plan to kill Justin and I—and possibly Taylor—and would have succeeded if it wasn’t for Tracey. I never thought Rose was a part of it, until I saw her cut me herself.”
 
   “What did she say, if anything?”
 
   Nathan looks at his mom. “Not now, Roseland. We will talk later. I have something I need to do.”
 
   Nathan moves and I move with him. He stops midway to his mom. “Can you stop my wounds from bleeding? I don’t want to freak her out.”
 
   I rub my hands over his moist body, over the flesh-baring wounds that show bone or tissue. The minor scratches I ignore for now. 
 
   I look him over. “Okay.” 
 
   “Thank you,” he says too softly, pulling me to him and kissing my forehead. 
 
   We cover the remaining distance to her. She looks at him and her eyes fill with more tears. Little Nathan steps to my side. 
 
   “Tracey, can you give me one moment?” Nathan asks me. 
 
   I shake my head. I can’t.
 
   “He’s going to be okay. Everyone is here. She definitely won’t hurt him.” Little Nathan looks at me, reassuring me with his scrunched grin and high eyebrows. 
 
   I slowly let Nathan’s hand go and take a couple of steps back. Little Nathan steps with me. 
 
   He punches my arm. “You are really dirty.”
 
   I look down at my clothes and skin. I am disgusting. I half-smile. “Yeah, I guess you’re right, huh?”
 
   He half-hugs me. “Thanks for saving my brother.” He lets me go as if nothing happened. 
 
   I smile at him and punch his arm. “You’re welcome.”
 
   “I mean, I am upset about my sister and all, but we all kind of knew something was going on. And everyone knew…” His voice lowers. “…you know who…” He goes back to his original level. “…wanted to kill them.” He rubs the back of his neck. “That was no secret. But it’s really killing my mother.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s the only part I feel bad about.” I push my arm back, looking at it first, to make sure the ugly vines are gone. “Rose’s husband, he’s…” I can’t finish.
 
   “Yeah, that’s how we knew something was going on. Roseland got the sense to come here after we had searched a few other spots. This is one of our father’s hide-away spots.”
 
   He kicks his foot, making some small rocks scatter across the floor. 
 
   “Don’t feel bad,” he continues, after a long pause. “You did what you had to do for your mate. And he did what he had to do for you. My mother will understand that. Plus, she knew this was coming, after he had tried to kill Taylor and Justin a week ago.” He moves a little closer to me. “Taylor was never going to let that go unhandled.”
 
   “Yeah, I can believe that.” I pause, touching the black fluid that’s drying against my skin. “I really need a shower.” 
 
   “Yeah, you really do. Can I ask you a question?”
 
   “Sure.” I turn to him.
 
   “If you and Nathan are bound, why haven’t you accepted our family?”
 
   “Why do you think Nathan and I are bound?”
 
   “You’re a human with a pet snake made of fire.” He smirks.
 
   I tilt my head side to side, deciphering through what he said. “Yeah, I can see where you’re going with that.” I pause. “We’ve talked about it. I just wasn’t sure when your father sent someone to use me against Nathan. Well, something like that. I’m still kind of unsure of what happened that night.”
 
   “So what he said was true—our father had been doing things to you?”
 
   “We suspect, but could not prove it.”
 
   “Same difference. When you know, you know!” He shrugs his shoulders and starts walking back over to Nathan and his mom.
 
   I look over at them and she stands up to hug Nathan. He is like a bear, standing in front of her. He picks her up and stands her on the chair. She laughs, and they hug a mother and son hug. 
 
   Little Nathan points to them with his elbow and looks at me. “See, told ya.”
 
   They pull away from each other and her shirt sticks to his bare chest. “Sorry, Mom.”
 
   “No worries,” she responds. He helps her down from the chair. “Okay!” she speaks loudly. “Everyone, let us leave this place. Those of us who can, burn this place down. I would prefer to never see it again.” 
 
   She doesn’t look at the black liquid or the pile of dust. I walk back to Nathan’s side. 
 
   “Thank you, Tracey, for saving my son. And now that I understand that you two are bound, I am not ready for any more children right now.” My eyes go wide. “I think it’s a little early, but that’s yours and Nathan’s business.” She raises her hands as she says it.
 
   “I love you, Mom,” he says low, and she smiles at him.
 
   “I love you too, son. Be good, and do right by Tracey. She’s a good girl.”
 
   “Thank you, Mom,” I answer. His eyes widen, and her expression turns excited. 
 
   “What are you saying, Tracey?” She sounds like her son. “I like the way that sounds from you.”
 
   I look at Nathan, saying more to him than his mother. “I would like to be accepted into your family.” I step a little closer. “I’m not ready to move in right away or anything, but one step at a time.”
 
   Nathan’s mom turns me to her, hugging me close. “That makes me so happy, Tracey.” I hug her back, smiling to myself.
 
   


 
   22: Uncertainty
 
    
 
   It’s going on nine o’clock when we make it to Nathan’s house. Nathan and I rode with Taylor and Justin, and the rest left in the cars they came in. On the ride home, Nathan told Taylor about the bond, when we bonded, my dream when my palm turned black, the ugly, burning feather under my eye, which I refused to let her see, the ugly vines, and my fire hands. 
 
   I don’t want to talk about what happened in the cottage before Nathan came to. It fills me with too much anger, and it hurts to remember Nathan as being almost dead. 
 
   The four of us sit in the kitchen eating. I was hungry, considering I ran out on dinner. Nathan made us some garlic-herb chicken with mixed veggies—broccoli, carrots, string beans—and some chopped red potatoes. I drink from my glass of water, finishing it quickly.
 
   “So you were supposed to meet Tracey’s parents tonight,” Taylor says, out-of-the-blue.
 
   Nathan drops his fork to his plate, sits back in his chair, and wipes his mouth with a paper towel. “Tracey, I am so sorry.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. It’s not like you blew me off. We’ll reschedule. Maybe you can come by for breakfast tomorrow, before my parents leave for the weekend.” I look at him before I finish my plate.
 
   “Yeah. When I drop you off tonight, I’ll talk to your dad about that. But, before we go, washing my hands and arms aren’t enough. I need a shower, and you do too.” 
 
   “And put on what? She doesn’t have any clothes,” Taylor condescends.
 
   “Yes she does, and stay out of our business,” Nathan responds, pulling me from the table quickly. 
 
   “What? Nathan!” Taylor yells behind us as we rush from the kitchen. 
 
   I laugh at them as we run to his room.
 
   His room is nice and cool, welcoming me in a different way than before. It feels more like home than my own room.
 
   Nathan goes to the bathroom and turns the water on. I walk over to the drawers Nathan designated for me and start to pull out some clothes. 
 
   He comes up behind me, pulling me to the bathroom with him. His energy is rolling off of him. He is happy—relieved. 
 
   He peels off my sticky clothes and I step in the shower. I stand under the hot water for a while, wanting to get Rose’s black liquid out of my hair and erase the disturbing images of Nathan from my mind. I wash my hair and scrub my body until I’m satisfied. As I get to my back, Nathan helps me, not getting in the shower with me. 
 
   I leave the water on when I finish as I prepare to step out of the shower. “Don’t get out yet,” he says, stepping in, right under the water. 
 
   All the slimy black liquid and sweat, slowly starts to roll off him, revealing more wounds that I couldn’t see before.
 
   “Can you heal me?” he asks softly, water rolling down his face from his hair. 
 
   I clean him first, starting with his front. He winces from the soap cleansing his wounds. He turns around so I can clean his back. Once satisfied, I rub my hands over his wounds. There are so many. My tears fall, seeing the extent of his injuries, imagining the pain he must have experienced, and remembering the state he was in.
 
   I know he can feel me crying, through his own emotions, but he says nothing as I keep it under-control. But he turns around and, seeing every hole and slash, sobs break loose against my will.
 
   He grabs my face in his hands, wiping my tears away with his thumbs. I rub my hands over the wounds and they seal, and out of the three holes, bullets push out, along with more black fluid, glistening with shards of pearl.
 
   “Thank you, Tracey.” He kisses the tears under my eyes. “Don’t cry.” He hugs me to him and I break down, crying in his chest. 
 
   Not from being upset but from feeling happy that he is okay, proud of what I did, and relieved that we made it—all of us. He lets me cry against him until I pull myself together. 
 
   I pull away from him a little, and he grabs my chin to kiss my lips. “Let me finish up. I’ll be out in a minute.” 
 
   I step out of the shower, avoiding looking at our black clothes that are lying on the floor. I walk past them quickly—as if, if I walked by slowly, they would grab my legs. Grabbing two towels from the rack by the door in the bathroom, I wrap one around me and use the other to dry my hair. 
 
   I walk out of the bathroom, back to the drawers, pulling out a pair of jeans, a long-sleeve t-shirt, undies, and a pair of socks.
 
   I put on the clothes. Pulling the shirt over my head, there is a knock on the door. My hair is still wet, and I hate people seeing my hair messed up. I crack the door open and there stands Mrs. Waturstrom, the school nurse. 
 
   She smiles at me. “Why, hello, Tracey.” 
 
   I open the door wider, returning her smile. “Hi, Mrs. Waturstrom. How have you been?”
 
   “I am well. Is my nephew around?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am. He’s in the shower though.”
 
   She looks me over. “I assume you just got out of the shower.”
 
   I point to my hair lamely. “I did.” 
 
   “I heard you rescued him tonight. I am grateful for that, and I have to say, that was very brave of you.”
 
   “Thank you. I had no choice; I couldn’t live without him. He holds my heart in his chest.” I look down, not wanting to talk about tonight anymore.
 
   “I know how you feel. Most think badly of Nathan because of his past, but he is really a good person. He is genuine and loving when he wants to be, and even a blind man can see he loves you.”
 
   “Well, the feeling is mutual.”
 
   She grabs me into a hug, before I can blink, scaring the crap out of me. I let out a breath of relief, realizing it’s an embrace. 
 
   She pulls back a little, her eyes beginning to flood. “I am also elated to hear you have accepted our family. You make our Nathan very happy, and he has never been, not even as a child. Knowing that he has someone at his side who cares more about him than themselves, says a lot about the future that you two will have.” She hugs me again. “Thank you for choosing my nephew, and thank you again, Tracey, for saving his life.”
 
   I hug her back. “You’re welcome.”
 
   She pulls away from me and turns, making her way down a long hallway I haven’t walked down yet. What is down there?
 
   “Hey, Tracey,” Nathan calls from behind me.
 
   I smile to myself before turning to look at him. He’s clean and smooth, towel wrapped around his waist. 
 
   I close the door and make my way over to him, quicker than I anticipated.
 
   “Yes?” I touch his shoulders as he leans down, wrapping me in his arms. He lifts me in the air and I stare at him. “You look so much better.”
 
   He smiles. “Thanks to you.” 
 
   I kiss him lightly. “I had no choice.”
 
   “Hmm, yeah. I think I heard something about you waiting for me in hell if you didn’t see me in heaven.”
 
   I raise an eyebrow at him. “Yeah, something like that.”
 
   “I couldn’t have that.”
 
   “I couldn’t have me living without you.” I pause. “In life or in death.”
 
   “So we stay alive together, and then go to heaven together.”
 
   “Sounds like a sufficient plan.” He lowers me. He stares at me for a long time. I let him, without speaking. 
 
   “You fought for me. You were about to die for me. You lost control for me. You killed my sister and tried to kill my father for me. And you’re accepting my family for me?” His eyes are swirling.
 
   “I love you, Nathan,” I say, factually. 
 
   “There are no words, Tracey. I don’t know what to say, because ‘thank you’—for what did—is not enough.” He walks around me, over to his closet.
 
   Someone knocks on the door all too lightly. 
 
   “Come in!” he yells from the closet.
 
   A heavy-set woman walks in, with the biggest bun I’d ever seen on top of her head. 
 
   She smiles at me when she steps fully into the room. “Hi, I’m Pailan,” she says with a nod.
 
   Finally, Pailen! “Hi, I’m Tracey, Nathan’s girlfriend.”
 
   She walks a little closer to me. “I think you’re a little more than that, my dear,” she whispers. 
 
   Moving away from me, she walks into the bathroom, opening a black bag. She must be getting rid of our ruined clothes. 
 
   I turn from her, walking over to the closet, and lean against the wall next to the closet door. “Nathan, what are you doing?”
 
   “It’s getting late. You need to be in the house by eleven, right?”
 
   “Yeah, when my dad is home.”
 
   “Is your dad home?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then you have to be in your house by eleven.” He pauses, and there is shuffling. “Would you like to know what time it is?”
 
   Probably not, since you’re saying it like that. “Yes,” I sing slowly. 
 
   “10:50.”
 
   Panic rises. “Are you serious!?”
 
   “Yep.” He walks out of the closet. He has a bag on his shoulder. “You ready to go? I don’t think we can make it there in five minutes if we drive.”
 
   “Yeah, let’s go.” How will we get there any quicker if we don’t drive?
 
   “Pailen, can you close this window before you leave?” Window?
 
   She puts a hand out of the bathroom door, acknowledging him. 
 
   Nathan swoops me up, and I wrap myself around him. He jumps out of the window, and my stomach drops to my butt. It was a high jump. 
 
   He runs us to my house and we make it way too fast. I pull my hair into a bun, once we make it in front of my house. He leaves me to stash his bag in my room and comes back quickly. 
 
   We walk up to the front door. He knocks and my dad answers. “Hello, you two.” He looks me over, noticing the change in clothes.
 
   I quickly explain. “Taylor spilled her Slurpee on me and I needed to change. She was kind enough to buy me a new outfit.”
 
   My dad nods. “We missed you tonight, Nathan. Taylor told me you got held up at the office?” It is like a statement, transformed into a question. 
 
   “Yes, sir. Doing some work for a new building we’re opening in DC.”
 
   “You and your father, correct?”
 
   Nathan tenses. “No, sir. My father has removed himself from the company. It’s just me right now.”
 
   My dad nods slowly. “Umm, Dad. Are you going to invite us in to talk or just make us stand outside?”
 
   He stammers. “Oh, uh, sorry, ladybug.” He steps to the side and we walk into the house. He closes the door behind us. “So Nathan, where is your car?” We start walking towards the family room.
 
   “My cousin stays a few blocks away from your house. I was coming up the sidewalk when Tracey got dropped off.” He’s quick on his feet. I’m still trying to figure out the story, while he is finished telling it.
 
   “Well, I would say that was good timing. You didn’t know she hadn’t been dropped off yet?” He takes a seat on the arm of the couch, while Nathan and I remain standing.
 
   “The last time I spoke with my sister, she insinuated she was on her way to drop off Tracey, so I assumed she was already here. I was just stopping by to apologize to her, you, and your wife, for missing dinner.”
 
   “Well, Nathan, I’ll be honest with you.” Oh shit! “I have missed a many of dinners dealing with work. It is terrible at the moment, but pays off in the end.” That was unexpected. “Especially when you can have days off and take your family out, doing whatever they want and getting them whatever they need—or think they need.” He looks at us. “Not saying that I think you all should have a family,” he says, hurriedly.
 
   “We didn’t take it like that, Dad,” I say, annoyed. What is with adults and this whole baby-family thing? 
 
   “Just clarifying, Tracey.” 
 
    “You’re right, sir. Tracey and I aren’t ready for a family. The thought hasn’t even crossed our minds.” He would know.
 
   “I’m glad to hear it. So has Tracey met your family yet?”
 
   “Yes, sir.” I like the way Nathan uses his deep voice when he speaks to my dad.
 
   My dad’s eyes open a little wider and his eyebrows scrunch together slightly. He looks at me. “And?”
 
   I don’t understand the question. “I don’t get it,” I say to them.
 
   “How do you feel about my family?” Nathan says to me, in a softer tone. My dad notices, and the corner of his mouth twitches.
 
   “Oh, okay. Just say that, Dad. ‘And’ is not a question.” I look at Nathan, then to my dad, trying to decide how I should answer the question. I know how I want to, but I want it to sound good to my dad. But, then again, I want to be truthful with myself. 
 
   “I love Nathan’s family. His mother is the sweetest, and his sister is loving. He has three brothers—two younger and one older. But what pulls me is that they’re all together—like, live together—and they all love each other.” Well, now they do, anyway.
 
   “All of you?” The question is directed towards Nathan. 
 
   “Yes, Dad,” I answer for him. “His older brother lives there with his wife and their two kids, his sister stays there with her…uh…fiancé, his two sets of cousins stay there with their ma— umm…fiancé and husband, his adorable grandmother and grandfather live there, his two younger brothers live there, of course, and then Nathan.”
 
   “How big is your house?” my dad asks in awe.
 
   “The house is huge.” I look at Nathan. He’s smiling at me. Looking back at my dad. “And his family is amazing. They are all welcoming and genuinely care for each other. I would join them, if time permits.”
 
   He looks at me and I see Nathan, in my peripheral vision, push his hair back. “Why don’t you two sit down?” We sit on the couch behind us and he moves from the arm of the couch to sitting in it. 
 
   “Now, Nathan,” he starts. “I have to be honest with you. My daughter really loves you. I can see it in her big brown eyes when she looks at you.” My mouth drops open. I mean, it is true, but that doesn’t mean my dad needs to tell him that!
 
   “If I can be honest with you, Mr. Warren, I love your daughter. And I would be more than honored if she did choose to join my family—in the future—and my family would as well. But, that is in due time, and not something we need to discuss right now. Tracey needs to finish school before we start making things official, or walking down that road.”
 
   “Okay, that took some of my speech away.” He shifts uneasily. “Are you not in school, Nathan?”
 
   “No sir, not currently. But I will be returning when Tracey goes to college.”
 
   “Returning?”
 
   “Yes, I’ve already graduated with degrees in business. I was—” He pauses. “—really advanced growing up.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Twenty.” 
 
   “When will you be twenty-one?”
 
   “In five months.” Hey, I didn’t even know that. Five months. Nathan looks at me. I look back at dad.
 
   “Well, Tracey’s eighteen, so that makes you all’s relationship legal. I can tell you two feel deeply for each other. But I don’t want you all to move too fast and someone end up getting hurt, or worse—” He pauses, looking at me. “Pregnant.”
 
   I roll my eyes, putting my head down in my hands, fully embarrassed. “Dad, not cool.”
 
   “I’m just having an adult conversation with two adults. But, here is the rest of the talk: we are planning on moving.” I lift my head slowly, giving him the ‘what the fuck?’ look. He looks back at me. “Your mother has already discussed this with you.”
 
   “Yeah, but I thought that conversation was void, not happening.” My voice is rising. 
 
   Nathan grabs my hand. “Just hear him out.” I take his calm, plopping my back against the couch. My dad hates that.
 
   He looks at Nathan. “Thank you.” Then back at me. “We are moving, but we are going to wait until you graduate from school.”
 
   “That’s like in three months. This is March! We graduate in June.” Nathan rubs my hand, pushing calm through me. I calm, reluctantly.
 
   “You need to find a school you want to go to or you will be a part of the move. You can’t stay here with Nathan. They obviously have enough people living in that home.”
 
   I’m getting pissed, despite Nathan’s calm. “I could if I wanted to,” I say, low and aggravated.
 
   He glares. “Excuse me, Tracey?” 
 
   Why does he want to have this conversation in front of Nathan? After the night we’ve already had? I don’t want Nathan to see me play ‘gullible girlfriend’ and get all pissy at my dad for trying to steal me away from him.
 
   Fuck it. “Dad, if I wanted to move in with Nathan’s family, I could.” Nathan scoots away from me. “They would accept me with open arms, welcoming me to stay.”
 
   “Don’t, Tracey,” Nathan says to me, with an edge to his voice.
 
   “No, let her let it out.” My dad folds his arms.
 
   I calm down, knowing this might not have a good ending for me with the way they are both looking at me. 
 
   “The point that I am trying to make is that I do not want to move. It goes beyond Nathan. Of course, I don’t want to leave him, and he may play a bigger part in it than I’m letting off. But, I want to stay here with my friends. We have been looking into schools. Just don’t make me move. Moving in with Nathan’s family would just be a last resort and if I really wanted to.” Which, I do, now that ‘serial killer dad’ is gone. 
 
   Nathan shoots me a look. I shrug. Seriously. “I could live with Nathan and his ginormous family.” I pull the card that I know my dad will hate. “Just like Mom did with you and your family. The only difference is that her family didn’t want her anymore. They moved away and she lived with you until you all got on your feet, finished school, and got your own place.”
 
   My dad scratches his chin and takes an exaggerated pause. “I think we all had a busy day and we should go to bed. You know your mother and I are going out this weekend, and I can trust you two to be responsible, and not do anything that I wouldn’t want you to?” Probably not. “Nathan?” He gives him a ‘father looking at his daughter’s boyfriend’ look.
 
   “Yes, sir.” He rises to his feet. “I’m going to get going, Tracey. Sorry, again, about dinner, Mr. Warren.” He looks at me. “Can you walk me to the door?”
 
   I get up, avoiding looking at my dad. That is not fair.
 
   It’s okay, Tracey. The move is not happening today or tomorrow. We’ll have time to figure it out. Even if I have to move to wherever you all are moving, I will. 
 
   I don’t want either of us to move.
 
   He wraps his arms around me loosely, when we make it to the front door 
 
   Like I said, we will figure it out. 
 
   I hug him and he kisses my forehead. I’ll see you upstairs.
 
   Okay.
 
   I close the door after watching him walk to the sidewalk. 
 
   “Tracey, I know you think you can move in with that boy and his family, but I assure you, there will be problems.”
 
   I’m done with this conversation and I am pretty fed up with dads for tonight. One tried to kill me, and the other wants to steal me away. I’m not winning. 
 
   “Okay, Dad. See you in the morning.” I walk past him to the stairs. 
 
   “I’m not trying to be the bad guy. I’m just being honest,” he says, emotionless. 
 
   My foot hits the first step before I turn back around. “Yeah, Dad, honest about things you don’t know. I know you think I’m just a child, talking based off of drunken love and emotions, but I’m not.” Plus, I got rid of all of the problems tonight. Well, the ones that lied in the house, anyway. 
 
   “Tracey I—”
 
   “I’m done, Dad. I’ll see you in the morning. We’ll talk more then.”
 
    I run up the stairs to my room, closing and locking the door. My dad, unlike my mom, will follow me in here without knocking. I look over to the chaise at Sir Nathan, sitting there in all his goodness. Sitting down on my bed, he comes to me, changes my clothes, then his. 
 
   We climb in my bed. He left the window open. As I lay in the bed, I take in the fresh smell of trees blowing in. It relaxes me. I lay my head on Nathan’s arm, after he pulls me closer to him. His comfort fills me. 
 
   I close my eyes and every event from tonight comes rushing back to me. 
 
   I open them quickly, fearing nightmares. “Nathan, can you clear my head?”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Can you?”
 
   “Yes, Tracey. Close your eyes and go to sleep.” 
 
   I close my eyes and my mind fills with trees and me walking through a green meadow with yellow and red flowers. It is beautiful, with mountains in the distance, and the scent from outside making it realistic. 
 
   Nathan is like my own drug, healing me and curing me—my Tylenol, taking away my pain, and my Herbal Essences, filling my head with wonders. He is wonders. I lock my fingers in his, which wrap around my waist, and pass out in the plush grass, surrounded by flowers.
 
    
 
   I turn into Nathan’s chest, slowly waking up. I indulge in his scent, early in the morning. I remember crying against it yesterday, in his shower. All of yesterday comes rushing back to me. Nathan is still asleep, and I stare at him, trying to erase the uninvited images.
 
   Everything about him is perfect. He needs to shave; his scruff is coming back in. He’ll probably do that today. The ‘worry line’ that previously laid upon his eyebrow is gone, and he looks peaceful. It makes me happy, seeing him this way. I like him peaceful. 
 
   “What are you staring at, babe?”
 
   I scrunch my eyebrows, turning up the corner of my mouth. “I thought you were sleeping.”
 
   “How can I sleep with the damn sun beaming through your window like that?” His eyes are still closed. “How do you sleep in here with that window? Why is your bed on this side?” He sounds aggravated. 
 
   “I used to have curtains.” 
 
   He looks at me through the slits of his eyes. “Those curtains did nothing. It is like we are lying in an open field when the sun is at its highest—hold the heat.”
 
   I want to laugh, but I maintain my seriousness. “What—do you want to rearrange my room?”
 
   “No, I want you to come with me to my house and we can live there for a few months.”
 
   “A few months? Not forever?”
 
   “I thought we might test it out first and see how you like it—or if you like it. If you don’t, we’ll get our own place. We would just have a lot of visitors all the time. And Nathan, Taylor, and Justin would probably come and live with us.”
 
   “You want to move away from your family?”
 
   “No, I’m saying, if you didn’t like living with my family, we could do something different.”
 
   “Well, now that they know we’re bound, they’ll stop hovering over us and we will get more privacy, right? Not saying that we don’t get enough privacy. Anyway, I like your family, and I wouldn’t mind living with them.”
 
   Nathan pulls my comforter over our heads. “Why are you so accepting of me and my family?”
 
   “Because I love you, and whatever makes you comfortable makes me comfortable.”
 
   “What if I said the same thing to you?”
 
   “We would have a fight over nothing—and still not come to a conclusion.”
 
   “It’s not any better under this blanket.” I laugh, trying to remain quiet. “So are we supposed to hang around with Glen and Scott today?”
 
   “Yeah, but she hasn’t called me yet to confirm.”
 
   “Just me and you is fine. You like fish, right?”
 
   “To look at or to eat?”
 
   He shakes his head quickly. “I want to take you to the aquarium. And we’ll walk under water and check out some dolphins.”
 
   “Is that far?”
 
   “What does it matter?”
 
   I take in his face, scrunched weirdly, as if I asked a question that has no answer, or the answer to the question doesn’t matter. I smile awkwardly. “It doesn’t.”
 
   “Okay, can you turn off the sun so we can go back to sleep?”
 
   “If I could, I would do it, only because you asked me to.”
 
   He pulls me to him with his eyes closed, throwing his arm over his face. I kiss his shoulder, and his body shutters. 
 
   “Mm, what just happened there?” I ask, smiling. 
 
   “You just happened there.” I kiss him again and he pulls me on top of him, grabbing me by my shoulders. “Stop, Tracey. It’s too early for you to be playing.”
 
   “What are—” My phone rings, interrupting me.
 
   Getting up, I walk over to it, taking it off my dresser. “Hello?” I answer, knowing Glen is about to go off about something—at seven in the morning on a Saturday. 
 
   “Tracey, is everything okay? I was calling you all night. I heard something happened with Nathan’s family. Is he okay? Are we still going out today? Where are we going? Oh, hi!”
 
   “Huh?” Someone knocks on my door, spiking panic in me. Shit! “Hold on.” She starts yelling into the phone. “Yeah?!” I yell at the door.
 
   “Tracey, why are you up so early?” My mom is right to check—it’s Saturday and I’m up before time should permit. 
 
   “Umm, Glen called me. I’m answering the phone.”
 
   “Well, why is Glen up so early?”
 
   “Mom, I don’t know.”
 
   “Ladybug, we all need to talk. Come downstairs when you hang up with Glen.” Not again. 
 
   I’m irritated and it sounds in my voice. “Okay.” 
 
   I bring the phone back to my ear and Glen is still talking. “Glen, hush. We are all still going to go out. Everything is fine. I’ll call you when we are on our way over there, which will be hours from now.”
 
   “Okay, Cey. Tell Nathan I said ‘hi.’ I know he is there.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s not going to happen. Bye.” I end the call and walk back over to my bed, dreading going downstairs. 
 
   “Can we just leave for your house through the window—and never come back?”
 
   Nathan sits up behind me and kisses the back of my neck. “No, Tracey. Go see what your father wants to talk about. I’ll go to my house for a while. When you are ready, just call me.”
 
   “Speaking of calling you, can I have your number? It seems weird when people ask me to call you and I stare out into space.”
 
   “Why do you stare out into space?”
 
   Shrugging my shoulders, I say, “That’s how I focus when we talk.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll call your phone before I leave. Smells like someone is cooking bacon.” It does.
 
   “Doesn’t matter; it’s not your bacon.”
 
   “Mm, Tracey.” He stands us up. “I’ll see you in a few. Go see what your parents want. Call me when you all are done, and I’ll come and rescue you in my Benz. Maybe I’ll let you drive it when we pull away from your house.”
 
   “My dad would freak.”
 
   “You shouldn’t let him get to you. You let him get you really upset last night.”
 
   I stand. “He did, but nothing like I’m going to be this morning. And since you’re not going to be here, he is going to hear some things from me and see a few tears. I’m not in the mood for dads right now.”
 
   “Don’t, Tracey. Just be cool. Everything will be fine. Put on some pants and go downstairs.”
 
   


 
   23: Relieved 
 
    
 
   My mom has breakfast made, but I’m not in the mood to eat—not before I have to talk about things that are going to piss me off. I sit at the dining room table with my dad. “Good morning.”
 
   “Hey, ladybug. Good sleep?”
 
   “Good morning, honey,” my mom says from the kitchen.
 
   “Yes. Can we get on with this talk? I know you two have plans, and I would like to go back to sleep.”
 
   My dad puts down the paper he is holding and glances from his plate to me. “Okay, Tracey. Last night you got pretty upset when we discussed the move.” He folds his hands. “I didn’t intend to upset you.”
 
   So what? Get on with what you want to say. “It’s fine, Dad.”
 
   “Now, I want to talk about Nathan.” He looks at Mom, then back at me. “He is a little advanced, wouldn’t you think?”
 
   “Advanced of what?”
 
   He stares at me. “He owns his own business, degrees. Ladybug, you don’t even have a job.”
 
   I don’t like where this is going. “O-Kay.”
 
   “Your mother and I were thinking he may be too much for you. He is a nice, young man, very respectful and courteous. However, he has his life together, and you are just getting started. It may not be wise for you all to date and get serious.”
 
   I rise from the table and start walking away. I definitely do not like the direction of this conversation.
 
   “Tracey, do not walk away from this table while I am talking to you.”
 
   I turn to him, holding it together the best I can. “Don’t, Dad.” He is going too far with this. 
 
   “Tracey, come back here and sit down. I’m trying to talk with you.” He adjusts in his seat, turning to me. “You have a voice here too.”
 
   Disbelief crosses my face. “Do I, Dad? Let us hear my voice, shall we?” Shit just got real. “Nathan is perfect for me and I am for him. Yes, he does have a lot of his life together, and he should. They start young and get better as they grow older.” I cross my arms. “You should be happy that I prefer to be with him, since he is doing something positive with his life and actually being responsible, making a name for our generation, rather than some drug dealer or a guy who only wants to come to my house to have sex with me.” Whoa, that may have been taking it too far. 
 
   Step back, Tracey. I look at their wide eyes. “Sorry, look—there is nothing wrong with the fact that the guy I’m dating has his life together. Everybody needs someone, and well, we match.”
 
   “You would be using him for his success, Tracey, and that’s not right,” my mom says.
 
   “I don’t even know what that means. And how would I be using him for anything? Nathan chose me first and I followed. We were ma—” I shake my head. “We were together before I even knew anything about his business or degrees. And I do not look at him differently, nor does it make me feel any different for him because of it.”
 
   “What we mean, ladybug, is that he just seems a little more advanced for you. We wouldn’t want you to get blindsided into anything you weren’t ready for or do something you didn’t want to do.”
 
   I’m not winning. Maybe I need a different approach. “It seems like you all are telling me you don’t want me to be with Nathan.” I pause, awaiting a rebuttal. Nothing comes, confirming my assumption. “And I would ask why, but fortunately enough, I do not care.
 
   “You all raised a very smart and mature young lady, and I thought you all would have more faith and trust in me, knowing that. I also thought that my providing the two of you with the privilege to be involved with my relationship with Nathan—giving the opportunity for you to speak on it—says a lot.” I hate the card I’m about to play, but they have pissed me off. “Honestly, I am eighteen and can legally do what and who I want.”
 
   “Tracey, you are out of line,” my dad blurts. 
 
   I am, but he drove me here. “Dad, you just basically made it seem like I was inadequate for my mate, err, boyfriend.”
 
   “That is not what we are saying, Tracey.” My mom steps to his side with all her ‘using him for success’ glory.
 
   “Then what are you saying, Mom?” They are the ones who are out of line.
 
   “Tracey,” my dad starts in a softer tone, “all we are saying is, Nathan pretty much has it together. We don’t want you tagging along, and later, when he finds someone that’s level with him, you get dropped.” Getting up, he walks over to me. “We don’t want to see you hurt.”
 
   “That won’t happen,” I say, in a low tone filled with hostility. 
 
   “And how do you know that?” Because my freaking heart beats in his freaking chest, and neither he nor I are going anywhere!
 
   “When you know—you know.” I don’t need to explain anything else. It is what it is. “And I am going to be honest with you both.” They stare at me, anticipating what I’m going to say. “I am going to be with Nathan. And you both are either going to be with me or against me. Nothing you say or do—including moving—will change my mind about that.”
 
   “Tracey, what has this boy done for you, to make you feel so strongly about him?”
 
   No—what has he done to me? “Mom, it’s not about what he has done for me. He can do nothing for me. It’s about what he does to me.” That doesn’t sound right. “He makes me weightless, and I level him. He makes me happy, and I make him happy. His family stands behind us one-hundred percent.” I shrug. “He loves me. What more is needed?” 
 
   “Wait—you have met his family?” my mom counters. 
 
   “Yes, dear, and they all live together,” my dad answers.
 
   “How did I miss this?” I let them carry on, Dad catching her up on the conversation that she missed last night. 
 
   Why can’t someone knock on the door or call my phone? No, better yet, call their phone. Any other time I don’t need an interruption, there is one. Now, I’m dying for one, and everyone wants to leave me alone. 
 
   “Okay, Tracey. So you’ve met his family, and—?” my mom asks, just like my dad did last night.
 
   “Mom, and is not a question. But I love his family, just to answer.” I rub my hands. “Look, there is really nothing more to talk about. I know what we have, and you all do not see it, standing on the outside, looking in. Your job is to tell me your opinions, and from what it sounds like, you both like him. Which means, he is a good guy.” 
 
   I wait before continuing. “Yes, he is more advanced than me and more together, but so what? He loves me, and would wrap the world up and give it to me in a box, if he could. He would lay down his life in replace of mine, if he had to.” 
 
   I calm myself, getting worked up in my explanation. “And he’d give me all that love possesses, if I needed him to.” I look at them both. “Know that this is not some childhood crush. This—what we have—is real. I’m not going anywhere, I’m not changing, and I am not leaving. And if you want, I’ll call him here so that he can tell you the same thing.”
 
   They study me for a moment—I guess going over what I said. They look at each other. My mom doesn’t like to argue. My dad will keep it up, even if he is losing the battle. He is where I get it from. My mom will help me win this war.
 
   “Mom, you know love when you see it. When Nathan was near me and around me, did you see a shutter or a falter? Why would I waste my time introducing you to him—the only guy I’ve ever introduced you to—if I thought this was just some crush or he didn’t feel the same way about me as I do him?” I smile. 
 
   “Hell, his feelings are probably more advanced than mine.” And that should not have been said. “What I mean is, he loves me more than I love him. And, Dad, you said it yourself. Now, what made you change your mind from yesterday morning? Knowing that he owns a business? Is that making him love me any less, or the affections you acknowledged for yourself any less affectionate?”
 
   He walks up to embrace me, I think. I’m not sure yet; it depends on what he has to say. 
 
   “You seem as if you know what you are speaking on. We may have been a little out of sorts saying what we said. However, we do not want to see you get hurt. We love you too, and you are our lives as well.” He lets out an arm. I’m not going into it yet. “And, yes, Nathan is a nice guy.”
 
   I give in, hugging him. I know this isn’t over, but they know I’m right. “So, should I be anticipating a ‘moving’ conversation when you two return?”
 
   “Unless you want to have it now?” my dad responds, stepping back to Mom’s side.
 
   Not really, but I’m curious. “You all are moving?”
 
   “Do you not plan on accompanying us in the move?” he asks.
 
   I look at him. “I do not.”
 
   “And where will you go?”
 
   Honestly, “I will register for school and either live on campus or live with Nathan for a little and see how things work out, leaving out a future family and babies though.” I know where this conversation could lead. “But I am not moving to Tennessee.”
 
   “Okay, Tracey,” Mom quickly interjects, before my dad can rebuttal. 
 
   “What, dear?” Dad questions her.
 
   “We cannot force her to move, honey. She’s old enough to make her own decisions. Now, I do not agree with her living with Nathan. However, we cannot make her move across the country.”
 
   “I think we have some things we need to discuss.” That probably isn’t a good thing. “We are going to get ready to go. Yes, your mother and I did raise a very wise and responsible young lady. Don’t forget that while we are gone.”
 
   “Okay, Dad. You two have a good time. Love you,” I say as they walk up the stairs.
 
   I eat my now-cold breakfast, missing Nathan. This whole bound thing isn’t as bad as he made it seem. I think I’m controlling it. Yes, I miss him, but not to the point that I can’t do anything else. 
 
   Nathan. Scratch that; I need him. 
 
   Nathan. Only him. No Glen, no Scott, no families. 
 
   Nathan. I need him to tell me he loves me and wants me. My parents just messed up my head. 
 
   NATHAN! If you are somewhere, hanging on the brink of death, I am not saving you again. 
 
   Still no answer, Nath!
 
   Yes, baby?
 
   What are you doing?
 
   Sleeping.
 
   Why?
 
   It is a crime to sleep?
 
   Nathan, stop. I’m putting on my clothes. Can you please come get me?
 
   Now?
 
   No, tomorrow. What the fuck, Nathan?
 
   Baby, what’s wrong? There’s a chuckle to his voice.
 
   I stop talking to him to get in the shower. My parents walk past me on my way out of the bathroom and I tell them ‘goodbye’ again. I dress in some dark-denim Bermuda shorts, two tanks—pink and blue—and some cute sandals that match my shirts and earrings. I grab my phone, walking down the stairs and out the front door.
 
   Nathan is sitting in his truck in my driveway. He gets out, helping me in. 
 
   He gets back in the truck, and says, “I take it your talk with your parents didn’t go so well?”
 
   I turn to him, angrily, “Why couldn’t you just say ‘okay,’ when I asked you to come get me?”
 
   “Tracey, what’s the problem?”
 
   “You took forever to answer me, and you acted like I was bothering you.”
 
   He pulls the truck from the drive. “You are never a bother to me, Tracey.” I look at the road, going over my emotions. “So are we picking up Glen and Scott to hang out with them?”
 
   “No, fuck them. Just go back to your house.” He looks at me strangely. “What?”
 
   “That’s what I am trying to figure out.”
 
   I throw my head against the headrest, lifting my knees to my chest. Nathan steals looks at me the entire ride to his house. I don’t speak, only stare out the window. 
 
   I can’t help but think about my parents’ conversation, and it’s really getting to me. Using him, not being able to give him enough of what he is giving me, me having nothing, and him having everything. It’s all starting to make sense. They have a point.
 
   We make it to his house and his mother is standing in the driveway on a ladder, fixing flowers that hang from the garage gutters. Nathan helps me from the truck. 
 
   “Hey, Natalia,” I say when I touch the ground. 
 
   “Hello, Tracey. Nice of you to come by,” as if I’m not over here all the time.
 
   “Mom, do not hurt yourself up there. Do you need some help?”
 
   “No, Nathan, I got it. Go spend some time with Tracey.”
 
   “Okay, mother. Be careful.” He is stern with his statement. I guess she hurts herself often, by the way it sounded.
 
   We walk through the house to his room, and along the way, I speak to everyone I see. People are a little calmer today. Knowing Nathan, he probably told them to be, since I was coming over. 
 
   We walk into his room and I head to the bathroom. I’m caught up in my emotions and I don’t want him to see me break down. 
 
   But of course, he follows right behind me. “Tracey, what is going on? What happened?”
 
   “Nathan, just tell me the truth.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Am I enough for you? I mean, you have everything together, your whole life is together. And I’m barely getting started. I can’t be.” I walk into the bathroom, trying to close the door, but he stops me. I leave it alone, leaning over the double-sink counter. 
 
   “Is this something your parents said?”
 
   “Why does it matter?” I look at him through the mirror.
 
   “Honestly, it doesn’t, but I ask, because your parents don’t know the truth.” He turns me around to face him. “They don’t know who I really am or how old I really am. If they knew I was over ninety and had all of these things, their perspective would be different. Plus, they would think something was wrong, me looking this good at ninety-three, but—” He shrugs.
 
   I smile at his remark, not putting that piece of the puzzle into my confusion. My smile fades. “Why does it matter if I wanted you to come pick me up now or later?”
 
   “Tracey, I was asleep. I answered. I’m okay. You’re okay. I don’t understand what’s wrong.” He stares at me for a moment. 
 
   I don’t know how to respond. I don’t know how I feel. I’m confused, and suddenly, no longer sure. 
 
   “What makes you doubt us, babe?” he asks, in a comforting voice.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Your mind—it’s full of doubt.” He looks around. “Can we go back in the room, and talk outside of the bathroom?” I stalk past him acknowledging his messy bed from the door way. It is usually made up. I walk to it. “I told you I was asleep.” He walks to me.
 
   The intercom goes off. “Nathan there is an Annabelle here to see you.”
 
   “Who the fuck is Annabelle?” I turn to him, becoming more pissed off.
 
   He throws his head back looking at the ceiling. “Tracey, calm down.”
 
   “No, she better be your replacement sister.” I walk to the intercom and press the button. “Tell her he will be right down.”
 
   “No Tracey.”
 
   “Yes, let’s go.” I turn to the door and he’s standing in front of me.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Let her go away.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “She is not causing any problems. You are upset and we are trying to talk about what is bothering you. We-”
 
   Someone knocks on the door softly. Nathan moves me back so that he can open it. He looks away from me and a body jumps on him, wrapping her arms and legs around him, and kisses him–hard. 
 
   Shit just hit the fan. In all of five seconds, I grab the girl by her neck, ripping her from him. He grabs me by my waist, pulling me from her, and Taylor walks in the room, taking me from him. 
 
   “What the hell is your problem?” ‘jumpy’ blurts at me.
 
   “Nathan, you have two seconds to handle this,” I say as Taylor’s arm wraps around the top of my chest. 
 
   “Nathan who is she?” ‘jumpy’ asks, like we are having a cordial conversation.
 
   “No, who are you?” Taylor’s grip tightens. I huff in frustration. “All I know is, if you take another step towards him, you are going to lose your legs.”
 
   Nathan smiles at me. “Come here, Tracey.” ‘Jumpy’ gives a disgusted look. “Taylor, let her go.” She slowly drops her arm and stares at ‘jumpy,’ then looks at him. “Come here, babe.” he says again.
 
   I reluctantly walk over to him. Maybe too slow, because he reaches out to grab me. “You better not kiss me before you wash your face.” I look from him to ‘jumpy.’ She takes another step forward with her arm stretched out. “You can lose your arm too.” I’m ready to punch her face. 
 
   Nathan moves behind me and faces her. “Look, Annabelle—” He wraps an arm around me. “That was inappropriate and disrespectful. Why are you even in my house?” He pauses. “And how did you find out where I live?”
 
   She looks at me, then back at him. “Melissa told me. And when did you get a girl, and why is it not me? I thought you didn’t have girls.” She says the word like it’s a disease.
 
   “Doesn’t matter. She is, and whatever you and I had ended. I already told you that. You shouldn’t have come here.”
 
   She takes a step forward, and Nathan grabs me tighter, anticipating another Pepper move. 
 
   Taylor moves in front of her. “Look—Annabelle, right? My brother is trying to be nice about telling you to leave. We are really trying to save you, because if you don’t, my sister will definitely make sure of it.” Annabelle folds her arms. “Can you please leave, and tell whatever other girls you know that know Nathan to not come by here. Don’t give out our address to anyone else either. We don’t need that right now.” Taylor’s voice is calm and comforting, like she is telling a child not to play with sockets, and why. 
 
   “Nathan I—”
 
   I’m not taking this. “Really!?” I try to move from Nathan, but he won’t allow me. “He has nothing to say to you. Stop talking to him and leave.”
 
   She opens her mouth to speak. I calm, because if I stay upset, I am going to set her on fire. “Okay, Annabelle, what is it that you need to say to Nathan?”
 
   She tries to speak, and I cut her off. “Nathan, do you care?”
 
   “No, baby.”
 
   “Nathan, tell Annabelle to leave.” Maybe she needs to hear it from him again.
 
   “Get the fuck out, Annabelle. Now!” he says with amusement.
 
   Taylor turns Annabelle towards the door as she glares at Nathan. “You always were a dick, Nathan,” she says as Taylor pushes her out the door.
 
   “I’ll be right back. I’m going to talk to her on her way out the door.” Taylor closes the door behind them and I hear, “Don’t disrespect my brother…” said harshly, trailing off. 
 
   I turn to him. “Go wash your face.”
 
   He looks at me, laughing, and walks to the bathroom. “Why don’t you come wash my face?”
 
   “No!” I say with aggression.
 
   His phone rings on the nightstand. “Can you answer my phone, since I’m washing my face?”
 
   I pick up the phone, sliding the green bar to answer. “Yes, Scott?”
 
   “Hey, Tracey. Where is Nathan?”
 
   “Washing his face.”
 
   “O-Kay. Uh, we are supposed to go out today, Glen said.” 
 
   “Maybe later—much later. We’ll call you.” I hang up. 
 
   Nathan comes to my side and kisses my cheek. “That shit was not cool, Nathan. You almost got that girl killed.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have let you kill her. But I agree with you, it wasn’t okay. He touches my cheek, and I calm down. “So back to my question: What’s wrong, and what makes you doubt me?”
 
   “I don’t know. It just doesn’t seem right. We don’t match.”
 
   He turns me to him. “How don’t we?”
 
   “You have it all figured out, and I don’t even know where I’m going to school.” I pause. “My mom told me I would be using you for your success if I stayed with you.”
 
   “And how did you respond to her?”
 
   “I said that I didn’t even know what that meant, but I love you and you love me—equally—and I have nothing to use you for.”
 
   “So why has your mind changed?” 
 
   I’m not sure. “Why didn’t it shock you when that girl kissed you?”
 
   “It did.”
 
   “I couldn’t tell.”
 
   “Yeah, as fast as you ripped her off of me, you couldn’t.” He grabs my waist and tries to pull me to him. I’m not budging. “Come here, Tracey,” he says through his teeth, pulling me harder. I stumble forward. “Let me show you a kiss that will shock you.”
 
   I smile against my will. He kisses me, taking away all my doubt and worry, including the episode with ‘jumpy.’ I grab his arms and he moves me to lie across his bed, never interrupting the kiss.
 
   “What’s wrong with you, Tracey?” His voice is seductive and soft as he speaks against my lips. He moves his hand against my lower-back, pushing me against him. 
 
   “Where did all this built-up aggression come from?” He kisses me deeper and my breathing becomes heavy. “You—trying to fight the world?” He moves to kiss my ‘melt my soul’ spot, under my ear. “What’s going on with you?” He kisses and melts it. 
 
   I move his head back to kiss my lips. My emotions are going crazy. Every emotion I had that didn’t know which way to go, I put into the kiss, raising my bent legs up to his sides. 
 
   The hand on my back moves to my thigh and squeezes. “Mm,” I moan against his mouth, and he deepens the kiss even more. I clutch the waistline of his pants.
 
   


 
   24: Cloaked
 
    
 
    “Okay, I took care of that.” In walks Taylor and, right behind her, good ol’ Mom.
 
   Nathan and I jump up quickly, straightening ourselves. He stands and I sit up on the edge of the bed, legs crossed. I look at the messy bed that makes it look like we finished instead of just started. “Umm, this was like this before I got here.”
 
   Taylor and Natalia laugh as I walk from the bed to the desk chair. “Well, don’t stop on account of us,” says Natalia.
 
   “Maybe you all can knock before you walk in.” Nathan straightens the bed, and then invites his mom to sit down.
 
   “Nathan, I just walked out of the room and said I’d be right back. You two don’t waste any time,” Taylor exclaims sarcastically.
 
   “Yeah, well, that is so not appropriate,” I counter, as I sit next to Natalia and hug her. “Hi.”
 
   “Are you okay, Tracey? You looked so upset when you walked in.”
 
   “Yeah, my parents are just giving me a hard time right now.”
 
   She turns to me. “Would you like to tell me about it?”
 
   “Well—” What the hell, why not? “We are supposed to be moving to Tennessee…in a few months.”
 
   “What?! Not happening. Nathan, why haven’t you said anything?” Taylor jumps in, cutting me off. 
 
   Nathan walks over to her. “Calm down. Everything will be fine.”
 
   “And he keeps saying that.” I point to him. “I don’t see it, but I trust him. Then they get me up this morning to talk about how Nathan’s too advanced for me and ‘together’ and I’m not, so we won’t work out and I’m going to end up getting hurt.” I’m getting worked up.
 
   “Well, we know that won’t happen.” Natalia’s voice is comforting. 
 
   “Right, but, we got into this argument, and I probably said some things I shouldn’t have. But they were saying all the wrong things that I didn’t want to hear, especially after having such a bad day yesterday. And my dad wanted to argue with me in front of Nathan, last night, about the move.” Tears start filling my eyes. “And I—” A lump forms in my throat.
 
    Nathan walks over to me, hugging me to him. I turn away from them, not wanting them to see me break.
 
   Natalia rubs my back. It’s soothing. “Nathan is right, Tracey. Everything will be okay. Nathan loves you; understand that, first. And nothing will take you from him or him from you.” 
 
   I feel her lift from the bed and seconds later the door closes. “Come on, Tracey, let’s go for a walk. It will help clear your head.”
 
   I change my shoes and we head outside to walk the trail behind his house. I say nothing for a while. I just move closer to him and wrap his arm around my shoulder. He lets me, staying quiet. 
 
   I like how he doesn’t push me to talk about things, and he doesn’t try to change my mood or the way I feel. He lets me be me. He does provide me with his comfort, which I’m grateful for. 
 
   “So, your mom is okay, dealing with last night?” I ask, for conversation sake, starting to feel bad about breaking down earlier. 
 
   “Yeah, she’s doing fine. It’s hard on her, we all know. But she’s doing a good job at holding it together. Sometimes she’ll go off and cry. We all just let her, not really knowing what to say. My aunt is going to take her away for a couple of days today. She is the only one who knows how to deal with this.”
 
   “Sorry about earlier…me going off and all.”
 
   He pulls me closer. “Don’t worry about it. It’s nothing. You’ll go off sometimes. I’ll go off sometimes. It happens in relationships.”
 
   “Yeah, but all the rage and anger that I felt…my actions were unnecessary.”
 
   “Yeah, you probably just need some di— Oomph.”
 
   I punch him in his chest, cutting him off. “Don’t say it.”
 
   He chuckles. “All I’m saying is, I could help you with that.” He pulls me in front of him. “Release some of that rage and anger.” He kisses my cheek. “It could be rough and aggressive.” He kisses my neck, then bites onto it. “You could be loud and say, ‘Awe, Nathan.’” He tries to mock me in a high-pitch voice.
 
    I elbow him in the stomach. “I do not say that.”
 
   “Or, maybe you just don’t hear yourself say that,” he states factually.
 
   “Shut up,” I tease, removing myself from his grip to walk farther in front of him. 
 
   He’s back next to me. “So you want to tell me about this night-vision—match hands.”
 
   “My name is Tracey, and no, I don’t.”
 
   “Why not?” He laces our fingers.
 
   I pull our hands in front of me and put my other hand with them. “I don’t know how it works. I think it has something to do with this film that covers my eyes. It just happened. I didn’t ask it to or want it to, it just kicked in on its own. And when it did, I was thankful for it.”
 
   We walk quietly for a while, enjoying the weather and each other’s company. I move close to him, laying my head on his arm as we make our way up the path.
 
   “I love you, Tracey. Don’t let anyone or anything change your mind about that. And none of these girls are ever worth you getting angry over. They mean nothing to me. Earlier, that shit was unexpected. But it meant nothing when I was with her, and it means nothing after her.”
 
   “How do they know each other…‘jumpy’ and ‘loud mouth’?”
 
   “So where did your parents go?” 
 
   I look at him with an expression of disbelief. He looks away from me to in front of us, nonchalantly. He is such an ass. “Did you really just do that?”
 
   “What?” he says innocently. 
 
   He did. “You’re just going to ignore my question?” 
 
   “Do you really want to talk about this?” he says emotionless. 
 
   “Now I do, thanks to your sudden avoidance.” 
 
   He pushes his hand through his hair, still quiet. There is only one way they would know each other, and one wanting to share the info with the other; plus, the way they both act—wanting him and demanding his attention. Wait… “Nathan! You are nasty!” I jerk my hands from him, speeding up.
 
   “Tracey, wait.” He laughs. 
 
   I’m not mad, just playing the part because of how he tried to change the subject on me. 
 
   He grabs my back pocket. “Come here.” He whips me around and kisses me, catching me off-guard. “You know, if I told you, you wouldn’t want to hear it.”
 
   I pull back. “Then say that. Don’t change the subject and ignore me completely.”
 
   “I didn’t ignore you, just your question.” I push him and he flies backwards into a tree. 
 
   “Oh my gosh!” I run over to him. “Nathan, I am so sorry.” I can’t hold my laughter. “Are you okay?” I say, still laughing. I know he is.
 
   He stands, dusting himself off. “I would say that you have picked up some strength, babe.” He looks at me when he finishes. 
 
   I try to harden my expression. “Yeah, that means ‘don’t mess with me.’”
 
   “Seriously. Most people can’t even move me, and here you are, knocking me off my feet. How much force did you put behind it?”
 
   His face shows astonishment. “I’m not sure…a lot, considering I thought I couldn’t move you.”
 
   “Right.” Something flashes on his face, like a change, when I blink. 
 
   I blink a few more times, every other blink, it returns, not lasting long enough for me to figure out what it is. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I ignore him, trying to figure this out.
 
   I close my eyes for a moment and reopen them. His eyes are wide and dark, his face is hard and darker than his usual color, taking on a dark, reddish complexion and skin somewhat brittle. His hair ends in spikes, like they did in the weird dream I had before. 
 
   “Umm, Tracey, your eyes are black and you’re looking at me uncomfortably.”
 
   He still appeals to me, even in this image. He reaches out his hand to me. It also holds that complexion, and his nails are darker and also brittle. I take it. 
 
   “I see you,” I say quietly.
 
   “I know,” he says calmly, his excitement and astonishment gone. 
 
   “You’re amazing,” I say in admiration. 
 
   He grabs my chin and slowly lifts it up to kiss him. His lips still feel the same, although they look hard. He tastes the same, although he appears venomous. I kiss him, staring into his eyes that are midnight-blue and outlined in grey. In his pupils, I see my black eyes, and I pull away. I shut my eyes hard. 
 
   He pulls my chin again. I leave my eyes closed and he kisses me. Same soft lips, same sweet taste. 
 
   “Open your eyes, Tracey.” I do and he’s his regular self again. “How did you do that?”
 
   “I’m not sure.” I look at him, studying his face. “That’s how you look…out of character?”
 
   “Yes. And I never wanted you to see that.” 
 
   “You kissed me?”
 
   “I did, because even seeing the true me, your feelings didn’t change.” His voice is soft.
 
   “You still were attractive to me.” I touch his cheek. 
 
   “Did you not want me to be?”
 
   “No, I want you to be. I really want you to do more than just attract me.” I grab at his sides.
 
   He bites his bottom lip, and the next minute we are in his room—windows closed, doors locked. He slows his pace, finding me standing by the TV. He sits at the edge of the bed and motions for me to come to him. 
 
   “What’s up, Nathan?” I walk to him.
 
   “Hey, Tracey.” He pulls me close to him, laying his head on my chest, and holds me for a moment. “You really don’t know just how much I love you.” He uses a voice I haven’t heard before. He looks up at me and his eyes swirl, not having a color to go with his mood. 
 
   I kiss him gently, not knowing how much he loves me, just knowing that he does. I want him to love me and I want to hear him tell me he loves me. I want him to want me, and I need to hear that too. 
 
   “I love you,” I say through a kiss. “A lot,” I say through another. “And I want you to tell me back.” He kisses my neck, grabbing at my waist. “Tell me,” I demand softly, his lips softly touching my skin.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “Tell me again.”
 
   He bites onto my skin; it pleasurably hurts. “Tracey, I fuckin’ love you.” His hands move to my back and he pulls on my shirt, hard enough for it to rip. The pieces fall around me. My breath catches. I kiss him, pushing him back on the bed.
 
   “Nathan, you want me?”
 
   “I do.” He moves my head to kiss my mouth “Bad.”
 
   I kiss him again, aggression behind it. His lips feel good against mine. I bite his bottom lip, not as forceful as the kiss, although I want to. From the day I met him, I’ve wanted to do that. He grabs my thighs. 
 
   Both his hands go up to my waist and his fingers slide between my body and my shorts. He rips them off. Shreds! I look down at them, then back at him. 
 
   “Sorry.” There is no feeling behind his apology. 
 
   He turns us over, I lay with the bottom of my legs hanging off the bed. I look at him standing between them. I pull the ponytail from my hair, letting out a slow breath, trying to calm myself. 
 
   He stares at me. “Nathan.” His eyes close to the sound of his name. “I want you.” He leaves and comes back in boxer briefs. “Nice!”
 
   He leans over me and rips off my panties and bra. I am so going to need some more clothes if he is going to ruin my shit. 
 
   “Say that again,” he demands. 
 
   “What?” His eyes pull mine to his.
 
   “You want me, but say my name with it.”
 
   “Nathan, I want you…” I pause. “Bad.” I use his line. “Can I have you?”
 
   “Yeah,” he says coolly. 
 
   “Prove it.” 
 
   He kisses me once and stands up. My body is on fire as he inserts himself. 
 
   “Calm down, Tracey.” His hands grab hold of my waist tightly as he moves back and forth, in and out of me. 
 
   No, turn up, Nathan. I rub my hands over my face, trying to calm myself. I look back at him, in all his naked glory, biting his bottom lip. He makes direct eye contact with me and I see myself through his eyes. I look good! 
 
   “Yeah, you do.” 
 
   His hold tightens and his movements become more aggressive. The tingle forms in my back, making me arch it. I open my mouth, ready to sound out against the energy surging in me and the door knocks—loudly. 
 
   He slows, very slow. “Go away!” he yells at the door. He doesn’t stop, but puts more into it. 
 
   I’m losing it. All control seeping out the closed window, every moan needs to escape.
 
   “No.” They knock again. “Open the door. I need to talk.” The voice sounds familiar, but my brain won’t let me place it.
 
   He speeds up a little. “You do n—” He pauses. A shudder courses over his body and mine. His head falls back and he lets out a low, soft grunt. “You do not need to talk right now.” He hovers over me, pushing me up on the bed. I let out a harsh breath against his face. 
 
   He kisses my jawline. “Not right now,” he says quietly against my skin. 
 
   “Nathan, either you open the door, or I will.” It’s Scott. Freaking Scott. 
 
   He slams his hand on the bed beside us. “Fuck!” he exclaims loudly, stopping. “Scott, you better not!”
 
   “Well, open the door!” 
 
   I grab his sides and move against him. He makes a throaty sound. “Don’t. Just wait fifteen more minutes,” I say, kissing his neck.
 
   “Nathan!” Scott yells through the door.
 
   “Scott, okay. Give me forty-five minutes.”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Please!?” he begs, sounding like a child. “If he only knew what I was in…” His voice is lower. “He would leave me alone.” 
 
   “Nathan, you have five minutes.” 
 
   “Okay, I’ll meet you downstairs.”
 
   “No, I’ll wait by the door.” 
 
   “He’s fucking with me. He has to be.” He looks back at me.
 
   I move his head, kissing him deeply. Seeing me again, I feel me, I remember me. “Get out of my head, Tracey.”
 
   What? “How am I in your head?” 
 
   His face is frustrated. “Can we please talk about this later? Please, Tracey.” His eyes are that light, sandy, ocean-blue. “Just save all questions for later.”
 
   I smile at him. Yeah, we can. The door knocks again. “Nathan!” Freaking, interrupting Scott.
 
   “He cannot be serious.” He kisses me again. “Okay, Scott. Five minutes!” he yells at the door, pulling from me. I huff in frustration. “Calm down, Tracey.” I’m not trying to hear that.
 
   “Nathan, can you come on?! Tracey, let’s go!” Glen’s voice pounds through the door. “Come on, you two!” she yells. 
 
   “Glen, you are really putting a danker in our friendship right now,” I say as he gets up and walks to the bathroom. It takes everything in me not to follow as I pull the covers over me.
 
   “Nathan!”
 
   “Scott, we are coming. Stop calling me,” he yells from the bathroom. “Tracey, get up,” he says, aggravation in his voice. I hear water splashing in the sink.
 
   “I’m not going,” I say, irritated. 
 
   “No, no. If I have to go, you definitely have to go.” I look over at him, standing in his naked glory, looking at himself. “Wash up and throw on some clothes so we can see what they want. Because this has to be important.” He leaves the bathroom, walking around the bed to his closet. 
 
   I kick and curse the covers off me. I get up, go to the bathroom, and slam the door for good measure. I wash up and throw on some clothes. I come out bushing my hair, looking around the room, noticing clothes and pieces of clothes everywhere. I shake my head. 
 
   Nathan comes out of the closet clothed and we walk out the door, not opening it all the way. 
 
   “Scott, there better be a damn good reason that you’re yelling through my door.” You can hear the irritation in his voice. “Tracey, walk up ahead with Glen. We’re going to the basement.”
 
   I do, and we gain a few feet ahead of them. Glen is talking about a movie. I’m being nosey, listening with my new ears that I just found out can hear whispers.
 
   “Fuck’s wrong with you, taking all day?” Scott states, like we irritated him.
 
   “Tell you what, the next you dickin’ yo girl, I’ll come to yo spot, bang on your door, and demand you open it. And on top of that, interrupt by puttin’ a time limit on it.”
 
   “When did y’all start having sex?”
 
   “That doesn’t matter. What the hell is so important that I had to come out of her just to see what you want?” 
 
   I turn around and look at him. Inappropriate, Nathan.
 
   How can you even hear me? he asks, disoriented, with his face scrunched. 
 
   Doesn’t matter.
 
   Yeah, well, how about I just don’t talk out loud?
 
   I dare you. I glare at him through my low eyelids. I want to hear what is so important too.
 
   How about you talk to Glen. Her mouth is moving and I bet you’re not listening to a word she’s saying.
 
   I look at Glen. She is just going on and on about something I have no idea of. I miss her; although, she and Scott are getting on my nerves. 
 
   “So, Glen,” I cut her off. “What brings you and Scott by?”
 
   “What took you two so long to answer the door?”
 
   “Not important.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “It’s not. But seriously, what’s going on?”
 
   “Scott and I have to stay over here for a while, something about it not being safe at his house, because someone tried to break into it.” She looks back at Scott and Nathan. “What happened over here last night? Scott mentioned something was wrong. Is everything okay?”
 
   “Yeah, everything is fine. Just don’t bring that up anymore.” Glen still knows nothing. Well, that’s the way she makes it seem anyway.
 
   “Okay, well, Scott was acting as if last night was serious. But Scott always blows things out of proportion. By the way, I’m moving in with Scott.” That caught me off-guard.
 
   I look at her curiously. “Why?”
 
   She shrugs. “I’m not sure. Because I want to, I have to. I mean, we wake up and go to sleep together anyway. Scott says we are either going to move here, or away—to some of their other family. Something about family sticks together.” She shrugs.
 
   “And what did your mom say about that?”
 
   “Nothing. I just told her and she said ‘okay.’ You know my mom. Plus, she couldn’t say anything anyway. I’m old enough to leave once we end school.” She shrugs again. “Enough about Glen; tell me about Tracey.”
 
   We are coming to the stairs of the basement. I mock her shrug. “There is nothing going on. I don’t know what school I want to go to. My parents want to move to Tennessee. They met Nathan, were okay with Nathan, then, when they found out Nathan has his shit together, they didn’t want me to be with him; although, they think he is a nice guy.” I roll my eyes. 
 
   “Okay. Why do your parents want to move?”
 
   “Dad got a permanent position, so he doesn’t have to travel back and forth. That is where the job is.”
 
   We wait for the boys to catch up. “So how do you feel about the move?”
 
   “What do you think?” My mood shifts.
 
   The guys approach. Scott smiles. “What’s up, Tracey? Why you look so down?” Because, Scott, every time I’m trying to get it in with my guy, you always—always—interrupt.
 
   “Oh, Scott, because if I didn’t like Glen and she wasn’t my best friend, I would punch the shit out of you.”
 
   Scott’s face becomes amused. “Tracey’s down because she might have to move to Tennessee,” Glen cuts in.
 
   Nathan wraps his arm around me. “That’s not going to happen.” We walk down the stairs. 
 
    
 
   We take the same spots that we did last time we were down here. I’m glad to see Scott and Glen doing better. They seem happy. I just want to be crowded by Nathan, to really be that obnoxious, clingy girlfriend. I think it’s because I almost lost him last night, and then finding out that I may need to move away from him. 
 
   “Hey, let’s watch a scary movie,” Glen says. She is all about scary movies. 
 
   “You want to?” Nathan looks at me. Hell, can’t anything scare me anymore, after what I’ve been through. 
 
   “Yeah, that’s fine.”
 
   Nathan and Scott move the couches around so that they are both in front of the huge TV. They decide on watching  ‘The Strangers’ and that damn clown movie. It had to have come out in like 1818 and they are just as excited to watch it as if it was released yesterday. Nathan comes back from getting the movies, and Taylor and Justin are behind him—with blankets and bowls of chips. 
 
   “Hey Tracey, you feeling better?” Taylor asks me.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine. Hey Justin, you all okay?”
 
   “Hey Tracey, yeah we’re good.” He looks over at Scott, then Glen. Taylor follows. 
 
   “Oh, hello. Are you Scott’s girlfriend?” Taylor asks in a nurturing voice. 
 
   “Hey, Taylor. What’s up, Justin? This is Glen.” He looks at Glen, pointing to Taylor. “Glen, this is Taylor, Nathan’s sister, and her boyfriend, Justin.”
 
   “Hi, nice to meet you all,” Glen says happily.
 
   “You, as well. I’ll be right back. We only grabbed two blankets.” Taylor runs up the stairs. 
 
   Justin lays out their blanket in front of the couches, and gives Nathan and me one. “So, you two are doing okay today? Taylor’s been on-edge and won’t let me breathe without doing it for me.” He looks up to the ceiling, thinking. “Honestly, I think this is the first time she has left me alone all day.”
 
    “And that didn’t last long,” Taylor says, coming down the stairs with another blanket, handing it to Scott. I laugh.
 
    “No, Tracey’s been on-edge too. But she’s getting better.” Nathan situates himself so that I can lay on him. He lays his head on the armrest and I lay on top of him. One arm is on me and the other is behind his head. 
 
   “So what happened that has you two on-edge?” Glen asks from her couch.
 
   Everyone looks at Scott. “What?” he replies loudly. He turns to Glen and kisses her temple. She doesn’t say anything else about it and we all turn back to the TV.
 
   Justin gets up to put the movie in and turns off the lights. Justin rests his head back against the couch, and Taylor’s on his shoulder or chest—she moves frequently. 
 
   The previews show and the option to press ‘play’ shows up on the screen. The remote is sitting on top of the speaker that’s next to the TV, yet somehow the ‘play’ button lights up and the movie starts.
 
   “That was convenient. I usually have to actually press ‘play,’” Glen states from aside Scott. He ‘shushes’ her.
 
   I’m really not in a movie-watching mood, and with Nathan rubbing up and down my back, I’m not in a napping mood either, anymore. His hand moves to grab my side, and I look up at him. Looking down at me, he mouths, ‘stop.’ I smile, turning back to the TV. Then I feel his hand snake down and grab my butt. 
 
   He moves his hand back to my back when I look at him. I move up on him so that my mouth is by his ear. I change my mind about whispering, since everyone will be able to hear me. Yeah? 
 
   What are you talking about, love? 
 
   Okay, two can play that game.
 
   I grab his earlobe with my tongue, pulling it into my mouth. He bites his bottom lip and grabs my waist, trying to push me back down. 
 
   Stop. So you can dish it out, but you can’t take it?
 
   You really do not want to play this game with me, Tracey.
 
   I drop his earlobe, moving down so that my lips are equal to his neck.
 
   Don’t do it, Tracey. 
 
   I haven’t done anything.
 
   But you were going to.
 
   Say that you quit and you’re going to just lay here and watch the movie.
 
   I never quit. And you need to just lay here and watch the movie.
 
   I’m definitely taking it there. I let the pallet of my tongue press against his neck, slowly removing it as my lips grasp on to it, kissing it softly. Satisfied, I stop, feeling stiffness push against my leg. 
 
   That didn’t take much.
 
   He smiles. You are going to regret that.
 
   Never. 
 
   I move down so my head is under his chin, feeling pleased that I won the battle. I missed the beginning of the movie. I hate clowns anyway. 
 
   Nathan moves his hand from me. I look up to see how he now has both hands behind his head. He notices my notice and smirks.
 
   What are you up to?
 
   His smirk grows into a mischievous smile as I start to feel his hands touch my back. I lift my head, more wanting to confirm that both of his hands are still behind his head. The invisible hands move to grab my butt—hard. I lift my head all the way.
 
   “What’s wrong, Tracey? You got scared?” He’s loud. 
 
   I glare at him. “If you want, Cey, we can change the movie,” Glen follows.
 
   “I’m not scared.” I put my head back down. You play dirty.
 
   You started it.
 
   You better st— I gasp out loud—sounding like a moan—from the feeling of a hand grabbing between my legs. 
 
   Taylor and Justin turn around to look at me, and Nathan starts laughing. “Sorry,” I respond to their scowls, and they turn back around. I pinch his side.
 
   Tracey, that shit hurt. He’s still laughing.
 
   Don’t do that again. It felt way too good for it to not be his hands, and for us to be down here with everybody.
 
   He pulls me up to his face. I’m sorry, baby. I couldn’t help myself.
 
   I raise an eyebrow. That was not cool.
 
   He lifts my chin. His smirk is gone, eyes low—seductive. I’m sorry. 
 
   He turns us into the couch and he kisses me softly, then pulls back without making a sound. I lick my bottom lip, not ready for his taste to leave me. I lean forward to kiss him again and he lets me, taking control of the kiss so that it’s soundless.
 
   He kisses me like he loves me, and I dissolve like pearls in vinegar. This kiss holds nothing but tangible love—the feeling of affection in a kiss. I place my hand against his, which is against my cheek, enjoying being kissed. 
 
   I love you, Tracey—through anything, for anything. You are mine, and nothing is going to change that or take you from me. I’ll lay down my life—and others’ lives—for you, give you all that life holds and still remain deeply indebted to you. That’s how strong my love is. Never doubt my love for you. 
 
   He speaks in that hypnotizing language—that I now understand—and I fall in love with him all over again.
 
   He kisses me twice and pulls back. Nathan is coming. He has a girl with him. We readjust to our original position. I, still feeling his kiss, rub over my bottom lip. Something in that kiss I’ve never felt before—a feeling I cannot place, but the closest I can come is ‘contented.’ 
 
   “Hey, what are you guys watching?” Little Nathan descends the stairs. The movie is almost over. 
 
   Everyone immediately recognizes he’s with a girl and we all straighten up. Taylor and Justin readjust to their original position, and Nathan sits up with his feet on the floor, slouched against the couch. I lay against him, instead of on him. Glen and Scott sit up straight as well. 
 
   “Hey, Nathan,” everyone, except Glen, greets. She is caught off-guard.
 
   Little Nathan goes into introductions, introducing the girl he’s with as Cindy. We all say ‘hi’ and they take the other end of the couch that Nathan and I are on.
 
   Cindy is cute, and the same height as Little Nathan, with short hair. She seems shy, but calms down when she is no longer the center of attention. 
 
   The movie ends and everyone disburses for a bathroom break or to stretch, then comes back to watch the next movie. It’s like family movie night, because we are joined by the cousins. I ask Nathan where Roseland and his wife are, and he tells me they took the kids and Nicholas out of state to some waterpark for a week. 
 
   Everyone in the basement is okay, not overbearing, and I’m still comfortable. They are all relaxed and enjoying the moment.
 
   This is how it is sometimes. We all just gather around and chill, or decide to go somewhere as a family. It usually starts off as a small group and then, somehow, everyone just comes together.
 
   So this is what I’ll be getting? Nice, calm Newcombs. 
 
   Pretty much, except for around the summer. It can get pretty crazy. But yeah, this is it for the most part. 
 
   I can do this.
 
   Everyone stays quiet while watching the movie, except when someone in the movie does something stupid. Seems like everyone is aware of Glen and Cindy’s obliviousness to everything, and no one talks about anything but the movie.
 
   The psycho-intruders movie ends and Little Nathan runs upstairs to grab a few more, telling Cindy he will be back. 
 
   “So all of you are Nathan’s family?” Cindy asks, attracting all the looks to her. She shies away.
 
   “Yes, all, except for me and Tracey. I—” Glen starts, but is cut short.
 
   “Tracey is a part of our family.” Little Nathan comes back down the stairs, cutting her off. “You’re the new face.” He looks at Cindy. “Tracey is my sister. She’s sitting with my brother.” He points to us. “She—” He points to Glen. “—must be with my cousin, Scott. I’m not sure what’s going on with that. I’ve never seen her before.”
 
   I sit up. He doesn’t know Glen is Scott’s mate. “Glen is with Scott, Nathan. She’s his.” My words are stuck. What do I say?
 
   His mate too? I hear Little Nathan’s voice inside my head filling in the blanks. I nod to him slowly, and his eyes widen in astonishment, realizing I heard him in my head. 
 
   Nathan sits up behind me. “Did that just happen?” He asks calmly, noticing the same thing.
 
   Little Nathan looks at his brother, then back at me. “So you did it.” He asks referring to me accepting them as family. 
 
   “Okay, what am I missing?” Taylor turns around and looks at me and Nathan. Is what he’s saying true? I smile at her crookedly, with a scrunched nose, and nod confirming I hear her too. She squeals and hugs me.
 
   “Not cool, guys,” Scott voices, sitting next to a confused Glen. 
 
   “Your fault, Scott,” Nathan returns. 
 
   “What’s your fault, Scott?” Glen asks him. 
 
   Scott shakes his head, then looks at Little Nathan. “She is to me what Tracey is to Nathan, which makes her family as well.” Oh, yeah. That’s where I was going with that. It sounds better coming from him anyway. “Now, can you put in the movie?”
 
   Little Nathan gives Scott a look that asks a question. Scott shrugs and turns back to confused Glen. He kisses her and her confused expression turns happy. He is going to give that girl a bad case of brain damage.
 
   Tracey, you accepted my family.
 
   I look at Nathan. I did, huh?
 
   How could you get any better? He lays his head back on the couch. Now he is sitting with his feet next to Taylor, who has one arm wrapped around one of his legs and the other wrapped around Justin’s back.
 
   I lay my head against his chest. Probably by living with you.
 
   Yeah, but one step at a time.
 
   Yeah, I’m going to lay here and doze off for a minute. If you leave, take me with you. 
 
   He adjusts himself so I’m more comfortable, without disturbing Taylor. I close my eyes and see nothing but darkness, and black liquid leaking from tortured, broken walls with clown faces on them. My eyes shoot open. 
 
   Umm, can you clear my head? 
 
   You’re scared of clowns? But demon-tainted Sephlem are no problem?
 
   Don’t start, Nathan. You already have something coming for you.
 
   You’re right, baby, and because I’m so afraid of you, I’m going to clear your head. It’s full of sarcasm. 
 
   You better be afraid of me. I’ll toss you like I did this morning. 
 
   He laughs out loud. Everyone looks at him. “Sorry,” he says, still looking at me. Lay down, Tracey
 
   I get comfortable, pulling the blanket over my head, and doze off.
 
   


 
   25: Uninhibited 
 
    
 
   Waking up, I’m turned into Nathan and facing the couch. His breaths are deep, which tells me he’s asleep. I sit up slightly, trying not to wake him. Looking around, everyone is pretty much asleep, while another movie on the TV demands someone to press ‘play.’
 
   There are no windows, so I can’t determine what time of the day it is. It feels ‘late-early,’ maybe seven or eight. 
 
   “What’s wrong, Tracey?” I look towards the voice and Cindy is laying on Little Nathan, looking at me.
 
   “Nothing.” My hands heat—not a good sign for Cindy.
 
   “You should lay back down then—if you’re fine and all.” The film covers my eyes, and her image changes like Nathan’s did. She looks like a…jackal. Like the monster without the cage around her head, every other tooth is sharp and her gums are blood red. She has light grey skin with scars and cuts on her face and arms, and her nails are long and a darker shade of grey. I blink and she is back to regular. “You sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine.” I blink again and the jackal leaps forward, to attack me. 
 
   Shit! I flip backwards over the edge of the couch, trying to get away from her—making a lot of noise apparently, because everyone jumps up. I look back at Cindy. She is still lying across Little Nathan, staring at me like I had lost it. 
 
   She scared the shit out of me. It had to be her.
 
   Nathan is up and next to me. “You okay? What happened?”
 
   “Yeah. Can we go?” I’m feeling weird being down here with her, and her attacking me but not attacking me. 
 
   “Yes…” he says slowly, looking at me as if he’s looking through me. He must be in my head. I don’t mind—not right now anyway. I need him to see what I saw. 
 
   “Hey Tracey, you okay?” Glen says from behind me. 
 
   I turn to her and nod, hearing Nathan tell everyone we will be back later. 
 
   That girl scared the shit out of me. She looked just like a jackal—a real one: grey skin, black hair, sharp nails, scratched face—and she tried to attack me. 
 
   “Let me know if you all need anything,” Taylor says to us.
 
   “We will.” Nathan grabs the blanket and we leave the basement. He stops me at the top of the stairs, gently grabbing my face. I place my back against the door. 
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “Just what you thought.”
 
   “They actually exist?”
 
   “Yes. Just in a different since then you are familiar with.” He grabs my hand. “You want to go somewhere? We’ll talk about it.”
 
   “Yes. I need some fresh air. Did you see her tr—”
 
   “Shh, wait.”
 
   We leave the house in his truck and he drives for about ten minutes before backing up in front of the water. 
 
   “Come on.” He helps me from the truck from his side. 
 
   We walk around to the back of the truck and he lets down the hatch, lays the blanket down, and pulls out a duffle bag from a compartment in the back. 
 
   He helps me up into the back of the truck, lays his head on the duffle bag, and I lay on him. The sky is clear, and it’s quiet—even the water is quiet. The wind is calm, providing a soft breeze to the comfortably warm air. The moon is full, and I watch the stars circling it, which always reminds me of Nathan’s eyes. 
 
   I close my eyes and see Cindy. “Did you see her attack me? Why did it seem so real for me? All I did was blink and she was sitting in the same spot, like she had never moved.”
 
   “That’s how they work. It may have been her intention to attack you, and it seems that your gift showed her actions to you before she acted on them.”
 
   “But why would she want to attack me?” 
 
   “That is what I have to figure out.” He goes quiet for a while. “To be honest with you, Tracey, what I had said about ‘if my father tries to kill you,’ wasn’t only meant for him. That goes for anyone, so Cindy might not be around for much longer.”
 
   “Nathan—”
 
   “I’m just being honest. Jackals have no limitation. They don’t care about anything. I don’t know why she wants to hurt you, but since you saw her intent, I’m not going to ignore it.”
 
   “Why do you think I saw her actual self?”
 
   “I think that ability lies within your black eyes—something like the way you were able to see me earlier.”
 
   “Have you ever had to go against a jackal before?”
 
   “A long time ago. I barely remember it. But I do know that, for whatever the reason, I didn’t waste any time getting rid of it. They aren’t like the movies or the animal. They, like hybrid Sephlems, can portray themselves as human if they want. What you saw is how they look in their true form.” He rubs his chin “They live to cause pain and kill.”
 
   “Before she tried to attack me, she was talking to me, checking on me.” I scoot closer to him. “I had woken up and everyone was asleep. She wasn’t, couldn’t have been, because, by the way she talked to me, she was already watching me. The moment she spoke and I acknowledged her, my hands heated. Then she insisted I lay down, because I told her I was fine. That’s when I felt the film cover my eyes.”
 
   “Maybe your eyes help you to see what people really are…those who are not human.”
 
   Maybe he’s on to something. “Possibly.” I look at him. “I don’t like people trying to attack me.”
 
   “I don’t either.” 
 
   We lay here for a while in silence. I think about what happened in the basement. If Cindy really did want to attack me, apparently my body knew it, but she probably wouldn’t have tried it with the whole family there. That would be like asking for a death wish.
 
   “Relax, Tracey. I’ll take care of it.”
 
   “No, we will take care of it.”
 
   “We?”
 
   “Yes. You doing things without me is over.” I grab his hand. “After losing you, then saving you, then you saving me, we’re in this together, or not at all.”
 
   “I don’t know how I feel about that, Tracey.”
 
   “You don’t have a choice. We’ll talk to Nathan about it, and if necessary, handle matters accordingly.”
 
   “Tracey, you can hear my family and you’ve accepted my family. I can’t believe it.” His voice is calm.
 
   “Why is that so hard to believe?” I prop myself up on my elbow. “I love you.”
 
   “I see.” He looks at me, then back at the sky. “It’s nice out here.”
 
   “It is.” 
 
   “So how do you think your parents feel about your staying with us?”
 
   “Wait—before we get into that—why are Scott and Glen moving in with you?”
 
   He sits up. His look says he doesn’t want to tell me. “Because I don’t. But someone, or maybe some thing, broke into Scott’s house one night and tried to kill them. Glen was hurt bad. Scott took care of the person that got in the house. But before he did, he found out that more might come. So the outcome is that they will stay with us.”
 
   “Scott healed Glen and cleared her memory, I suppose?”
 
   “He did.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”
 
   “Tracey, you and I have had our own thing going on. From last night and today I haven’t had the opportunity. But I found out yesterday morning, after I left your house.” I give an irritated look. “You’re right—I should have told you.”
 
   “Damn right, Nathan. What the hell? First we have daddy issues, then we have Jackal Cindy issues, and now we have Glen and Scott being targets of murder issues. And that probably means, whoever it is, is also going to try to kill us.”
 
   “That may…be correct.”
 
   “I’m tired.” I take a few breaths. Shit is happening that we can’t change. “So now what?”
 
   He pulls me to him. “Now we enjoy the weather, stare at the clear sky, and let me hold you.” He rubs my shoulders. “I told you it would be like this. There is always someone trying to kill us. We just kill them first.”
 
   I shake my head at him. “You did tell me. I just don’t know how I feel about it.”
 
   “You don’t have to feel any way. You will be safe at the house, and now Glen will be there. Let us take care of it.”
 
   “As temping as that may sound, I will be doing whatever you will be doing with you.” 
 
   He doesn’t respond for a while. “You go back to school on Monday. Will you miss me?”
 
   My chest aches, remembering that. I sit up. “I’ll see you in the morning, you’ll visit me when I’m on lunch, and you’ll wait for me to get out. I think I’ll be fine.”
 
   “You have it all figured out, huh?” he responds, moving to sit behind me.
 
   “Seems like it. So we get rid of one problem, like your dad, just to add another.”
 
   “Tracey, just forget about all of that right now—just for right now.”
 
   “Okay, but can you please explain to me why Scott won’t tell Glen?” I take his hands in mine. “That would really take away one of the problems.”
 
   “I don’t know, and I understand, but I can’t tell him what to do. He makes his own decisions and he decides what’s best for his relationship. It would be too simple for him to tell her, making life easy, and sometimes, easy is just too easy.”
 
   “We are easy?”
 
   “Well, somewhat, but let us be thankful for that.” He kisses my neck. “Because our relationship could be just as bad.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter, because it’s not.” He kisses my neck again. “Can we just forget about everything else and focus on now, us, together?” 
 
   He kisses the other side of my neck, and my body starts tingling. “I love you. I’m sorry I brought this to you. Making you deal with this and having you feel obligated to stand by my side,” he says, before kissing me again.
 
   “Nathan, my choices are my own.” He moves my hair from the back of my neck and kisses me there. “I chose you. I knew what could happen.” 
 
   My grip against his hand tightens with his kiss. “I knew the risks.” He kisses the nape of my neck. “I want you.” A kiss. “Your family.” A kiss. “You.” A kiss. “Your life.” A longer kiss. “And whatever else you have to offer me.” I turn to face him. “I have no regrets, and you shouldn’t either.”
 
   “Don’t stop loving me.”
 
   “Won’t happen.” I kiss him. “Don’t leave me, ever.” Images of him lifeless, creep into my head. Tears try to fill my eyes. 
 
   “Don’t, Tracey, before I do like Scott and make you forget it.” He pecks my lips.
 
   “You better not ever do that to me.” I relax my eyebrows and lower my eyes. “I do not understand those two.”
 
   “Not tonight, Tracey.” He pulls me closer to him. “Just us, remember?” He kisses my chin. “Let me make one of my dreams come true.”
 
   I smile, intrigued by what that could be. “Mm, I think I like the sound of that,” I say, turning to him fully. “And what was it like?”
 
   “Like this.” He moves me to where my legs are on his sides. He takes his shirt off, placing my hands on his chest. “And then some of this.” He grabs my jaw, pulling me to kiss him. 
 
   There is love in his kiss. No lust, only love. I give him just as much love as he’s giving me. My hands stay on his chest, even when one of us deepens the kiss. This is us, for a long time, sitting under the night sky, enwrapped in each other.
 
   


 
   26: Abhorrence 
 
    
 
   Nathan’s bedroom door is open when we walk in to find Glen and Scott, lying on his bed watching TV. The room is clean, and they look way too comfortable. 
 
   I lose it. “No! Get up right now. This is not happening!” I look at Scott. “And you two had better not done anything in this bed.”
 
   “Oh, calm down, Tracey. We were just waiting for you all to come back,” Scott says, as if I’m the one irritating him.
 
   Why don’t you and Glen move? Maybe you could take her somewhere to talk. There is no way Scott can escape me now. Scott’s eyes open wider. I raise an eyebrow. “Something wrong, Scott?”
 
   Nathan walks to my side. “What are you up to?” I smirk, ignoring his question. 
 
   “Look, Glen. I need to talk to you about something now that Nathan and Tracey are here.” I’m going to tell her. Now!
 
   “No!” Nathan and I object.
 
   “What’s wrong? Why don’t y’all want him to talk to me?” She sits up, crossing her legs. “Go ahead, honey. Express what’s on your mind.”
 
   Scott looks at us and we turn to walk out of the room. “No, you two better not, or there will be no privacy for either of you this whole weekend.” We reluctantly lean against the TV stand. 
 
   “Look, Glen,” he starts. “I love you, and I need you in my life. I don’t want you to leave me. I know we haven’t had the best relationship experience, but I want us to be better, get better. Like them.” He points to us. “I have…well, I am…with me, you…” He takes a breath and shifts, moving one leg under the one that he has bent up.
 
   “What, Scott?” Glen encourages, rubbing his knee. 
 
   He takes another visible breath. “I’m a Sephlem, not a human.” I hold my breath, looking at Glen.
 
   Glen looks at me. “Listen, right?” I nod. She turns back to Scott. “Okay, and what does that mean?”
 
   “I’m also…well, I possess traits of a demon.” He pauses again. She says nothing. “Life may not be the safest with me,” he rushes his words. “And I know I’m giving you minimum information. But I love you and will stay with you forever because we—no, you—are my mate. We are meant to be together.” He grabs her hand. 
 
   Cheater. 
 
   He shoots me a look and turns back to Glen. “Is that okay with you?”
 
   Glen looks at me, I raise my eyebrows, and she looks back at Scott. She shrugs her shoulders. “Okay.” She kisses him.
 
   I smile at them, standing up from the TV stand. “Okay, now that we have that out of the way, can we have our room back?” 
 
   “So you knew about this, Tracey?” Huh?
 
   “Umm, huh?”
 
   “Tracey!?”
 
   “Glen!?”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” she asks angrily.
 
   “Glen, there was nothing for me to tell. Scott had to tell you.”
 
   “But you’re my friend.” I can hear the hurt in her voice.
 
   “Glen, I’m sorry. I wanted to tell—I did—but it really was not my place.”
 
   “So how did you find out?”
 
   “Find out what?” I’m not in the mood for this.
 
   “About Scott. You don’t seem surprised.”
 
   I’m getting frustrated. It’s late—maybe two in the morning—and she wants to have this conversation for the second time. And this is why you needed to tell her on your own, I say internally to Scott.
 
   Sucks to be you, he teases, leaning back against the headboard.
 
   I can so flip this on you, I return. 
 
   Try it. 
 
   “Scott, don’t go there,” Nathan threatens. He really can hear everything that goes on in my head.
 
   “Yes, Scott—don’t!” I mock.
 
   “No, Tracey, do. Start spilling.” Glen grabs back my attention. 
 
   “Glen, I’m with Nathan; Nathan told me about him. They are cousins. Of course I would know about Scott.” Damn, this sounds familiar. 
 
   She crosses her arms. “I still don’t understand why you didn’t tell me.”
 
   “I couldn’t, Glen. Scott wouldn’t let me.” I make the saddest face I can. “You know I love you, Glen, and would tell you anything.”
 
   Glen turns to Scott with a face of furry. You are going to regret that. Scott threatens me in a low tone.
 
   “And that would be you all’s queue to leave.” Nathan motions them to the door.
 
   Glen pushes Scott roughly from the bed. He grabs her arms and kisses her neck with a smile—probably hearing something in her head that contradicts her actions. The moment they are on the other side, Nathan closes the door.
 
    
 
   Alone and cold, I wake up in Nathan’s huge bed. Still tired, I wrap myself in the covers, trying to fall back to sleep. Once I relax, I see that stupid jackal attacking me. Nathan.
 
   Yes, Tracey. I’m in the kitchen. Come eat.
 
   I get up and put on some jogging pants and a shirt, to meet him in the kitchen, after cleaning up in the bathroom. It’s easier to make it around his house now—for the areas I go to frequently anyway. 
 
   “Hey.” I sit at the island. It’s full of food—way more than for him and me anyway.
 
   “Hey.” He grabs a plate from the cabinet and starts putting food on it, then hands it to me. “Juice, milk, water?”
 
   “Milk, please.” He is mellow. I watch him walk to the fridge, grabbing a glass, and pouring the milk. “You know, there is something I’ve been meaning to mention.” He looks at me as he hands me the milk. “Something your dad mentioned.”
 
   “And what was that?” He starts making his plate.
 
   “He said he was burdened and hybrid. How is that?” His head rises and he looks at me. 
 
   “Come again?” He puts the plate down, not finished.
 
   “He said I wouldn’t be able to defeat him because he was burdened and hybrid, like saying he was indestructible.” He picks up his plate and continues adding food to it. “Did you know that you are the hardest person to read that I’ve ever met?” Especially when you are in this type of emotionless mood.
 
   “Come on. Let’s go eat somewhere else. The kitchen will be crowded soon.” He walks us to the family room. It is down the hall from the great room. It is small, like my family room, and makes me feel comfortable. The only difference is there are four walls and it’s closed off by a door. 
 
   He starts eating, and still has not commented on what I said about his dad. “So what are you thinking?”
 
   He looks at me. “To be honest?” I nod. “I don’t care. He’s dead. And that’s really the only thing that matters to me.”
 
   I open my mouth to interject. “Before you say anything,” he cuts me off. “I know that sounds harsh, and what he said may have been true.” He shrugs. “Then again, it may not have been. But, to me, my father was like the devil himself, and I was glad to destroy him.”
 
   I shrug. “Just thought I’d mention it.”
 
   “I’m not ignoring it. It did spark my interest. But, like you pointed out to me last night, we have a lot going on right now. And how it works is…once a problem occurs and is solved, that’s it. We focus on what is, not what was.”
 
   I guess that makes sense. Why keep up a problem that is no longer a problem?
 
   “Hey, Tracey. What’s up, big brother?” Little Nathan and Cindy walk in, chipper—her on his arm. 
 
   “She spent the night?” Nathan asks his brother.
 
   “Yeah, is that a problem?” Yes.
 
   “No, Nathan. When you have a moment, I want to talk to you.” Why wait for a moment? Just quietly tell him, so we can move on to what the hell is going on?
 
   “Hey, Tracey.” Cindy comes over to my left and sits on the armrest of the couch. My hands burn and I lose my appetite.
 
   I force myself to speak, but refuse to look at her. “Hello.” It’s strong and sounds forced.
 
   She ignores it. “So where did you two end up going last night? How do you like being with Nathan? Does it seem weird to you when you speak to them and they have the same name? Do you love Nathan? Oh, do you think he loves you too? Why are you with him?”
 
   She goes on, and I have to cut in. “I’m sorry, Cindy.” I turn to her. “But you are out of line with some of—” She smiles at me—that jackal smile—but from her face. I scoot closer to Nathan and clear my throat to finish my sentence. “You’re out of line with some of your questions.”
 
   I feel the vines cover my ear. My eyes demand me to blink, forcing me to see something I am missing. I fear blinking, for what I might see.
 
   Nathan shifts behind me and touches my arm. I relax, only a little. 
 
   The smile remains, getting wider. “My apologies, Tracey. I didn’t mean to be so forward.”
 
   I blink—from dry eyes—and when I reopen them, there she is in full jackal. I try to remain calm, but my panic spikes. She really scares the shit out of me. Jackals are definitely worse than clowns. Her sharper teeth stick into her lips cutting them, but she shows no pain. 
 
   My hand is hot and I put it behind my back as I feel the vines travel around it. Nathan grabs it. I turn around to look at him, because I know it has to be burning him. 
 
   Bad idea.
 
   Jackal Cindy grabs me by my neck, at the same time, clawing at my face, and throws me across the small room at the same time clawing at my face. Everything moves so fast—she is fast. Before I hit the wall, or the floor, Nathan catches me and I stand at his side.
 
   Already next to us, Jackal Cindy grabs me by the back of my neck and drags her sharp nails down my neck, to my back, over my butt, and down my right leg, then throws me into the flat screen TV on the wall.
 
   Nathan catches me, once again, before I hit the floor, and grabs my hand. I no longer feel the pain from the scratches; although, I can feel the blood trickle down my body. I look over to Little Nathan, who is standing there in awe—although, not helping. Apparently, we are moving faster than it seems. 
 
   Nathan spins me around to his left side, never breaking contact as I face him, looking at Jackal Cindy. She is on his right, facing the wall, intending to attack again. Nathan uses his—now free—right hand and, without turning around, slams her head into the wall. I can hear the shatter of plaster. He turns around to face her, spinning me around under his arm, like a dance move. 
 
   He places my hand on his waist, under his shirt, to keep the contact. She screeches loudly as he turns her head in one direction and her body in another. His body hardens, and in less than a second, softens again as I watch her body hit the floor, lying in one direction, with her head in another—still attached. She smiles and then there is nothing. 
 
   Nathan turns to look at me, then turns me around and runs his hands down my back, in the same areas where I feel the scratches. He takes off his shirt and pulls it over my head. The length falls past my waist. 
 
   My clothes must be shredded and my body bare. He turns me back around and finally slows down. 
 
   His eyes are swirling from night-blue to grey. “Your face.” He runs his finger over certain areas of my face. “I fixed it. Are you okay?”
 
   He touches over my neck and my face. “Yeah.” I pause. “Everything happened so fast,” I say, still in astonishment.
 
   He looks over at Little Nathan. “Please tell me you had nothing to do with this.” I would really hate to kill my little brother. 
 
   I rub his hand to help him relax.
 
    Little Nathan blinks in his own astonishment and then starts shaking his head vigorously. “Nathan, I promise. I had no idea. She had just come around, maybe a few days ago. We did some things and she was cool. I didn’t even know she wasn’t human. We caught you two coming in the other day and she wanted to meet you. I thought everything was cool.” He speaks quickly. “I’m sorry, Tracey. I didn’t know.”
 
   Nathan starts to speak and I cut him off. “It’s okay, Nathan.” I start walking forward and Nathan is on my heels. 
 
   I look at Little Nathan and he looks like he has disappointed us and is still in disbelief. “Don’t worry about it. Shit happens.” I smile, trying to make him feel better. 
 
   “Seriously, Nathan. I better not find out you had something to do with this.” He doesn’t look at him.
 
   I rub his arm, trying to calm him down. “It’s okay, babe. Let’s just go.”
 
   “Clean up in here.” Nathan orders his brother as we walk out of the family room.
 
    
 
   We walk into the hallway, running into Glen and Scott. Glen’s eyes buck at Nathan’s bare chest. “Mm, Nathan. Good job, Tracey!” And at that, everything moves in slow motion. 
 
   Scott loses it. His hair stands up, his teeth sharpen, and his nails are pitch-black. He lunges at Glen, who is only a foot or so away from him. He tackles her, slamming her through the wall—they went straight through the wall. 
 
   Nathan reaches for Scott, and I am after him, trying to help Glen. He isn’t quick enough. Scott has Glen by her throat and the side of her face is crushed in. Blood is draining from her left eye and her nose. 
 
   Nathan stands still with his fists balled. Scott drops Glen and I rush to her side. She’s not moving and doesn’t speak. I prop her head up in my lap and tears start filling my eyes. 
 
   What the fuck, Scott? You have got to be kidding me. Scott is still alive, so Glen has to be too. 
 
   Nathan’s voice is deep and venomous. “Scott, what are you doing? Control yourself.” 
 
   He has control over Scott, but Scott is trying to fight it. His body is shaking out-of-control, trying to escape from Nathan’s possession. 
 
   “Don’t do this, Scott. I don’t want to hurt you.” Scott’s skin has taken on that dark, reddish complexion, like Nathan’s did, and looks hard. 
 
   I refocus my attention back to Glen, feeling her jerk, gasping for air. I don’t know what to do. I can’t heal Glen. I can’t do anything for her. She too starts shaking, but shaking as if her heart is racing. 
 
   “Glen, please just hold on. We’ll fix it. Just hold on.” I can’t hold my tears and they fall onto her face.
 
   “Tracey, please stop crying,” Nathan begs in a calmer voice, trying not to look at me; although, I can see the hurt in his eyes. “She’ll be okay. We just need to get Scott together first. He’ll fix her,” he says, hard-toned.
 
   “Nathan, please fix it.” I grab Glen’s hand, and she grasps mine, with no strength behind it. 
 
   Scott is still shaking, still dark-red. Warm liquid starts to soak my legs and Glen’s grip grows faint. 
 
   “Glen! Please? No. Glen, no!” I pull her closer to me. “Please, Glen. Don’t do this!” I yell as tears stream down my face. 
 
   My chest starts to ache for her life, and the thought of losing her fills my mind. I lay over her, still holding her hand, and let out the pain. My sobs are stronger and uncontrollable. 
 
   “Tracey. Please?” Nathan begs. “I can—oomph!” 
 
   There is a piercing pain in my shoulder. I look to where Nathan was standing. He’s moved—now against the wall, with Scott standing in front of him. Black liquid is draining from his neck and shoulder area, staining the floor. 
 
   “Scott, you need to—” He takes a breath. “—get back in control.”
 
   I fill with anger. I look at Glen and set her softly to the floor. Nathan isn’t fighting Scott back. I rise from the floor and walk over to Scott. He is still in demon form. My hands heat to the max and I grab him by his neck. It’s hard—extremely hard—and impenetrable. 
 
   He moves and, with all the strength I have, I pull him from Nathan, trying to throw him across the room. If I can move Nathan, I can definitely move Scott. 
 
   He goes with ease, flying through the air behind me. I don’t look to see where he lands, or if he lands. I reach out to Nathan’s shoulder to heal it. I watch it stitch back together. Nathan looks at his shoulder, taking breaths. 
 
   “This is really turning into a bad weeke—” Pain, scorching pain, clouds my mind, coming from my stomach. 
 
   Nathan grabs his stomach and I drop to my knees, looking down at Scott’s hand, covered in blood—my blood—sticking out of my stomach. He pulls it out, and I can’t breathe. 
 
   Nathan moves and I hear stiffening behind me. He grabs me, laying me flat on the floor. He lifts my shirt and places his mouth on my wound. The pain takes forever to subside as my body starts to chill. He then turns me over onto my stomach, doing the same thing to my back. Healing me. 
 
   All of my breath comes out in a rush as I cough, while blood escapes the sides of my mouth.
 
   He turns me onto my side, and the vomit and blood rushes out of me. 
 
   Pulling it together, I look over at Glen. Her fingers are moving, and I run to her, still trying to catch my breath. 
 
   “Glen, please be okay. Tell me you’re okay,” I say, knowing she can’t speak. It’s more to comfort myself. I look over to Scott, who is standing stiff. 
 
   “Did you?” I look at Nathan.
 
   “Not yet.” He starts to stand. “But I’m going to.”
 
   “Nathan, don’t,” I say softly.
 
   “Tracey, he—”
 
   “Nathan, I know what he tried to do. But don’t kill him. He doesn’t know what he’s doing; you know that. Glen is on the brink of death. Just, please, try to calm him down so that he can heal her.” 
 
   I look down at Glen. She looks worse. Her face is swelling and both eyes are swollen shut. Blood is still flowing from her, and I refuse to lift her up to see where it’s coming from. 
 
   “Nathan, please?” I say through flowing tears. 
 
   Nathan shakes his head and looks at Scott, while, at the same time, pushing his bloody hand through his hair. His face has my blood on it, which would look bad if the wrong person were to walk in. His black liquid is over the left side of his body, and I am really over seeing him with it on him. 
 
   “Scott, you need to calm down. You just tried to kill your girl, and if I wasn’t here, you would have killed mine. I am not okay with letting you live. But, because Tracey needs her friend, it is the only reason I’m even trying.” 
 
   He walks closer to Scott. “Let it go, and get control of yourself, before Glen dies.” Nathan’s expression softens. Scott slowly starts to loosen up. “If you try to kill Tracey again, life will end for you.” 
 
   Scott is completely relaxed. His regular self starts to come back. He turns to Glen and me, and I move away from her when he rushes over. 
 
   He grabs Glen from the floor and cries out in a hurtful scream. He kisses her face repeatedly and his sobs become heavy. They break through whatever hate I had against him at the moment, and his hurt kicks in. I feel bad for him, watching him place his mouth onto Glen’s wounds. 
 
   He’s now moving slower and can barely keep up. A knot forms in my throat as I understand why he is changing. 
 
   “Her back, Scott—something’s wrong with her back.” I help as he searches for where the life is draining from her. 
 
   He tries to lift her but appears too weak. Nathan and I rush over to help him. Nathan lifts her upper-body forward for him. My stomach cringes at the biggest piece of wall plaster sticking out of her spine. 
 
   If he pulls it out, she will lose more blood and, at the rate he is healing her, there is no way they will make it. I break, crying again, coming to my own realization. 
 
   Nathan props Glen up with one hand as Scott’s hands and mouth run over Glen. He cries out again. His hands are paling.
 
   Nathan grabs me with his now-free hand, turning me into his neck. Scott cries out again—louder than the others—in defeat. 
 
   “Tracey, I’m sorry I have to do this. I’ll make it up to you. I promise. Just don’t be mad.” 
 
   Through teary eyes, I look at him. “Do wha—”
 
   


 
   27: Rejuvenate 
 
    
 
   Nathan’s arms are wrapped around me as I breathe in his scent to accommodate my dreams. His breaths are short. 
 
   “Hey,” I say, knowing he’s awake.
 
   “Hey, beautiful.” It’s dry.
 
   I move back to look at him. “What’s wrong?” 
 
   “Nothing. Everything is fine.” He turns onto his back, letting out a harsh breath.
 
   I prop myself up on my elbows. “Doesn’t seem like it, by your actions.”
 
   “No baby, everything is fine.”
 
   I sit up in the bed, stretching. The sun is up. “What time is it?”
 
   He looks over at his nightstand. “3:12.”
 
   “Why did we sleep so late?” He looks over to me weirdly. “And for Glen and Scott to not bother us all day. That’s not like—.” Wait, something’s not right. He looks away from me and back towards the ceiling, eyes sober. 
 
   “Wait, I’m missing something.”
 
   He doesn’t respond, still staring at the ceiling. I remember waking up. We had breakfast, but I don’t remember eating breakfast. I pull the covers from over me. I have on one of his shirts and a pair of his shorts. That’s not right. I had thrown on my own clothes this morning. Hadn’t I? 
 
   “Nathan, I’m missing something.”
 
   He looks at me with hurtful eyes. “Tracey, everything is fine. Just lay back down.” He turns from me, looking back at the ceiling. 
 
   “Everything is not fine.” I run through yesterday: we watched movies, fell asleep, Cindy was a jackal. Wait, Cindy was a jackal—a real one—and she tried to kill me today. “Cindy is dead?”
 
   “Yes.” Okay, I’m okay with that. Nathan fought Cindy, we won, and everything is fine. 
 
   No, something is still off. 
 
   Getting up from the bed, I walk over to the dresser that Nathan has my clothes in. I pull out a t-shirt, take off Nathan’s shirt, and throw my t-shirt over my head. His shorts are fine. They stay on me well-enough to run in. I pull out a pair of socks and put them on, then grab the closest pair of shoes I can run in. 
 
   “Tracey, what are you doing?” His voice is deep.
 
   “My head is jumbled. Something is confusing me. I need to go for a run to clear my head.”
 
   He sits up. “No, Tracey. Just sit down for a minute and it may clear up.”
 
   I stand up after tying my shoes. “You don’t have to come with me. I’ll go see if Glen isn’t doing anything. She and I run together sometimes.” I walk to the door. 
 
   Glen clouds my head. I need to see her. She and Scott’s crowding of us this whole time, and them not talking to us all day—when they’re in the same house—is off. 
 
   He is in front of the door before I make it to it.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Sit down, Tracey,” he says forcefully. 
 
   “Nathan, what is up?” He stares at me for a moment and his eyes swirl black. “Nathan, What!?”
 
   “Just go sit down.”
 
   I step to the side and he matches my step. I stare at him. He is going to let me pass. I need to go see Glen. She’s probably tired of Scott and Nathan is pissing me off. I know she’d want to run with me. Plus, we really haven’t spent much time together all break, with the guys around. 
 
   It’s funny how yesterday she was pissing me off—her and Scott interrupting us and all— and now that she’s not crowding me, it’s killing me to see her. 
 
   He is frustrating me. “Come on, Nathan. Move.” 
 
   “Tracey, Glen’s not here. Just go sit back down.”
 
   “Okay, so where is she? Last time I saw her we were...” What were we doing? 
 
   Last night, when I saw Glen, we were all in Nathan’s basement, watching movies. I look at Nathan with his black eyes and he rubs his hand over his face. 
 
   “What are you not telling me?” I ask him in a suspicious, serious tone, with low eyes. 
 
   “Tracey, I—”
 
   “No!” I interrupt. “Where is she?”
 
   “Tracey, you—”
 
   “Nathan, you need to tell me where—now.” I close my eyes, having a hard time controlling myself. Images of Scott flash in my head, blurry puddles of blood on the floor. 
 
   Hurt crosses through my thought path. Nathan is hurt. I am hurt. My heart skips a beat and it hurts. 
 
   “What happened, and why isn’t it clear to me?” I blink and another flash—Nathan telling me he’s sorry he has to do something. My head is tucked into his neck. What happened?
 
   I become hysterical. “What did you do!?” I back away from him. “What did you take from me? I know you did something.” I blink again—darkness screams. It is the most hurtful cry I’ve ever heard. My hands start shaking and I no longer want to close my eyes. 
 
   He just stands there. “I’m sorry, Tracey. Just please sit down.” 
 
   My hands heat and, although I hate the thought of hurting him, he had better start talking. 
 
   “Tracey, I’ll talk to you. I just need you to calm down.” I blink and Glen’s hurt fills my mind. 
 
   “What happened to Glen? And tell me the truth.” I close my eyes to calm myself and it all comes flashing back to me, like an angry swarm of bees. 
 
   I can’t control my sadness, and sobs and tears escape, beyond my control. 
 
   “Nathan.” I shake my head. “Just please tell me she is okay?”
 
   He walks up to me and I fall into his embrace. “She is not okay. Scott wasn’t strong enough to heal her.” My knees buckle. 
 
   “Calm down, Tracey. She is alive. She’s just in critical condition. We had to take her to the hospital. I haven’t received an update yet, but when she gets a little stronger, so will Scott, and he will be able to heal her. Everything is going to be okay.” He rubs my back. “Just please stop crying.”
 
   He touches my arms and I calm. I look at him. “Why did you make me forget?”
 
   He looks down at me. “I didn’t make you forget. I’m not sure how that happened, but I did knock you out.” He takes a breath. “I was in a bad situation that was getting worse. My head was crowded with your hurt and crying, and it kept me from thinking straight. I couldn’t help both you and Glen, and I knew you would have wanted me to help her, knowing that you were okay.” He walks into his closet. “Scott broke. The more he cried, you cried. I cannot take that pain from you. That hurt is unbearable.” 
 
   He comes back out with his shoes on, as well as a hoody for him and a smaller one for me. “Come on. Let’s go for this run.” 
 
   He walks over to his desk, grabbing two arm iPod bands with the iPods in them, handing me one. 
 
   “I almost lost you today. You refused to let me kill Scott and the only other choice I had was to help him. Thank you for that.”
 
   I put the band on my arm, while looking at him. I scroll through the iPod. It has all the music lists and same songs as I have on mine. I look at him with mixed emotions of thrill, hurt, and defeat. 
 
   “It’s a bad situation, but not one that can’t get better. If you want to be happy, you can be.” His calm comforts me. 
 
   “I’m really upset with you. I don’t appreciate you putting me to sleep. Then, when I wake up, you don’t immediately tell me what happened Mr. BeatAroundTheBush.”
 
   He walks up to me, extremely close, and my stomach flutters. “I’m sorry, baby.” He grabs my chin, lifting my head upward. He raises his left eyebrow. “I’m sorry.” 
 
   He kisses my lips that don’t kiss him back—which was hell to do. He leans back, and looks at me through low eyes. I cave when he comes back, kissing me again. 
 
   His taste is satisfying to my buds. I never realize how much I need him, until he gives himself to me. His kiss is relieving, and my hurt and pain leaves, being replaced by his reassurance that everything is going to be okay. 
 
   I wrap my arms around his neck, needing more contact. Both of his hands grab the part of my face that’s closest to my ears, with his fingers resting against my neck. 
 
   “Hey, Nathan. Come with us to this—” Someone just walks in, without knocking. 
 
   Nathan looks over me at him. I drop my arms. “Really? It’s a closed door,” Nathan says without anger. 
 
   This guy, who I’ve never seen before, stands in the doorway with a ‘my bad’ face. 
 
   “You’re right. I’ll try that again.” He walks back out the door.
 
   “Sorry about that. That’s our cousin, Olar. He is really an open person and doesn’t care about anything.”
 
   He knocks and the door opens.
 
   “Most people also wait to be invited in, but since you’re already in…what do you want?” he asks, as he starts to pull my hoody over my head. 
 
   “You know, I do know how to put on my own clothes.” He looks at me and pushes my arms through the sleeves. “Really!”
 
   He moves his face next to my ear and says in a low voice, “I know how to put your clothes on too.” He moves closer to my ear. “And take them off.” His voice is even lower. 
 
   I punch him and he buckles over. “Can you stop putting so much force behind your attacks? That actually hurt.”
 
   “It did not.”
 
   He stands up straight and looks at me, before he starts pulling my hair up. He pulls an elastic from his wrist. “Let’s get this hair up for this run.” He smiles. 
 
   I swat his hands over my head. “Stop, silly.” I snatch the hair tie. “And give me that.” I turn from him and walk to the closet.
 
   Before I get to the closet door, he’s in front of me. “Where are you going?”
 
   “To look in the mirror.” He has the biggest mirror in his closet—any female’s dream mirror. It’s like the size of a front door.
 
   “To fix your hair?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He points to the bathroom. “Go do that in the bathroom.” 
 
   I give him a suspicious look, and then look behind me, realizing Olar is still here. I watch what I say. Instead I squint my eyes and look into his now hazel-brown eyes. It hazes and I’m now looking at me. Then it pops back to normal, like an elastic band. He smiles. 
 
   I turn to the bathroom. “You’re going to teach me how to do that.” 
 
   “So that’s Tracey?” I hear Olar ask, once I close the bathroom door.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll introduce you when she comes out. So what brings you around?” he asks, uninterested.
 
   I brush my hair, being nosey. 
 
   “There’s a party tomorrow. Wanted you and Scott to come. Y’all can bring yo girls.” Glen would love to go to a party. I really miss her.
 
   “Nope, not happening.”
 
   “Why not?” That’s my question too.
 
   “I’m not having Tracey around drunken, burdened Sephlem.”
 
   “There will only be a few of us, and some of us are pretty good at not drinking.”
 
   “Some of us?” It’s a disapproving question. 
 
   I walk out of the bathroom, hair in a hanging ponytail, and go to Nathan’s side. 
 
   He puts his arm around me. “Tracey, Olar. Olar, Tracey.” 
 
   “Wassup, Tracey? Nice to finally meet you,” Olar says smoothly.
 
   I look at Nathan. He nods. “Hi, nice to meet you as well.” Again, with this permission thing, it feels right until I notice it. 
 
   “Thank you for choosing my cousin.”
 
   Yeah, well, he chose me too. “Anytime.” I shrug my right shoulder.
 
   Nathan pulls me in front of him, wrapping his arms around me, while putting his face in my neck. “I love it when you say that,” he says through muffled words.
 
   “Umm, am I interrupting something? If so, I can come back.”
 
   “Nah, you already interrupted something. And no, we are not going to the party. I would like to go a couple of days without killing somebody.” I give him a harsh look. Did he really just say that?
 
   “That won’t happen. Plus, you’ll have your girl with you. She’ll keep you down.” He gestures toward me. “It won’t be as bad as you think.”
 
   “And why are we thinking it will be bad?” I ask openly.
 
   “My last party was bad.”
 
   “Really bad.” Nathan looks up, interjecting. 
 
   Olar rolls his eyes. “Speaking of really bad, thanks for what you did for me the other day.”
 
   Nathan tenses. “Yeah,” he responds slowly. “No problem. So where is the party going to be?”
 
   “Swain knocked out 3500 square feet of the mountain, a few days ago, so we’re going over there.” 
 
   I feel Nathan’s interest spark. “Swain knocked out the mountain?” He turns his head towards my face. I feel his breath warming and cooling with every inhale and exhale. 
 
   “Yeah, he got into a fight with a Mulen,” Olar speaks, while looking towards the window. 
 
   I zone him out, feeling Nathan’s breath catch, then kiss, the spot under my ear, entirely too softly. My body tingles, while my stomach flutters. I whip my head towards him too quickly, drawing attention to us from Olar, who is rambling about the fight. 
 
   Nathan stands up with his cocky smirk. 
 
   Olar turns to us. “Umm, did I miss something?” His expression turns confused as he looks back towards the window and continues explaining the fight. 
 
   Nathan moves his hand under my shirt on my hips, between my shorts, pressing me against him firmly. Interest and anticipation lures in his touch. I let out a rugged breath—his touch feeling like a high to me. I become lightheaded and lose my balance, stumbling backwards into him. 
 
   He smirks. “You okay, Tracey?” 
 
   Olar turns back to us. “Okay, I am missing something,” he says, rubbing his hair.
 
   Olar is about Nathan’s height and built similarly, except his lower body is wider. He has a slanted face, and shaggy hair that stands up, instead of falling around his face. 
 
   He has his nose, eyebrow, and left and right side of his bottom lip pierced, and one of those earring rods that goes through two holes on both ears. He’s dressed like a skater boy, but with biker boots. His fingernails are black, and I wonder if that is on purpose or by accident.
 
   I chuckle out loud. 
 
   “Nate! What did you do!?” Olar asks, half-serious, half-joking. Nathan starts laughing. “See, man, that shit is not cool. Excuse me, Tracey.” For what? “That shit is why I don’t mess with you.”
 
   Nathan looks at me. “It’s disrespectful to curse in front of a lady. That’s why he excused himself. He was raised that way. They just forgot to teach him to apply his etiquette lessons.” He changes his tone, looking at Olar. “And why do you always think I did something to you? That’s just you, taking in too much silver.”
 
   “Not funny. I know it was you. Just be lucky yo girl is standing in front of you.”
 
   “Are you threatening me, Olar?”
 
   He folds his arms. “As a matter of fact, Nate, I am.” He arches his left eyebrow.
 
   I move from Nathan, walking over to the desk chair. If something is about to happen, I do not want to get caught in the crossfire.
 
   “Okay, I’ll meet you in the yard in three hours.”
 
   “Three hours?” he asks disorderedly. 
 
   Nathan calms. “Yep, Tracey, and I are going for a run.”
 
   “For three hours?” Olar questions, trying to make sense of the time.
 
   Nathan looks at me, biting his bottom lip. “Yeah, that sounds about right.” He turns back to Olar, nodding his head. 
 
   Olar shakes his head. I smile. “Where is Scott? I need to talk him into being on my side to even the score.”
 
   “Scott’s out right now.” Nathan’s voice is even. But I can still hear the emotion behind it.
 
   I had not thought about how he must feel about all of this. I know he has to feel worse than me, having all three of us wrecking his brain, while I only have one—Glen. 
 
   I immediately feel bad for treating him the way I did earlier. His feelings didn’t cross my mind. How selfish of a person am I? 
 
   “Damn, Scott,” Olar retorts.
 
   I get up and walk over to Olar. I’ll join the game. “I’ll fight with you against Nathan.” I look over at Nathan. He wears the most shocked expression, but sobers when I notice. 
 
   Olar looks over at him. 
 
   Nathan shrugs his shoulders, while turning down and back up the corners of his mouth quickly. I back up to him, not knowing why. 
 
   Damn, Nathan! I turn around and punch his chest. Then my chest hurts. I reach for where I feel the pain, which happens to be the same place I punched him.
 
   “Hurt, huh?” Nathan asks with a smart-aleck tone. 
 
   I rub my chest. It really hurts. “Yes!”
 
   “Good! Now remember that when you two are trying to defeat me.” Yeah, maybe I won’t be helping Olar. Maybe they shouldn’t fight at all. 
 
   “That’s not fair,” Olar says through a laugh.
 
   “Fair to me,” Nathan counters. “Come on.” He motions me towards the door. 
 
   Olar leaves first. “Where is Taylor or Nathan?”
 
   Nathan shrugs as he closes the door behind him. “Not sure. Check downstairs. You staying over here tonight?”
 
   “Yeah.” We walk down the hall. 
 
   “Okay, we’ll be back later. And then we’ll handle that sudden confidence you have over being about to take me on.” He punches Olar’s arm.
 
   “We’ll see,” Olar replies, then disappears. 
 
   “Now, where did he just go?” I ask, surprised. The boy just vanished.
 
   “His ability. Lucky bastard.”
 
   “He can just vanish?” 
 
   “Yeah, and go somewhere else. Not like from my house to his house. It has limitations, but it comes in handy.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s kind of cool. Looks like you have a little competition, Nate.” I hit his arm with my elbow. 
 
   Oh shit. I stop walking, realizing what I just said. I look at him, and he’s fine.
 
   “I’m not going to go demon and push you through a wall, Tracey.” He pulls my arm to walk with him down the stairs. “Plus, what happened with them was way different.”
 
   “Different, how?”
 
   “Sorry, but your friend was out of line. She admired another man. Felt it and commented on it.” He shakes his head. “Scott’s not doing something right.” He pushes his hair back as he opens the door to the yard. “I can’t figure them out.” 
 
   “Don’t stress about it, babe.” 
 
   We walk in the afternoon air and there is a chill to it. I’m thankful for the hoody; it makes it comfortable.
 
   “No, Tracey. I have to stress about it. The boy tried to kill all three of us. That’s not normal for Scott. He’s always been in control. Always understood himself. And don’t take this the wrong way, but ever since Glen came around, he’s been worse than I used to be.” We near the fence. 
 
   “And how bad was that?”
 
   “Don’t, Tracey.”
 
   “You know, you and Scott have made me really hate those two words.” He opens the gate. “I feel bad for Glen. She is a little reckless, yeah, but she never means any harm. Don’t get me wrong…her actions pissed me off too, but I didn’t want to kill her—just slap her.”
 
   “Yeah, but Scott didn’t even think before he attacked. He just did it. When he gets back together, I’m going to talk to him.”
 
   “When was the last time you talked to him?”
 
   “After we figured out what we were going to do about Glen. And we didn’t talk. I had to carry him into the new room they’ll be sleeping in, since theirs is now wrecked. He didn’t remember the details, just that he messed up and lost it.”
 
   “That was their room that they wrecked?”
 
   “Yeah. He was on his last limb, like Glen. It was weird, watching nothing being wrong with him, but the life draining from him.” He pauses. “It hurt.” His voice cracks and my brain floods with him. His hurt filling every inch of me, and I desire to do nothing more than comfort him. 
 
   He notices my notice, and clears his throat. I walk to his front and wrap his arms around me. 
 
   “You know, if I was taller than you, I would wrap my arms around you like this.”
 
   He lets out a breath that seems like he was holding onto. “He should be better tomorrow, or maybe later tonight. He’ll go heal Glen and break her out of the hospital.”
 
   “Why break her out?”
 
   “How would you explain her being near death at one moment and then walking, and kissing Scott, the next?”
 
   “You think she will still want to be with him?”
 
   He shrugs. “It’s not like she has a choice. She loves him, she knows he loves her—and he does. She’s bound to him. If he tries to kill her a thousand times over, she’ll always stay with him and won’t stop loving him. He’ll know it happened though, and may beat himself up for the rest of his life. But as long as he doesn’t kill her and gets his shit together, that’s their future.”
 
   “That sounds like they are going to be around us for the rest of our lives.”
 
   “Yep. But that’s our family. I know it seems overbearing and weird to you, but the bonding and what goes along with it is another reason why we all stick together. For us burdened.” He adds.
 
   “Makes sense.” 
 
   We make it to the trail and I am ready for my feet to meet the gravel. I let the tree and bark scents fill my nose, taking in the outdoors.
 
   “So, are we going to break off into a full-sprint or jog?” he asks, stepping to my side. 
 
   “We will jog. And as much as I enjoy hearing your musical voice, we’ll do it in silence, so that we can sort through our thoughts—make life make sense.”
 
   “My musical voice?” he asks with a cocky smirk. 
 
   “Shut up.” I put the iPod on shuffle, roll my eyes, and take off, putting the buds in my ears. He’s right at my side. 
 
   We run, and I let him lead the way. 
 
   The trail is nice. It isn’t manmade like the one behind my house. Rather, Mother Nature lost control when creating it, doing what she wanted. There are beautiful flowers, in all different colors, blooming from the trees. The grass is wild and it dances in the wind. The trees sing behind my music and the wind plays the flute. It is beautiful. The sun is up, lighting every other step through the trees. I embrace the outdoors.
 
   I take it all in and let everything go. Nathan crowds my mind. He is hurt, like me, and this whole time I only thought about myself. I didn’t consider what he might be going through and the extra pressure I was putting on him. He is good to me, he knows when I need him even when I don’t, and he makes sure I stay comfortable. He loves me and I’ve done nothing to show it back. But I do love him.
 
   I’m still pissed that he put me to sleep, but I can’t say that I don’t understand. If his hurt back there flooded me like that, I could understand what I have been doing to him. 
 
   Damn, Scott. He did all of that warning to me, when he should have been warning Glen. If he had applied the effort that he had put into the fight into his relationship with Glen, things may have turned out differently. 
 
   Can Sephlems hold their demon tendencies in for so long that it becomes unbearable to do so? No, because they do enough fighting and killing to relieve those desires. Right? 
 
   And what did I do to that jackal to make her want to kill me? Who am I? Why would she want me dead? Hell, why do they want Nathan dead? He’s just hanging around, enjoying life. He doesn’t do anything wrong. 
 
   Or, is it not what he does, but what he has done? What was it that Olar thanked him for, and why would the mention of it cause him to tense up? Unless it is something else he is trying to keep from me. What had Nathan done that was so bad? And what else is he keeping from me, if anything?
 
   I continue to run, not feeling tired or drained. It’s very refreshing. Nathan hasn’t said anything, which means he is either in my head or trying to figure out what is going on in his own. 
 
   We round a corner and Nathan comes to a complete halt, grabbing me. The force from the abrupt stop knocks me off my feet, but he catches me, placing me on the ground too softly, soundless.
 
   


 
   28: Infiltrated
 
    
 
   I look at Nathan. He places his finger over his lips. Drawing attention to those lips, they are perfect, soft, and I want to replace his finger. He cheeses behind it, and I realize he’s listening to my thoughts. I shake my head—focus, Tracey.
 
   His expression becomes serious as he pushes me behind him. I really hate that.
 
   Tracey, don’t talk.
 
   What is with this ‘not talking’ thing? Okay.
 
   And don’t help.
 
   Yeah, right. Yeah.
 
   Nathan tenses and his body hardens, but his skin doesn’t change color. I relate it to one of his defensive shields.
 
   “Show yourself,” Nathan says quietly, in a deep and strong voice.
 
   I want to see, but something tells me to stay behind him.
 
   “Nathan, why so…defensive?” I can hear multiple footsteps—maybe four people. “You’re not alone?”
 
   Tracey, step to the side slowly, and do not speak.
 
   I do, but not removing my entire body from behind him. I’m uncomfortable, everything feels wrong. 
 
   Nathan doesn’t move. It is five guys. They all are standing side-by-side. There isn’t one ahead of the other, so I can’t tell who was speaking. 
 
   The guys on the end look alike and share watermarks on their skin that look like my vines. They must be twins, and they’re as tall and as big as Nathan. The inner two are of equal height and slightly thinner, each with long hair pulled into a ponytail. They resemble each other, but don’t look like twins. One of them has a dark mark over his eye and forehead, as a dog would, while the other doesn’t.
 
   The one in the middle is the scariest. He’s the reason I stay behind Nathan. His eyes are bright-gold. His hair stands up in spikes. He is stocky, but shorter than the others, and a half-sun rests against the right side of his face. He stares at me, his golden eyes quizzically looking me over. 
 
   “Why stand behind him? Please step forward,” the twin on the right says low, too low for me to hear if I were still normal. 
 
   “She is fine,” Nathan responds bleakly. “What brings you in the area?”
 
   “We had some business here.” The long-haired one, with no mark, answers with a smile.
 
   “Did you handle said business?” Nathan asks strongly.
 
   “Yes,” the twin on the other end answers. 
 
   They all speak in sequence. How do they know who is going to say what?
 
   “Then why are you still in my area?” Nathan’s voice turns dark and I can feel the anger start to roll from him. 
 
   I don’t know if I should touch him or let him stay angry. I’m not sure of the situation we’re in. Remembering how his dad had told me I was a distraction—it took him to meet me in order for him to get soft and let his guard down—hence, him getting chained and almost dying. 
 
   I don’t touch him.
 
   “More business!” the middle one answers. His voice is just as creepy as the sun on his face. “We hear your father is no longer around.”
 
   “Okay.” Nathan is short.
 
   The middle one smiles, his teeth match his eyes. They are pointed. I want to move back behind Nathan and hope they can’t smell fear.
 
   “And I had some things I needed to discuss with him.” His eyes shift from Nathan to me, then back. 
 
   “As you have observed, he is not around. And that should be your exit.”
 
   “Now, Nathan, is that how you treat your brother? After all we’ve been through?”
 
   Nathan smiles a dark, demonic smile. “You’re no brother of mine, Roehl.”
 
   Roehl places his hand against his chest. “Nate, it hurts me to hear that.” 
 
   He takes a step closer. Nathan doesn’t move. “We’ve run together as brothers, shared as brothers—” He looks at me, then shifts his golden eyes back to him. “Stood side-by-side as brothers, protected as brothers, even killed as brothers, and, not to mention, we share a father.”
 
   Nathan’s arm flexes. “We may have, and that might be so—although, there is no proof of that. But you—” He nods his head toward Roehl. “Are not my brother.”
 
   Roehl rubs his hand over his chin. His smile fades. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 
   I look at the other guys. They show no emotion. Their eyes frequently flash to me, then back to Nathan. 
 
   “So who is she?” the long-haired one with the mark asks. 
 
   “She is not your concern.”
 
   “Protective, aren’t you?” says the twin on the right.
 
   “That, too, is not your concern.” Nathan licks his lips and I catch a glimpse of his sharpened teeth. “Considering my father is not here, I believe that’s your exit.”
 
   “Not anymore? Great, Nate.” Roehl starts walking forward. Nathan steps in front of me. “I have new business. You know I wouldn’t fight you, brother. There’s no need to be defensive.”
 
   “Won’t you? Then it sounds like this business can be handled at a more appropriate time.” Nathan squares his shoulders, lifting his head back in a cocky way. “You’ve walked close enough.”
 
   “I see you, Nate. Let me see her,” Roehl says.
 
   “That’s not happening.” I can’t see anything. “Again, Roehl, take your exit.” Nathan’s tone is threatening. 
 
   “I can’t do that.”
 
   “And that, I am sorry to hear.” I remain behind Nathan, watching the shadows from the other guys moving closer. 
 
   Nathan steps forward and the shadows stop. Five on one—that’s not happening. Should I move or stay here?
 
   Stay there, Tracey. I got it.
 
   I can’t. But talking to him is distracting him. I look around him, still not being able to see the others. I try to calm myself as I become antsy.
 
   “Will you, Nathan—kill your own brother?”
 
   “I will kill anything and anyone that breathes.”
 
   “And that is the Nathan I know. Come back, Nathan. I need you by my side.” A pause. “We have killed so many together. Enjoyed our time. Enjoyed our life.”
 
   This conversation is not going to continue. He is not going to talk him into whatever what was. The film covers my eyes, and I walk up to Nathan’s side. He doesn’t look at me, but I feel his irritation. 
 
   Roehl looks at me. “Hello.”
 
   “Don’t speak to her,” Nathan says even-toned.
 
   “She is a dark one, Nathan.” His voice is low. “Her eyes are black. I can see you’re coursing through her.” He moves closer to him. “Maybe I can have her too.”
 
   And the shit hits the fan.
 
   Nathan punches Roehl and he flies back several feet, landing on his back. I look at Nathan and he is dark-red, hard, and the back of his hair is in points. I take several steps back, not knowing if he knows me still.
 
   The water twins run to Roehl, while the other two step up to Nathan. 
 
   Nathan shakes his head slowly and they stop. The one with the mark walks over to the other, punches him, spins him around, and grabs his hair. The one with no mark does some type of spin-maneuver, grabbing him by his neck. They begin to fight each other with the most confused expressions on their faces. 
 
   The twins move from the ground and stalk past the other two fighting. They both grab Nathan at the same time, then Roehl is standing before me, cutting off whatever sight I had of Nathan.
 
   “Hi,” he says to me kindly. His voice is deceiving—no tone, no base.
 
   Don’t speak, Tracey, I remind myself. This guy scares the shit out of me and I want to tell him anything to make him move. 
 
   “I’ve known Nathan a long time and I’ve never seen him act this way over a girl.” I try to look around him to see Nathan. He won’t let me, blocking my vision, moving as I move.
 
   “Nathan is fine. He can take those two. Maybe you should tell me your name.” I back away.
 
   “What are you doing?” He steps forward. “Come on, I won’t bite.”
 
   I doubt it.
 
   “You don’t want to talk to me?” He sounds hurt.
 
   I try to side-step him. No luck. “You’re trying to get to Nathan. He is still busy. He’s providing us with time to talk. Tell me who you are.” He smiles. His eyes ask for an answer.
 
   I say nothing. His eyes beam at me as bright as the sun and his smile widens. His teeth look more sharp and venomous up close. 
 
   He takes my hand and it shocks the shit out of me. He pulls his hand away quickly, feeling the shock too. “Oh yes—” He smiles. “This is going to be fun.”
 
   I turn to run and he catches me, before my foot can even push off. Trying not to talk makes it hard for me to focus. 
 
   He turns me around. “All you need to do is tell me your name.” 
 
   I still say nothing, and he gets pissed.
 
   “Nathan is trying to keep you all to himself. Something as attractive as you needs to be shared.” He grabs my face and doesn’t jolt away from the shock. 
 
   This shock hurts worse than the one before. 
 
   He sniffs me. “You reek of Nathan—you’re covered in his scent.” He licks my face, his tongue burns like acid. I hold in my scream as tears burn my eyes. “Mm, but you taste magnificent.” 
 
   He kisses my mouth and it burns worse than the lick, as he tries to force his tongue in my mouth. I jerk and move around, with no luck of becoming free of his grasp.
 
   My hand heats and a rage of fire blasts from my palm through his chest. He steps back, looking at the hole. I’m satisfied until I watch it close rapidly and he smiles. 
 
   “I don’t think you should have done that.” He grabs me by both of my arms and the shock is unbearable. He smiles. “You’re Nathan’s mate, aren’t you, pretty girl?”
 
   I say nothing.
 
   He reaches out, grabbing me by my neck, then opens his mouth, baring his sharp, golden teeth. He looks me over, smelling me again. Then I feel his tongue graze over my skin, and his teeth enter directly into my right shoulder. 
 
   I scream out and he pulls back, taking my flesh with him. His eyes look back at me, glossy and wide, as if he is high. “Do that again!” He smiles, and I watch my blood drip from his bottom lip.
 
   My vision blurs as I start to feel dizzy.
 
   “She won’t,” Nathan says angrily, now standing behind him. Roehl lets go. 
 
   His saliva in my shoulder is acting as a drug to my body. I look at Nathan and two of him are in full demon. I watch the four of them fight. 
 
   They move fast. Every time he breaks something on Roehl, it grows back instantly, taking no time to heal. They throw bone-breaking punches and neither of them falters. 
 
   I become dizzier and my arm loses more blood. I feel high and discombobulated. 
 
   Becoming delusional, I beg, Nathan, help me. Baby, please help me. 
 
   Nathan looks at me and Roehl takes the opportunity to kick him. He flies back into a tree and my back strokes in pain. 
 
   I stumble backwards, tripping over what I think is a root. Before I can fall, Roehl catches me. He cradles me—his touch shocking, but he holds me gently. He stares at me for a moment. His eyes are glossy still, and full of wonder and excitement. 
 
   “I know you now, Tracey, and I can see why Nathan is so enraptured by you.” He smells me again. “You may smell like Nathan, but you taste much sweeter. You appeal to me.” He smiles. “And I will have you.” He kisses me, burning my lips with his tongue, trying to force it into my mouth. 
 
    He’s ripped from me. He yelps loudly, falling backwards. “Nathan, you have something special there.” He stands. “I will have her.”
 
   Nathan springs towards Roehl and he vanishes.
 
   Anger flashes through me, coming from Nathan. I sit down on the ground, wiping my mouth, then I grab my arm. It’s numb. 
 
   Nathan disappears quickly. A few seconds later, I hear a manly scream in the distance—a gut-wrenching scream, full of anger, irritation, and frustration. I can feel the hurt and rage that he feels. 
 
   I feel his presence before his hands grab me from the ground. His soft hands are filled with anger. When I make it to my feet, we are back at the house. 
 
   He takes us into a bright room I’ve never seen. We are shortly accompanied by Taylor, Justin, and Olar. Taylor holds towels, Olar holds a silver bowl, and Justin has wraps and alcohol. My nerves rattle as everyone but Nathan stares at me. He sits me in a chair and he sits in one across from me.
 
   “Baby.” I look to him. “I have to hurt you, which is me hurting myself.” He takes the alcohol from Justin, who steps up first. “He is in you, and we need to stop him before he can fully course through you.” He scoots closer to me. Taylor steps to my side with the towels, and Olar places the bowl between us. 
 
   My stomach drops. Nathan scoots closer to me and rubs his thumb over my lips. I try to open my mouth, but I can’t. It feels rough under his touch. Then fear kicks in. 
 
   He still doesn’t look at me as I stare at him. His eyes are dark-blue and grey eats at the lining. I try to reach up and grab his hand, but my right arm won’t move and it’s throbbing. 
 
   “Tracey—” I watch his eyes fill a little. “I’m going to cut out the flesh of your shoulder first. I’ll heal it after, but first we have to drain you.” 
 
   He takes a breath, then continues, “This will bring you near death, and that’s why everyone else is here. Olar will be the one to drain you, it’s an ability he has. It will all be painful, and you will also feel my pain. Taylor is here for me—so I don’t try to kill him. Once all of Roehl is from you, I’ll heal you. Then I’ll explain the next step.”
 
   He still doesn’t look at me. No one else speaks. I heard what he said, but I’m scared of it all. He pulls my chair the remaining distance. 
 
   “Look away, Tracey,” he warns. 
 
   I ignore the warning, and Taylor walks to my side. “Tracey, just look at me.” I can’t. I only want to look at Nathan.
 
   He moves over a little. I look away from him, looking for a knife or a scalpel that he is going to use to cut me, when I feel something digging into my skin. My hands start to shake as I feel it dig through by the centimeter. I want to cry out, but my mouth won’t open.
 
   The pain worsens and it spreads throughout my back and my chest. My eyes fill from the unbearable pain. Tears fall, along with the bow of my head. 
 
   Taylor offers me her shoulder, and sobs come as I feel my shoulder move and the wound widen. I hear something slop into the silver bowl. 
 
   I’m broken, weeping against Taylor’s shoulder. The entire right side of my body hurts. I feel Nathan move and kiss my cheek. 
 
   Taylor rubs my back. “I would advise you to either try to keep your head down or your eyes closed. You’re not going to want to see this part.” 
 
   I watch her stand. She and Nathan walk to the farthest corner of the room. My eyes stay glued on him. His eyes are still dark, and he still doesn’t look at me. I see Olar approach me out of the corner of my eye. He looks sorry when I turn to him. He looks at Nathan, then towards my arm. 
 
   He pours the alcohol on his hands, over the bowl. I look up at him and he shakes his head, pointing to my other side. 
 
   I turn in that direction and Justin kneels there.
 
    “Hi Tracey.” He smiles. My eyes beg him to take the pain away. “I’m going to stay with you through this one.” He looks around me, then back to me. “You should keep looking this way.” 
 
   Fear rolls in my stomach and I want to cry harder. I’m scared, and this is getting worse. 
 
   Burning fingers press into my wound. They feel like tubes digging into me, sucking my blood from my body. The black film covers my eyes and I scream—close-mouthed. 
 
   I see Nathan from my peripherals, shoot out towards Olar and me. Taylor jumps in front of him and pushes him back against the wall. They tussle, and she pins him against the wall. He tries not to fight her back. I can see his restraint. 
 
   Staring at him, he starts to become sluggish at the same time that I feel the burning fingers press harder into my arm. My head falls over and my vision fades. My head starts to swim, and I feel myself float in and out of consciousness. I can feel nothing.
 
   “Tracey, hold on. Don’t pass out.” I hear Justin’s distant voice. “Hurry up, Taylor.”
 
   “I am. Come on, Nathan. He’s done, and you need to heal her. Get up.”
 
   Sluggish footsteps approach. I continue to slip in and out of consciousness, until I feel Nathan’s hands press against the good side of my neck, while he kisses the other. I want to touch him, but I can’t. 
 
   He moves to my wound and I feel nothing there. Minutes pass and I start to feel warmer. Maybe three minutes later, he pulls back. He has a towel, wiping my blood from his face. And Taylor is at my side, cleaning me off. 
 
   I calm. Nathan sits back in—what I now call—the ‘bad news’ chair and pushes his hands through his hair. 
 
   “We—need to clear your mouth. I have—” He pauses, shaking his head. “—to remove the entire area.” He lets out an uncomfortable breath. 
 
   My eyes widen. I know I don’t have a choice. I close my eyes and nod. 
 
   “I’ll try to not make it painful,” he reassures.
 
    He grabs my face, pulling it gently. He leaves one hand resting on the back of my cheek, while the other begins cutting through the other side of my face, starting half an inch from my lips. 
 
   Tears roll from my closed eyes, feeling this pain as equal to the last. It seems like he cuts a square shape. I feel everything. The area is removed and it sounds like it is thrown into a bowl of water. I can feel the warmth of his body get closer and the freezing air of his breathing against my mouth.
 
   Slowly, I feel the wound close. And after, I feel lips against mine. My tears stream at the feel of his lips, and I kiss them. They are soft and desirable. I move quickly from the chair to his lap, and he wraps his arms around me tightly. I let out a breath of relief against his face.
 
   My sight is still dim, so I let my eyes stay closed, putting my head down on his shoulder, near his neck. “Thank you, all. Can we have this room? We’ll come to you in a few.”
 
   “That is fine, Nathan. Take as much time as you need,” says Taylor. I hear them leave.
 
   “Tracey, what were you thinking when you came up to my side out there? No, I know what you were thinking. Why were you thinking it? I have made the decisions I have made for a reason. No one can change my mind. No one talks me into doing something I don’t want to do.”
 
   I don’t know how to respond. I don’t know why I would have thought that. I don’t say anything.
 
   “He will still try to come after you. Just, what we did to you, makes that process harder. Roehl can track people by putting something of him in them—his blood, saliva—and he did that to you. There still may be some in you, taking into account that we can’t completely drain you.” 
 
   He takes a deep breath. “That’s twice today that I almost lost you. Both family, and Roehl should have been killed.” He kisses my shoulder. “Come on, Tracey. Let’s go get something to eat.”
 
    
 
   We change our clothes and Nathan takes us to a restaurant that just opened their patio for eating outside. We both have a salad. His is flooded with chicken and mine is just veggies.
 
   On our way to the restaurant, he got an update on Glen, and we are going to see her next. I still have not said anything—just a few head nods and a couple of deep breaths. 
 
   We get back in the truck and he pulls away from the parking lot. 
 
   After building up enough courage, I say, “Nathan, I’m sorry. I honestly don’t know what I was thinking.”
 
   “Tracey,” he follows quickly. “If you don’t trust me—and I don’t mean trusting me not to spaz out; I mean, with myself. What I mean is, do you not trust me to know right from wrong? Or knowing to choose good over evil?” he says, trying to remain calm. 
 
   Talking with his hand, he says, “Do you really think someone can talk me into doing something I don’t want to do?” He rolls his eyes. “Someone besides you?” he says in a lower voice.
 
   “Nathan, I—”
 
   “No, Tracey. Just tell me.”
 
   “I didn’t want him to persuade you into the things he was saying,” I whisper.
 
   “And what would make you think I would allow this…this serpent to persuade me of anything?” He takes a breath, shaking his head. “I told you, people talk. Now, Roehl may have been a threat. But a threat I could have managed. So what he was saying—as I told you before—was just words. I could have taken care of the situation, managed it accordingly, if you would have just stayed where I had left you.” 
 
   He turns into the hospital parking lot. “You allowed him the opportunity to know you. The moment you walked up, it sparked his interest. The distance you started at was good enough for him to just be curious, rather than intrigued. And now he knows your taste, your touch, and your smell. And I told you who you smell like. He can copy those things, use them against you—to attract you. He’ll want you, and he will die trying to get you.” His last words are venomous.
 
   “Nathan, please?” He still hasn’t looked at me, and when I look at him, his eyes are still night-blue, resting in front of a moon. “I am sorry.”
 
   He pulls the truck into an open spot. “Don’t be sorry, Tracey.” He’s calmer. “Let’s go in here and see Glen.” He gets out of the truck, and I climb over to get out on his side.
 
   


 
   29: Dedicated 
 
    
 
   “Hi. I need to see Glen Richards.”
 
   “Hello. Okay, allow me one moment to look her up.” The receptionist is nice. She is more on the heavy-set side, but she has the prettiest smile. “Okay, here is a visitor pass for each of you. She is in room 344—take the second elevator to floor three.”
 
   I take our passes and we head to Glen’s room. It smells like bedpans and medicine. I hate it. 
 
   Glen is sleeping when we walk in, and Nathan pulls up a chair for me to sit next to her. Her face is normal, and I rub her nose with my pointer finger until her eyes flutter.
 
   Her eyes open and she smiles at me. I smile back at her. “Hey, GeGe. How are you feeling?”
 
   “Hi.” It’s a whisper. “I’m better—a little hungry.” She swallows hard. “No—I’m a lot hungry.”
 
   I chuckle, and Nathan comes to my side. “Hi, Glen.”
 
   She smiles. “Hi, Nathan. Have you all seen Scott?” She tries to sit up, but can’t; only her head moves. “I haven’t seen him at all.”
 
   “I don’t think you should sit up, and yes, he’ll be up here tonight to see you.”
 
   Her smile grows wide. “Good!”
 
   She seems much better, which means that Scott will be better. Glen rambles on about Scott to Nathan, and he entertains her by listening. 
 
   I think Nathan is going to leave tonight, to check on things, and I’m not going to fight him over it. I feel bad about him thinking that I think less of his decision making capabilities. That’s not it at all.
 
   “Well, Glen, we’ll let Scott know you’re awake so he can come see you.”
 
   “Thank you, Nathan. I really miss him.” 
 
   I take Nathan’s spot and place my forehead to hers. “I’ll see you later.”
 
   She nods. I pull back and we say our ‘goodbyes.’
 
   I’m glad she is well. She is happy—as if nothing happened—and she still wants Scott just as much.
 
   Nathan pulls me to him as we walk down the hall, but he still doesn’t look at me. It reminds me of when Scott used to go through mood swings. 
 
   “I’m not having mood swings, Tracey.” He’s still not looking at me. “You made me mad, I’ll admit, but I still love you, want you, and need you, and you still need me.”
 
   We walk into the elevator. “Can you please look at me?” I step right in front of him. 
 
   “No.” The doors to the elevator open. 
 
   He really just told me ‘no,’ and he walks out of the elevator first. I follow.
 
   I say ‘bye’ to the receptionist as we leave through the sliding door. We walk back to the truck. Before we get close, I pull him to a stop. 
 
   “Wait!” He turns around, looking over my head. “Tell me, what is it? Nathan, I didn’t think; I just acted out of fear. I know you make your own decisions. I know just anyone can’t influence you. I also know—” I lower my voice. “—I am a hindrance to you, as well as a distraction. But Nathan, I cannot deal with you not looking at me. Thank you, again, for saving my life, but please, stop—” I search for the word. “—stop punishing me.” My voice drops more. “Please, just look at me?”
 
   He thinks for a moment, then shakes his head. He pushes his hands through his hair. “Let’s go, Tracey. It’s getting late,” he says nonchalantly.
 
   I feel worse, like the denial stage of our relationship, all over again. And this time, it’s because of my stupidity. 
 
   He’s driving back to his house. “Just take me home.” I can’t deal.
 
   “You know I can’t do that. Not after what just happened.” He sounds like I’ve irritated him.
 
   “So, now what?” I say with an attitude. 
 
   “You come back to my house. Hang out with Taylor, wait on Glen. And I’ll do damage control.”
 
   “Damage control?” 
 
   “Yes, I need to talk to Roehl.” 
 
   “Talk to?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Not kill?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   I say nothing else. His attitude towards me makes me feel dejected, and the fact that he won’t look at me adds to my sadness. Him being disappointed in me and angry with me, makes me feel like I let him down, and I can’t take it. 
 
   I unbuckle my seatbelt and move closer to him. This feeling between the two of us will not last long, and he is going to look at me. I rub my hand over his neck and move my mouth near his ear. 
 
   His eyes squint and I can hear his hands grip the steering wheel tighter. “Tracey, don’t.”
 
   “Nathan,” I whisper softly, “I’m sorry.” I kiss his earlobe and his body tenses. “Forgive me, okay? Stop this.” I kiss under it. “Sometimes I don’t think and my body doesn’t give my mind time to talk sense into it.” I move to his neck, kissing it slowly. 
 
   He exhales slowly. “Tracey, don’t.”
 
   I continue with my kisses. “Tracey, do,” I say, muffled. 
 
   I make out with his neck, putting every emotion I have into my touch, making sure my hands make contact with his skin. They travel under his shirt, rubbing over his chest and stomach. His breathing becomes rugged. 
 
   “Just give me what I want.”
 
   Before I realize it, we are pulled over to the side of the road and he is laying on top of me. “Don’t, Tracey.” He avoids making eye contact.
 
   I stare at him, pulling him by his neck down to me. He doesn’t fight it, but I can tell he is reluctant. I kiss him, and hesitantly he kisses me back. I fill it with my emotions—changing his—and he concedes to it. We are only a mile from his house, surrounded by trees and the light of the moon.
 
   Under his shirt, I touch his back, pressing his body against mine. I lift my hips and he makes a throaty sound. “Tracey, what are you doing?”
 
   “Nathan, look at me.”
 
   “What happens if I don’t want to?” He starts to pull back, moving from me—I don’t let him get far.
 
   “Then I’ll make you do something you don’t want to do.”
 
   “I don’t like the way that sounds. But I can always go for a challenge.”
 
   I look him over. His eyes look at everything but me. “Nathan, I love you. And I know I may have a weird way of showing it, or maybe not showing it all. But this is torture. I need you.”
 
   “But it’s not really your needing me. It’s just the bond.”
 
   I’m not trying to hear this bond stuff. “Doubt it.”
 
   I kiss him, before he can say anything else. Putting my feeling of want into him, changing whatever feeling he has, making him feel the way I want him to feel. 
 
   I watch his eyes move over my face. I force thoughts of me into his head, not sure if it’s working, but I know what I’m trying to do—like when he would flood my mind with thoughts of him and me, when I forgot about us or doubted him.
 
   He blinks multiple times, confirming it is working.
 
   I kiss him again and think of our future, pushing the thoughts into him. I think of us married, living together—with and without his family. I think of us having children. He, I, and our three kids, playing in the backyard, all smiling and laughing—two girls and a boy: the boy resembles me and the girls resemble him. He closes his eyes hard and a chill runs over his body.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asks quietly. 
 
   Then I flash images of us—what I think we will look like—when we’re older, walking the trail with a huge dog that’s sniffing the ground. We walk hand in hand, then arm in arm. 
 
   The premonition ends with him behind me, arms wrapped around me, sitting by the water. He kisses my cheek and thanks me. Our kids walk over to us and the dog is at our side, lying in the sand. 
 
   Nathan looks into my eyes. His eyes are a bright orange and brown color. I’ve never seen it before. They are more beautiful than any other color I’ve seen on him. He blinks and they flash. I stare into them, forcing my memory to lock in the color, the look of them, and the optimism in them.
 
   Maintaining our eye contact, he kisses me softer than he ever has. 
 
   In his pull back, he says, “I think I lost that challenge,” in a whisper as soft as his kiss.
 
   “Any challenge with or against me, you will always win.” 
 
   “That’s the future you want with me?” he asks, just as soft.
 
   “Or better.”
 
   “How could it get any better than that?”
 
   I shrug. “Doesn’t matter.” I lift my head to kiss him. “I love you, and I’m sorry.”
 
   He nods. “You want to go in the house?”
 
   “Yeah. I guess so.”
 
    
 
   Scott is walking out the door when we pull into the driveway. “Scott, what’s going on?” Nathan asks, helping me out of the truck.
 
   “I’m ready to go get Glen.” He walks up to us. “Why didn’t you tell me about Roehl? And when did he come back?”
 
   “You weren’t well-enough to speak with, and I’m not sure.”
 
   Scott looks at me. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yes, I’ll be fine,” I answer. 
 
   “So what time are we leaving?” Scott asks.
 
   “When you’re finished with Glen.” 
 
   “Well, I better get going. I’ll let you know when I’m ready.”
 
   “Take your time. I’ll be with her. But reach out to me, don’t knock on my door. I don’t want everyone to know we’re going—just you, Olar, and myself.”
 
   “Got it.” Scott takes off at a run. 
 
   “So he’s not going to drive to the hospital?” I ask.
 
   “Looks like he isn’t.” Nathan looks back at me. “Let’s go in the house.”
 
   In his room, Nathan goes to the bathroom and turns on the shower, and I follow behind him. “So what are we going to do?”
 
   “Let me worry about it. I’ll know more after we talk tonight. Then I’ll decide what I’m going to do.” He pulls two towels.
 
   “And what are your choices now?”
 
   “Live or die.” He turns back to me.
 
   “For him, right?”
 
   He gives me a stern look. “Who else?” He bends down, taking off my shoes, then the rest of my clothes. “Get in.”
 
   I do, and I hear him walk from the bathroom. I let the hot water run over me, washing off today—all of today. It was full of so much…so much fighting, pain, and hurt. I’m really ready for it all to be over. 
 
   Nathan joins me, turning on the rain showerhead over us. He kisses the top of my head, then my shoulder that was hurt. I turn, facing him. He takes my face, kissing my mouth. He washes me and I him. I want to say so much, but the silence is consuming.
 
   He picks me up, turns off the water, and—all at the same time—grabs the towels and puts himself in me, while laying us on the bed. 
 
   “Don’t feel like anything that happened today was your fault. And I shouldn’t have let you feel like you had to apologize to me.” 
 
   My mouth opens for words, but lets out a moan. “I love you, Tracey, and your vision of our future.” He pulls back from me and kisses down my body, taking his time on my sensitive spots, until he makes it to his destination. 
 
   My body chills, craves, and desires him more. I grip the sheets, his hands, and his arms. I moan against the pleasure and my body fills with pressure. He stops, lying back against my body, putting himself back where he was. 
 
   It’s aggressive, yet full of desire, love, want, and need. He looks at me with new eyes. I stare into them and I see my desired future with him, and then I see how I look to him. Being in his head takes me to a new level. He sees me as more than what I am and what I present. I’m the world to him, crowding every corner of his mind.
 
   Something about mixing this kind of love with sex makes everything more intense. 
 
   “Nathan—” His name comes out with a moan. “Don’t do that to me anymore.”
 
   He moves his head near my neck, increasing his speed. “I’m sorry.” He moves harder. 
 
   I fall deeper. I turn him over, returning his slower, faster, deeper, longer.
 
   He moans against me, grabbing tightly, then letting go, when he thinks he is gripping too hard. He is everywhere, hand and hand, moan and moan, body to body.
 
   He turns me back over. His hands make acquaintance with my back, then in my hair on the back of my head. I pull at the sheets and bite at the pillows until I can take no more. 
 
   He leaves too quickly for the bathroom, and then comes back. “Can I lose it?” he asks in a low voice.
 
   I turn to look at him, immediately craving more. He is standing there in all his bareness. The moonlight glistening off him, his hair fallen over his forehead. I nod, rubbing my neck to calm me down.
 
   He goes to the closet, coming back within a second. He loses it. Not an inch of me goes without shaking when we finish. I feel refreshed and unrestricted. Whatever happened today is gone, and I have a new, better outlook on this life. 
 
   He pulls back the covers, lying under them with me. 
 
   “You’re about to leave, aren’t you?” I ask, preparing myself to watch him go. 
 
   “You don’t want me to?”
 
   “You don’t want me to answer that.”
 
   “If you want me to stay, Tracey, I will.”
 
   “When did your eyes start turning that color?”
 
   “Some type of orange?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’m not sure.” He pulls me closer.
 
   “Why do you waste your time fighting people?”
 
   “What are you asking?”
 
   “The question I asked.”
 
   He’s quiet for a moment. “Because if I just go around turning people into dust, everyone will know I can do that. It’s mostly used as a last resort, unless they piss me off.”
 
   “So are you about to leave?”
 
   “Yeah. Scott got here about 45 minutes ago. But he hasn’t let me know he is ready yet. Why?”
 
   “Just asking.” I look to him. “So am I staying in here, or do I have to go to Taylor?”
 
   “You have to go to Taylor. Or she can come up here. It’s up to you.”
 
   I lay against him, breathing him in. “Let me get a nap first. We’re going back to my house tomorrow, and my parents are going to want to talk again.”
 
   “We’ll work on that too.”
 
   “So are you going to tell me what’s in the closet?”
 
   He smiles. “Why?”
 
   “Why not? What are you hiding?”
 
   “If I don’t tell you, will you try to look?”
 
   “Probably,” I answer honestly.
 
   His smile gets wider and he shakes his head. “Do you want to see for yourself, or do you want me to tell you?”
 
   “I’ll go look for myself. Just don’t look at me get up.”
 
   A confused expression takes possession of his face. “What?”
 
   “I’m serious.”
 
   “Tracey, I have seen you naked, like, a lot.”
 
   “That’s different.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Just don’t look.” I smile. “Can I see right now?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I sit up. “If it’s a dog, I’m going to add ‘seeing the future’ to my abilities.”
 
   He laughs. “Well, there isn’t a dog in there. So I guess we’ll go ahead and put a line through that one.” He looks at the ceiling, throwing his arm over his eyes. 
 
   I slide from the bed, turning to check if he’s looking. He is and starts laughing. 
 
   “Asshole.” I run to the closet, closing the door behind me. I turn on the light and look around. 
 
   His bedroom-sized closet is full of me—well, stuff for me. It is more like split—one side for me and the other for him. From shoes, to dresses, skirts, blouses, shorts, jeans—clothes to dress up or down in. I peek my head out of the closet.
 
   “And when did you have time to do this?”
 
   “Are you upset about it?”
 
   I turn the light off, rushing back to the bed. “No! Why would you hide it?”
 
   “We had not made it official yet—if you are moving in or not. But I wanted you to have things over here, so that you’ll be comfortable.”
 
   “Now, I have been with you every day. When did you go out and buy that stuff?”
 
   “I cannot take credit for that. I had the person who buys my clothes buy yours.”
 
   “You have someone who buys you clothes?”
 
   “Yeah, sometimes…when I don’t have time.” He pulls me to lie on top of him. “How else would I have all those clothes?”
 
   “Speaking of…what happened to all the clothes you had?” His closet was full. 
 
   “I had them put somewhere else.”
 
   “So if I move here, this will be our room?”
 
   “Nah, we would take a bigger room. This one would be too small for us. But we would stay here for now.”
 
   I think this room is pretty big. “And how much bigger do the rooms get?”
 
   “Big enough. Go ahead and take a nap. I’ll lie with you, and when you wake up, you’ll be dressed, and Taylor may be asleep next to you.”
 
   “I don’t like it when I wake up and you’re gone.”
 
   “Would you prefer I wake you up when I leave, and you have to watch me go?”
 
   Probably not. “I’m not sure.”
 
   “You’ll be fine, baby.” He yawns. “Scott said to give him an hour.”
 
   “We should go bang on their door and tell him to ‘come on.’”
 
   He chuckles. “Go to sleep, Tracey.” 
 
    
 
   There he is in all his ‘freak me out’ glory. Smiling at me, wanting me, requesting me to come to him—with his bright, golden eyes. I back away, until my body presses against something hard. I freeze, looking behind me. And there is Nathan. 
 
   I’m happy to see him, and hoping he’ll get rid of Roehl, take us away from him. He smiles at me, then looks back to Roehl and nods his head towards him. Confused and nervous, I start shaking my head. He nods and my feet start moving reluctantly, against my will, towards Roehl. 
 
   I fight against myself.
 
   “Aww, Tracey, don’t be afraid. I’ll make everything okay. I promise I won’t hurt you.” Roehl wraps his cold hands and arms around me when I reach him. It doesn’t shock. It’s just cold and uncomfortable. I struggle to get away, the entire time staring at Nathan, with the same smile on his face. 
 
   He stands with his arms crossed in front of his chest, shoulders square. “Nathan, please don’t do this,” I cry, struggling against Roehl’s grasp. 
 
   I cry out for him and Roehl’s grip tightens. “Sorry, Tracey my love, but he doesn’t have a choice,” Roehl says too close to my ear, and then licks it with his acid tongue. 
 
   I cringe away and stare at Nathan looking back at me, begging him to save me, help me in any way. 
 
   Roehl’s cold hands are touching me everywhere: my face, my arms, my neck, my stomach, my hair. He is saying my name repeatedly, and I hate my name coming from his lips. 
 
   At each sound of my name, I call out Nathan’s. He never moves—never speaks. He just lets me be. “Why, Nathan? Please!”
 
    “Tracey, get up.” I’m shaken. “Tracey, wake up.”
 
   My eyes flutter. I’m relieved it was a dream—yet another damn dream. I turn over, throwing the covers over my head. Like Nathan said, I’m clothed. How he did it, without waking me up, we will have to talk about. 
 
   “Tracey, get up.” Glen shakes me again. 
 
   I jump up, my eyes locating her immediately. I jump on her, wrapping my arms too tightly around her neck. She laughs, hugging me back with equal strength. 
 
   “Glen, I’m so happy you’re okay.”
 
   She doesn’t know or remember anything. I look at Taylor and she smiles. It’s weird hearing someone besides Nathan in my head out of the blue. Not even the hospital. 
 
   So what does she think happened? I ask.
 
   She got sick and was asleep all day. I shake my head, bringing my attention back to amnesia Glen.
 
   Scott is really going to mess this girl’s head up by erasing all her memories. I look at her freckled face. Her cheeks are red and her eyes are light. 
 
   She just doesn’t remember, so she figured she was sick and slept all day. I doubt that. 
 
   I pull back from Glen. “Are you feeling better?”
 
   “Yes, much. Nathan, Scott, and their cousin are gone. I can’t remember what his name is. Taylor said we needed to come and check on you. Plus, I wanted to see you anyway. But were you having a bad dream? Or maybe you were having a sexy dream? You were calling out Nathan’s name. You just looked uncomfortable.” She gives me a worried look. 
 
   I look at Taylor, then back at her. “It doesn’t matter. It’s over now.”
 
   “You’re right,” Glen agrees loudly. “Come with us to the kitchen. I’m starving.” She gets up and looks around. “Nathan’s room is huge. No wonder you all spend so much time in here.” Like her and Scott weren’t just in here the other day. This girl remembers nothing. 
 
   “I know, right?” I say, getting up from the bed, with even socks on. I shake my head at her, smiling, while I put on my shoes. 
 
   Taylor comes to me and wraps her arm around mine. “You know, I know how to cook too.” I lay my head on her shoulder. She is the closest I’m going to get to Nathan.
 
   Glen walks between us, pushing us apart, and wraps her arms around ours. She is a jealous girl friend, but doesn’t want to come off as a bitch to Taylor.
 
   “So, what can you cook?” Glen asks. I smile, shaking my head.
 
   Sorry about her. That’s how she is, I say to Taylor. 
 
   No need to apologize. She probably thinks I’m trying to take your friendship or something. But you’re my sister, replacing the one I lost. 
 
   Yes, I am. 
 
   She smiles at me, then answers Glen’s question, saying she will cook lamb, spinach, and rolls. Hearing her talk about food makes me hungry too.
 
   Glen rambles about food as we walk to the kitchen. She turns to me. “So what was wrong with me anyway?”
 
   We are all silent, neither of us knowing what to tell her. I shrug, walking to the fridge. Justin walks in and kisses Taylor’s cheek. 
 
   “Hey, Tracey,” he greets. 
 
   “Hey. So Taylor is going to make us something to eat. Are you joi— Wait.” I turn to Taylor. Why is he here?
 
   Only the burdened deal with Roehl. Justin’s not, plus I didn’t want him to go. It may get too… She gives me a sympathetic look, realizing I know what she was going to say. 
 
   Don’t worry about it. I knew what I was getting into before I got into it. 
 
   “Tracey, you okay?” Glen asks, walking next to me.
 
   “Yeah, I just need Nathan to come back.” Now I feel bad. How bad is it supposed to be? He said he was just going to talk to him. “I think I’m going to go sit in the living room. Let me know when the food is ready.”
 
   “Okay, Tracey,” Taylor says, still with an ‘I’m sorry’ face. I wish I never asked the question. 
 
   “Hey, you want me to come with you?” Glen says, now at my side.
 
   “No, stay here and get to know Taylor and Justin.” I put on a plastered smile. “They’re awesome.” Not that I don’t mean it; I’ve just lost my happy disposition. “Where’s Nathan?” I ask Taylor.
 
   “He’s gone. You just said that,” Glen answers factually, like I asked a stupid question.
 
   “No—” I shake my head. “Nathan is Nathan’s brother,” I say with a jumbled smile. 
 
   “Wait—so your parents named two of their children ‘Nathan’?” Glen asks, looking at Taylor. 
 
   She doesn’t even remember Little Nathan. This cannot be good for her hippocampus. Tomorrow, she’s not going to know her name. 
 
   “Yes, they really like the name,” Taylor answers, pulling pans from the cabinet. 
 
   I leave the kitchen while Glen goes on about both boys being named Nathan. 
 
   Nathan, I call in my head softly, not wanting to call my Nathan or disturb him.
 
   Me? I hear Little Nathan’s voice. 
 
   Yeah, where are you?
 
   Reading in the living room.
 
   Mind if I keep you company?
 
   Sure. 
 
   I travel down the long hall to the living room. Little Nathan is laid across the couch with the biggest book in his face. I plop onto the loveseat across from him.
 
   He closes the book, placing it on his chest. “You feel okay?” he asks.
 
   “Not really. But I’ll be fine. How are you?” I ask, watching his eyebrows scrunch, then loosen. 
 
   “Fine, for now. I have a few things going on. I’m going through a few changes.”
 
   “Like what?” 
 
   “My new defense shield is coming in. Hopefully this one is permanent.”
 
   “It changes?” I ask curiously. 
 
   He cringes, gritting his teeth. It takes him a few seconds to pull himself together. I wait. 
 
   “Yeah, until you’re finished growing. It’s like, going through a painful puberty—over and over.” He cringes again. “But, at least I’m not burdened. It would be so much worse.” He exaggerates his last sentence. 
 
   “You okay about earlier?”
 
   “I am, but I think Nathan still thinks I had something to do with it. He’s funny like that.”
 
    I lean forward. “How do you mean?”
 
   “He’s really hard to read. I’m sure you’ve figured that out.” He half chuckles—it sounds like it hurt. “He’ll tell you one thing, making it seem like he’s cool with it—or your answer. But really, he’s not. He’ll test you for weeks or months after it happened—after you’ve forgotten about it—just to see, or make sure, you aren’t out to betray him.” He grabs his forehead while taking a breath. 
 
   His eyes widen then lower, and he rubs his hand down his face. “And with the stuff that just happened with my dad and my sister, I’m sure he’s going to come after me.”
 
   “Come after you?”
 
   He sits up, wrapping his arms around his legs. The book falls to the floor with a hard thud. “Yes, we’ll fight, he’ll interrogate me, and then he’ll try to get in my head. Try to read me—to get the truth.” He shrugs one shoulder, as if it’s something he’s accustomed to.
 
   “That’s harsh,” I say halfheartedly.
 
   “No, that’s Nathan.” He looks at me. “I can’t say that I blame him, with everything that he has been through.” He turns his full body towards me, placing his feet on the ground. Concern in his eyes. “But I’m his brother. I’d never do anything to hurt him—or you.”
 
   He shakes his head. As it falls forward, he says, “But words are words to Nathan—nothing more.”
 
   “Yeah, that sounds like Nathan. Maybe I could talk to him for you.”
 
   He shakes his head. “Nah, don’t do that. I may just be over-thinking it. And you talking to him won’t do anything but make things worse—like I tried to get to you, change your thinking of me.” His face turns serious and his eyes meet mine. They swirl from brown to a radiant blue. “Do you think I would try to hurt you?” 
 
   Honestly, I don’t know. Little Nathan seems okay. He doesn’t seem like he would, but who can be sure? “I don’t know, Nathan.”
 
   “I can understand that. But know that I love my family, and Nathan has saved my life on many counts, and you’re my sister now.” He sits back against the couch. “So I love you too.”
 
   I smile at him. “Thanks.”
 
   “Of course.” He picks up his book. “So what’s up with Scott’s girl? She seems out of tune with everything.”
 
   “She is, believe it or not. I’m not really sure how much she knows or doesn’t know. It really makes my head hurt—her and Scott.”
 
   “Why doesn’t he just tell her everything?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I lean back into the loveseat, looking around the living room. There’s a bookcase that covers one of the walls from the floor to the ceiling. How do they even reach the books at the top? I get up and walk over to it. They have all types of books: geography, biology, astronomy, fiction novels—anything you can think of.
 
   I become aware of a change that comes over me, like when you walk from the cold into a hot house and the heat covers you. It makes me aware that someone else is in the room. I turn around, seeing Glen. 
 
   I roll my shoulders, trying to adjust to my new ability. Usually, the only person’s presence I’m aware of is Nathan. I don’t like it. 
 
   Little Nathan gets up, pulling me back to the world. “I’ll talk to you later, sis.” He leaves the room, not speaking to Glen. He doesn’t even look at her.
 
   She watches him leave and sits on the loveseat. “Who was that?”
 
   “Nathan. He doesn’t do a lot of talking.”
 
   She shrugs. “So, you ready to go back to school?”
 
   Oh my gosh, freaking school. “No.” Thinking about going back to school makes me think about my dad and moving, then brings me to think about Nathan and missing him—now and later.
 
   “Well, we only have a few months left. I’m ready to get it over with,” she says, like it’s no big deal. 
 
   Yeah, because your guy goes to school with us, and you can see him any damn time you feel like it. “I know,” I say, walking to the couch that Little Nathan got up from. Glen comes and sits next to me. “Why didn’t you tell me that you gave it up to Scott in the photo lab?” I have been wanting to ask her since Scott said it. 
 
   She bursts into laughter. I half-smile at her, with raised eyebrows, waiting for her to answer. “Tracey!” she half-shouts. 
 
   “What?” I really want to know. Glen is loose, yeah, but not that loose. “Tell me.”
 
   “I did do that,” she says, still smiling. “But I couldn’t help myself. I needed to have him. I wasn’t sure he was going to go for it. But when he did, I kept going.” She zones out for a moment, and I know she is about to get into the whole story.
 
   I don’t want to hear it. “So why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me that Nathan was sleeping over your house?”
 
   “I would have, but you were already sleeping with Scott.” She punches my arm extremely hard. “Ouch!” I screech. She has really picked up strength.
 
    I rub my arm, looking up. The entire house is standing in the living room, before I can blink. “What’s going on? Tracey, are you okay?” multiple voices ask at the same time. 
 
   Uh? I look around at everyone, and Glen sobers—eyes wide, also taking in the many people. 
 
   Tracey!? What the hell is going on? Nathan is loud in my head. 
 
   I’m okay. Glen just punched me. But she didn’t mean to. Well, she meant to, but didn’t mean to hurt me.
 
   Please stop letting that girl touch you.
 
   Okay.
 
   You okay? he asks quickly.
 
   Yes. 
 
   Good. I’ll see you later. 
 
   Short and sweet: Okay.
 
   I look back to patient faces. They probably knew Nathan would check and I would answer him first. “I’m sorry—I’m fine. Glen just punched me, not knowing her own strength.” They all relax and leave the room, no one saying anything.
 
   “Wow, what was all that about?” Glen asks, scooting back on the couch.
 
   I shrug. “You really hit me hard.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I guess I don’t know my own strength.”
 
   “Clearly!” We both laugh.
 
   “Anyway, I wanted to tell you, Cey, but you were always with Nathan. And I didn’t want you to think I was a rapist.” 
 
   My head turns to her too quickly. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Why are you moving so fast?” 
 
   “You first.”
 
   She rolls her eyes. “I kind of, like, forced him into it. I mean he didn’t not want it. But he didn’t want it either.”
 
   I smile at her. “Don’t feel bad. I forced Nathan into it too.”
 
   Her eyes widen and we both laugh at the same time. We sit in the living room, laughing and talking, enjoying each other’s missed company.
 
   


 
   30: Veracity
 
    
 
   We gather around the kitchen table eating Taylor’s dinner. It’s good. Nathan’s cooking is better, of course. They talk, and I frequently wander off, thinking about him and when he will be back. 
 
   Talking shouldn’t take this long. He should be heading back by now, or be here already. 
 
   “So you and Scott are living here now?” Little Nathan asks Glen, with a mouth-full of food.
 
   “Eww, Nathan. You don’t want to wait until your mouth is empty?” says Taylor, with a disgusted expression. I laugh at his twisted look. 
 
   “No. If I did, I may have forgotten my question,” he responds, jokingly, putting his glass of water to his mouth.
 
   “It is that bad?” Taylor asks, with a softer expression. Her voice is sorry.
 
   “Yeah,” he answers sarcastically, finishing his plate. He looks back at Glen for her answer.
 
   Glen looks like she isn’t sure if she can answer him. She’s never talked to Little Nathan before—in her mind. And Scott isn’t here to tell her it is okay. She looks around the table at all the faces staring at her.
 
   Her breathing picks up as her eyes widen. Her hands shake, then the table starts to raddle. Everyone, except Glen, slowly starts backing away.
 
   “Umm, Glen, everything is okay,” I say, getting up from my seat, walking over to her, and reaching out to touch her back.
 
   She looks at me with a face from hell, and I instantly fly backwards from a rib-crushing force that she applies without touching me. 
 
   In the air, feet off the ground, I feel glass shatter behind me and pieces cutting into my skin. I hit the ground on my back and flip onto my front, all while skidding across the grass.
 
   Everything hurts. I lay on the grass in the backyard, unable to move. I’m unable to process what just happened. Little Nathan is kneeling at my side within seconds. There is yelling and banging going on in the house. 
 
   “Tracey, are you okay? Should I help you?” He looks like he wants to help, but doesn’t know if touching me is a good idea. 
 
   I can’t speak; I just feel pain. I try to lift my head but can’t—not even an inch. My breaths are quick and my lungs feel constricted. 
 
   That demanding presence is all around me. “What the hell happened?” it says. “What the fuck is going on, Nathan?” Little Nathan jumps to his feet, faster than my eyes can see. 
 
   He goes right into explaining. “Glen lost it.” Warm hands are suddenly on me; the pain starts to subside. “I asked her a question and she started to panic and shake, then the table started shaking. Tracey got up to check on her, and Glen threw her through a window.”
 
   Nathan turns me over, after he pulls the glass from my back. I watch his eyes study me, before he presses his hand against my chest and the other against my neck. My breathing is now easier and I no longer hurt.
 
   “Thank you,” I say softly, grateful the pain is gone. 
 
   He helps me to my feet. “What he said was true? That’s what happened?”
 
   “Yes,” I answer, looking myself over.
 
   Nathan looks at the ground. “Okay.” He nods, then stalks toward the house quickly. 
 
   Oh shit. Little Nathan and I run after him.
 
   The moment Nathan makes it to the doorway, Scott is in front of him. “Look Nathan, I’m sorry. It was an accident.”
 
   Nathan shoves Scott to the side. “Move, Scott.”
 
   Nathan gets a foot in the door and Scott is behind him, grabbing him by the shoulder, throwing him backwards into the yard. I watch as Nathan flies backwards through the air, flips, and lands on his feet. 
 
   “Don’t, Nathan.” Scott squares off. “I said it was an accident.”
 
   “Scott, this has gone too far. Did you see Tracey? Did you see what she did to her? And you want me to stop?!” Nathan stalks towards Scott. “Or, do I need to go through you to get to her? Because I’ve warned you.” His voice is threatening and full of anger.
 
   “Nathan, calm down. Let me handle it. This is my fault. I’ll get it right.”
 
   Nathan is a foot away from Scott. “Damn right. This is your entire fault.” He closes the distance, pushing Scott violently. Scott slides backwards into the brick of the house. 
 
   Little Nathan runs to Scott, and I to Nathan.
 
   I grab his hands. “Baby, wait. Calm down.” He looks at me and his night-blue eyes swirl brown. 
 
   “She hurt you,” he half-growls. 
 
   “It was an accident. Let me explain further what happened.” I look behind me to make sure Scott isn’t about to try to attack. He isn’t; he’s talking to Little Nathan. 
 
   I turn back to Nathan. He doesn’t look half-interested and his face is blank, but he doesn’t object. “Nathan asked her a question, and it seemed like she wasn’t sure if she could answer—like when I need for you to tell me it’s okay to speak to other guys.”
 
   “Okay?” he says, mild-mannered. 
 
   “So she panicked, and I guess being able to throw people is an ability she has. I can’t explain her spazzing out. I don’t know why she threw me, but I do know that if it wasn’t for her being blind to everything, it may not have happened.”
 
   “So that still brings me to Scott.”
 
   “Nathan, if you have a problem with me, let’s handle it!” Scott shouts from by the house.
 
   I turn, seeing Glen running from the house towards Scott. She wraps her arms around him, and he greets her. She turns to run to us, with a smile shoulder-wide, and Scott grabs her before she can. Good call, Scott.
 
   “Scott, you know I have a problem, and to be honest, if it wasn’t for Tracey being here, I would have handled it already.”
 
   I turn back to him. “Babe, that’s your family—your cousin. You don’t mean that.”
 
   He acknowledges my statement but says nothing.
 
   “I told you it was an accident,” Scott starts. “Let me handle it.”
 
   “Handle it how!?” Nathan shouts in anger. “This shit has been going on for too long. It’s old and bound to get worse. As if it wasn’t bad enough this morning, and now this! She could have killed her. Then what? Oh well,” he says with a shrug. “Fuck Tracey and Nathan. Scott’s good!”
 
   “No, it’s nothing like that, Nathan. But before you go spazzing out, let me do something about it,” Scott replies calmly. 
 
   I turn to Nathan before he can speak, reaching both of my hands around his neck. I pull him down to me. “Nathan, look at me.” He does. “Let’s go for a walk.”
 
   “Tracey, n—”
 
   “Let’s go for a walk now.”
 
   He straightens and my arms lower. He looks back at Scott, gritting his teeth, and his jaw hardens, popping out his jaw bone. I wrap my arm around his back, and pull him to turn around and walk with me.
 
   We walk out of the yard. He’s still tense. I move my arm and hand under his shirt. “Hey.”
 
   He smiles. “Hey, beautiful.”
 
   “And how was your evening?”
 
   “Tiring.”
 
   “Did you find what you were looking for?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What happened with that?”
 
   He takes a breath. “I didn’t kill him. He didn’t want to tell me what I wanted to hear. He smelled like you. I wanted to kill him, but couldn’t. He made his threats. I made a few promises.” He shrugs. “He’ll try to get you, take you—whatever—and when he does, I’ll do my part.”
 
   “Doesn’t seem like you are angry about that.”
 
   “I am,” he says, just as calm.
 
   “Is it a good or bad thing that I can’t tell?”
 
   “It’s good for you.”
 
   “You want to talk about what just happened?”
 
   “This Scott and Glen shit is really pissing me off. All in one day, Scott tries to kill us, and because he is too stupid or negligent to tell Glen what’s going on, she can’t control herself.” 
 
   He shakes his head and continues. “If Scott would have just been open with her, this likely wouldn’t have happened. Hell, they’re living here now—why wouldn’t he introduce her to everyone, knowing she may run into someone, considering it’s a house full of people—both men and women? It’s like he’s not thinking anymore.”
 
   “What should we do?” I ask, rubbing his arm.
 
   “It makes it hard, because Glen is your friend.”
 
   “And if she wasn’t my friend?” What does that have to do with it?
 
   “I’d kill both of them.”
 
   I shoot him a look of disbelief. He’s serious. “Nathan, you cannot be serious. That’s your family.”
 
   “My family, huh? Multiple times my family has tried to kill you—knowingly and unknowingly. And we removed two of the knowing ones. What do we do about the not-knowing ones?”
 
   “Nathan, we have to get them to know. Scott needs to tell Glen everything. She needs to know, even if that means the four of us sit down and tell her. Scott is weaker than you, and you know that. You need to be there for him, help him through this. Glen hurting me was an accident. Scott hurting us was also an accident.”
 
   I pull him to a stop so we can sit down in the sand with my back to his chest. I watch the moon dance in the water, holding Nathan’s hands in my lap until he’s fully calm. 
 
   Tracey, is Nathan calm? Glen and I are coming over.
 
   “Scott and Glen are coming. You ready?” He gives me a ‘how did I know?’ look. “He just told me. I’m going to tell him that you’re calm and they can come over. Okay?”
 
   “Okay, love.”
 
   I smile. Yeah, Scott, he’s good. I turn to Nathan and pull his face by his jaw to me, kissing him. “Stay calm, okay?”
 
   He raises his left eyebrow. “Maybe.”
 
   “Nathan!”
 
   “Tracey!” he mocks.
 
   Glen and Scott walk up, sitting a foot away from us, just as we are sitting—with Glen in front of Scott. 
 
   Glen smiles. “Hi Nathan.” 
 
   I hear nothing, so I turn to look at him. “Hi Glen,” he responds dryly.
 
   Scott takes a loud, deep breath. “Look, you two. I’m sorry. I really am, about earlier, and just now.”
 
   Nathan and I don’t respond.
 
   Scott continues. “I know that everything happening has been my fault. But honestly, I am scared of the shit that you two have to deal with.”
 
   And what is that? I turn to Scott, and I feel Nathan do the same. 
 
   “What do they have to deal with?” Glen asks, turning to Scott.
 
   He takes another deep breath and I turn back to the water. I have to admit that Scott is pissing me off too. It’s good that Nathan can heal me so that I do not die. But I still feel the pain when it happens, and it hurts like I’m dying. 
 
   “Okay, let me just say this, and I may be out of line, but the next time either of you try to kill me, I am not going to try to stop Nathan from killing you. That shits hurts, and if it wasn’t for him, I’m sure some of us would be dead by now.” I turn back to Scott. “I mean, seriously, Scott, is it not enough that he, and now I, have everyone else trying to kill us? Do you really think we want to fight you too?”
 
   Nathan rubs my arms. 
 
   “Tracey, what are you talking about, and don’t talk to Scott like that. We have never tried to kill you or Nathan. How dare you accuse us of doing that!” Glen’s voice is covered in shock and disapproval. Her face shows resentment.
 
   If this girl throws me again, it will be Scott stopping me from attacking her. 
 
   “Glen, we did,” Scott interferes. “I almost did this morning, and you didn’t try to kill Tracey on purpose, but you could have, when you all were eating dinner.”
 
   She looks at Scott like he’s lying to her. “What?”
 
   “Glen, there is a lot I haven’t told you. And if I would have, the things that have happened today wouldn’t have.”
 
   “And what happened today?” she asks with an attitude. 
 
   He takes another loud breath, which is starting to piss me off. Stalling isn’t just a Nathan trait. I lean my head against Nathan’s chest, turning into his scent. 
 
   Scott goes over today’s events. Glen shouts, curses, and yells, repeating over and over about Scott being a liar. Nathan and I just sit back as they argue, and Scott begs Glen to listen and calm down. 
 
   After the water washes up to the shore fifteen times, Glen finally calms down and Scott talks about him being burdened and why it’s a danger. Then he discusses the things that have been going on with me and Nathan. 
 
   Glen starts yelling again and I have had enough. I turn towards them to speak, and Nathan rubs my arms. He moves his head near mine and kisses my cheek. 
 
   “It’s okay. Let them talk. We’re just here for his comfort,” he whispers quietly.
 
   I turn back, staring at him. Turning my body slightly—to get a better look—I take him all in, his eyes are brown—dark in the night. He needs to shave, but his scruff still looks nice. He looks tired and I can’t blame him. 
 
   My days that are full of him are shortly coming to an end. I’ll be back at school soon—eight to nine hours waiting for the time to pass until I’m able to see him. Thinking about it, my heart skips a beat and I feel my panic rise. 
 
   I lean forward to kiss him and he closes the distance. My kiss is innocent. And again, I don’t know how much I need him until I have him. His arms wrap around me and my hands grab onto them. I want to be surrounded by him. Place my body inside of his and have him cover every inch of me. 
 
   I have never wanted anything or anyone as much as I want him. I move my hand to touch the back of his head, letting the hair cover my fingers. It’s longer. 
 
   He pulls back, staring at me. I love for him to look at me—to watch me. He looks me over while moving his hand under my ear, and his fingers push through the back of my hair, holding my head. 
 
   He pulls my head back a little—I assume, to get a better look. He licks his bottom lip and bites it lightly. I lick the corner of mine and bite back the temptation to go back to him. 
 
   “You can come back whenever you want,” he whispers to me. And I do, kissing him, maybe too forcefully. I calm, putting intimacy into it. 
 
   I hear nothing but his soft breaths; I feel nothing but his lips, tongue, and hands on me. His kisses say ‘I love you,’ his tongue sweeping over mine says ‘I want you,’ and the slight pressure he applies to the back of my neck—trying to bring me closer than I can go—says I’m going to have you. And all I can think is ‘me too.’ 
 
   “Hello! Are we interrupting something?” Glen says with aggravation. I pull back reluctantly, forgetting they were here. “Should we leave you two alone?”
 
   “Yes,” I say quietly against Nathan’s lips. I move, turning around to her. “What, Glen?”
 
   “Can we talk? I mean, you’re here making out with your boyfriend, while Scott’s here feeding me this bullshit.” She talks with her hands and arms flying around. Very over-exaggerated. “And you’re not even backing me up! Do you hear this? Did he—” She points harshly at Nathan. “—tell you the same crap?” She puts both of her hands on her hips. “And did you just believe him?” She turns to Scott. “What the hell, Scott! What is really going on, and why are you feeding me this bullshit?” I’m so tired of this conversation.
 
   I’m done. I seriously have had enough. “Glen, shut up! He is not lying. If you would just listen to the boy and hear what he has to say, instead of complaining and arguing with him about it, maybe you would see that for yourself.” I stand up. Nathan stands with me. “We have already gone through this.” I turn to Scott. “Or did you happen to make her forget that too!?” 
 
   Scott stands, and Glen yells, “Tracey, don’t talk to him like that. He hasn’t made me forget anything!”
 
   “So what, Scott,” I say, not as loud as Glen, “you tell half but not all? Get your shit together!” Nathan pulls my arm, trying to get me to sit back down. I’m getting pissed.
 
   “Tracey, do not speak to him like that.” Glen gives me a serious look.
 
   “Maybe you should not speak to him like that. You spend so much time yelling at him. Again, just listen to him. He is not lying. He has just messed you up so much in the head, you can’t tell the difference.”
 
   “Tracey, you’re going too far,” Nathan says from behind me, pulling me to him. 
 
   “Yeah, Tracey. Listen to Nathan. You are going too far,” Glen retorts, her hands starting to shake like they did at the table.
 
   “Glen, we are friends, and I love you. But if you throw me again, you will regret it,” I warn her, readying myself.
 
   “If we are friends, why are you at Nathan’s side instead of mine?” She glares at Nathan. 
 
   What is wrong with this girl? “Glen, what is your problem?” I turn to Scott. “And why aren’t you checking your girl? You can see she is about to spaz out and she doesn’t even know it. You’re just standing there watching her, knowing she is wrong about everything she’s saying. Why haven’t you interfered? You—”
 
   “Tracey!” Glen yells. I look at her and I can see the air move around her. Nathan starts to pull me behind him. I push at him, not wanting his protection. 
 
   My hands heat. “What, Glen? What!?” I’m in a pushing match with Nathan. I turn to him. “You—stop.” He does. I turn back to Glen. “Glen, what!?”
 
   She stares at me and I look at Scott, standing off to the side. I turn back to Glen and her face has hell on it again. I know how I’m going to prove this to Glen, since Scott doesn’t or won’t. 
 
   “You feel that, Glen? Notice how Scott isn’t trying to make it better? You’re mad at the wrong person, Glen.” I stand straight, squaring my shoulders. Glen can get whooped too.
 
   “What are you doing, Tracey?” Nathan grabs my arm. 
 
   “I got this. Just catch me if she sends me flying.” I keep my eyes on Glen.
 
   He steps closer. 
 
   “Why would I be mad at Scott?” she asks, taking a step closer.
 
   “Ask Scott. Tell her, Scott. She should know.” I turn to him. “Tell her!” I yell. “You love her, right? How much do you love her? We’ll see what happens. That will tell us.” I’m truly tired of this Glen and Scott situation. 
 
   “Tracey, do not talk to him,” she threats. The air around her stands still.
 
   I feel Nathan tense, probably reading my mind, because shit is about to hit the fan. “Fuck you, Glen.” I turn to Scott. “And fuck you t—”
 
   A forceful thrust pushes against me hard, but before I can fly backwards, Nathan has me in his arms. “I do not like this, Tracey.” He places me back down. 
 
   “I got it.”
 
   My hands heat, and I send a blast at her chest. She flies back several feet—it hit her dead-on. Scott rushes to her side. “Tracey, you are really taking this too far!” Scott is fine, which tells me Glen is fine. 
 
   “No, Scott, you took this too far,” Nathan says, stepping back to my side while Glen is getting up. “If you would have handled this correctly from the beginning, this would have been avoided.”
 
   “You too?! I thought you had more sense than the rest of them,” Glen says, stepping in front of Scott. She takes on the face of hell again.
 
   Nathan takes a step forward. “You do not want to go down that road. Tracey may take it easy on you. But I won’t. And note—when I knock you off your feet, Scott is going with you.” His voice is deep and threatening. 
 
   She squares off, and I realize how dumb she really is. I’m not going to stop him. Scott should have stopped her. I stand back, looking at Scott. His face is scared, but it doesn’t say he wants to stop them. What is he doing?
 
   Glen looks at him and he doesn’t speak. “Did you hear what he just said to me?”
 
   “Glen, I’ve tried. There is nothing more I can do. I talk to you, but you don’t accept me—you don’t even believe me. I have nothing else.” His words are filled with hurt. “You don’t choose me.” He takes two steps back. Glen turns back towards us.
 
   I pull Nathan’s arm back. “I know. I heard,” he says. 
 
   This is worse than we thought. I step back to his side. “Okay, so now what?”
 
   “I got it. I don’t know how this will play out, but I won’t hurt them—no matter what she does.” He grabs my hand; I guess to keep him down. 
 
   “Glen,” he speaks loudly. “Scott did not lie to you. Everything he’s said is the truth. None of us are here to hurt you. You have been around us for days—around Scott even longer. You love him, right? Why don’t you believe him?”
 
   Glen looks back at Scott, who is looking at the ground. She turns back. “Because it doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “Why would he lie?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t he?”
 
   “Glen, this is not a game. Why would he lie? What has he done to you for you not to believe him?”
 
   “First, he doesn’t want me. Even after us—” She catches herself. “Then, he comes back and wants me, but holds back from me, plays with me. All I want is him; all I think about is him; all I need is him.”
 
   “So, knowing how strongly you feel about him, you still don’t believe him? You said he was holding back, but repeatedly he has tried to bare his heart to you, and you continuously reject him. How do you expect him to act?” Nathan throws up his free hand, shaking his head. “We had it wrong. This isn’t Scotts fault—it’s yours.”
 
   Glen looks shocked, then turns back to Scott. “Is that true?” 
 
   Seconds pass, and Glen jumps—her expression changes. He must have answered her in her head. She walks over to him, and says something out loud. 
 
   I’m distracted by Nathan turning to me. “I think I fixed it.”
 
   I smile at him. “I think you did. Good job, marriage counselor.” I wrap my hands around him. “Thank you.”
 
   “Anytime.” 
 
   I lower my eyes. “Thief.” He leans down, kissing me. “So, when are you going to let me see into your head?”
 
   He smiles, baring his white teeth—he has a great smile. “Why are you trying to see into my head?”
 
   “You see mine.”
 
   “If you were to look into my head, you’ll only see you. Like when you look into it while we’re—”
 
   “Don’t say it.” 
 
   His smile widens. “What?”
 
   “Tell me you love me.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   


 
   31: Broken
 
    
 
   Glen and Scott stay on the beach, and we go back into the house. They look happy—finally. I hope they will stay like that, and I think they will, as long as Scott doesn’t erase her memory of it all. The kitchen is clean, and the window has been fixed. 
 
   We go to Taylor’s room—which I’ve never seen before. Her door is open, so we walk in. “Hey,” I greet her and Justin. 
 
   She has a couch in her huge room that they are both laying upon. She has a king-size bed, and a wall-size vanity. Her room is painted lavender. It’s soft and relaxing. They’re watching a movie on her TV.
 
   “Everything okay?” Taylor asks, sitting up. Justin looks to us for the answer as well. 
 
   Nathan sits on her bed, pulling me with him. It feels weird to get comfortable on someone else’s bed. “It is for now,” he answers, lying across Taylor’s bed all too comfortably. I rest against him. I watch Taylor and Justin do the same. 
 
   “Take it as it comes, right?” She sits back, getting comfortable.
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   No one says anything for a while. I guess they are really into the movie, which I’ve never seen before. It’s pretty damn boring. Nathan throws a pillow behind his head and takes a comfortable breath.
 
   “You two okay?” Justin asks, not looking in our direction.
 
   “Yeah. For now,” Nathan answers, putting his arm around me.
 
   Justin nods. “Good.”
 
   “You start back at school in a day or so, right, Tracey?” Taylor asks, still looking at the TV.
 
   “Yes,” I answer undesirably.
 
   She turns around and looks at Nathan. “And what are you going to do about that?”
 
   “What are you asking, Taylor?”
 
   “What are you going to do?” she asks more firmly.
 
   He looks at her. “I’m going to let her go.”
 
   “Let me go?” I ask, sitting up. What is that supposed to mean?
 
   “You know what I mean.” He looks at me through low eyes.
 
   “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Taylor asks with a flabbergasted expression.
 
   “What do you suppose I do? She’ll be finished soon.”
 
   “Nathan, you cannot be serious.” She exaggerates, “Yeah, and while she’s sitting in class, here comes Roehl, strutting through her classroom, posing as a new student. She is going to be enthralled by him.”
 
   “Wait! What!?” I turn towards Nathan.
 
   “Yeah, you will,” she says unsentimentally. “Then, she’ll be driving home and he’ll catch her then—or better yet, while she’s walking through the halls!” She’s hysterical. She’s making me hysterical.
 
   I look at Nathan. “Calm down, Tracey.” He turns to Taylor, who looks pissed. “So what do you suppose I do?” he asks for a second time. “She has to finish school. You know I won’t let anything happen to her—in my presence, or out.”
 
   “Nathan, you cannot—” She pauses, and looks at Justin. “No!” I must have missed something. “You both sound crazy. What if something happens? And clearly, we can’t trust Scott to look out for her as we had originally planned.”
 
   “Wait—” I cut her off. “When did we plan something?”
 
   She shakes her head. “Bad choice of words. We just discussed the idea. I shouldn’t have said ‘planned.’”
 
   “Okay, but why wasn’t I included in this discussion?” I turn to Nathan, expectant of an answer. 
 
   “Tracey, the question came up when we were leaving the house earlier, before we went to talk to Roehl, and it was just said—it was more like an idea. I wasn’t doing or planning anything without you,” he says, nonchalantly. 
 
   “Wait—” Taylor grabs my attention. “Tracey, listen to me.” 
 
   “Don’t, Taylor!” Nathan says with a deep, demanding voice.
 
   “No! Do, Taylor!” My voice is flooded with attitude. 
 
   “Tracey!” He says my name firmly, as a father would when scolding a child. 
 
   I sit back against him, reluctantly. That tone forces me to do what he says. I don’t like that, it belittles me. 
 
   He shakes his head. “Sorry, I didn’t mean for that to come out like that.” His tone is softer. I cross my arms like a child. He turns to Taylor. “You are crossing a line.”
 
   “No, Nathan—you’re not approaching it.” 
 
   All I know is, someone better tell me something before I start tryouts for the ‘fantastic four.’
 
   “Taylor is just scared for you, Tracey, and she is really blowing the whole situation out of proportion.” He rubs my arms, and I calm.
 
   “I agree, Taylor. You know they will handle it. Nathan is not going to let anything happen to her.” Justin rubs her knuckles. “And what happened when you all went to talk to Roehl?”
 
   Good question! “We talked and, as usual, he acted as if nothing was going on. He told me I didn’t belong there, since I no longer looked upon him as family.”
 
   Taylor turns around to him slowly. “What—did he forget or something?” 
 
   Nathan shrugs, and with that I know there is a long story waiting for me—about Roehl and Nathan’s past.
 
   He lets his head fall, shaking it slowly—something shames him. 
 
   “Honestly,” he starts, “when I saw him in the woods, I knew he was going to try and do something. I just didn’t know what at the time. And I dropped the ball. He was happy I did, which he told me. He also informed me, regardless of my efforts, he would take Tracey.” 
 
   He lifts his head. His face is expressionless. “I told him he could try. He reassured me he will with a pat on my back.” He shifts his weight. “We changed the subject to talk about your father’s death. And he asked about Tracey—her abilities. This went unanswered.” Of course it did. “He asked about the family. I kept my answers short—until he began talking about you, Taylor.”
 
   Justin sits up, which makes Taylor sit up. He turns his full body. His eyes are fully black. Whoa. “And what was it about?” 
 
   Okay, I am really missing something.
 
   “That’s what I’m curious to know. What is it that you owe Roehl, Taylor?” Nathan sits up straight, moving me to do the same.
 
   Taylor looks between the two of them. 
 
   Justin gains a demanding tone. “Speak, Taylor.” I jump at the startle from his voice. 
 
   Taylor reaches for his hand, but he moves away. That’s harsh. She trembles slightly, then turns to Nathan, who is still calm. He really is hard to read. I didn’t even know there was a problem until he said something.
 
   “Nathan,” she starts.
 
   He puts his hand up. “Before you speak, I just want to let you know, it had better be a damn good reason.”
 
   She looks at Justin. “I agree with him,” he says as the darkness fades from his eyes. 
 
   Taylor looks torn, and I can tell, whatever it is, she doesn’t want her brother to know—or Justin, for that matter. 
 
   I scoot closer to Nathan, wrapping his arm around mine in case what it is pisses him off. Taylor looks at me thankfully. 
 
   Nathan gives me a look as if I’m choosing her over him, although I can feel him un-tense. I’m not choosing; I just don’t want him to blow up.
 
   “We are waiting, Taylor,” Justin says impatiently.
 
   She takes a deep breath but still doesn’t speak. I confirm for myself that procrastination runs in the family. I too am growing impatient. It has to be really late and this has already been a long-ass day.
 
   “Nathan, I did go to Roehl,” she finally responds—after minutes tick past.
 
   “Why?” Justin cuts in harshly.
 
   “I needed something taken care of.”
 
   “Like what?” Nathan says forcefully. She looks away from him to me. “Say it!” he demands angrily. I rub his arm and he reluctantly calms, shaking his head. 
 
   “I needed you to kill your father…after what he did to us.” She looks at Justin, who isn’t moved, then back at me. 
 
   She breathes. “I asked him to help me—” She pauses, looking for the word. “—entice you.” She looks at Nathan, and he just stares at her. “I knew she would be okay,” she speaks in a rush. “I knew nothing would happen to her. I wanted him dead, and I couldn’t do it myself.”
 
   Nathan brings his hand to his face. “Taylor, just tell me what you did—and calmly,” he adds.
 
   She places her hands in front of her. “I did go to him—with a request. It started out with me asking him for someone with an ability that would help me kill him. He told me ‘no,’ but would, instead, get you to want to kill him.”
 
   “But he already wanted to do that,” I interject, getting looks from everyone.
 
   “He did, but he wouldn’t have done it soon enough. Nathan takes his time…I didn’t want to wait.” Nathan doesn’t say anything. “So we agreed to—” She takes a longer pause, lowering her head. It irritates me. “—go after…Tracey—to anger Nathan.” 
 
   Each word comes out like its own sentence. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. 
 
   “Tracey, I am so sorry. But I knew you would be fine; I knew Nathan would help with whatever happened.” Her eyes fill.
 
   Mine do the same. 
 
   “Finish,” Nathan pushes quietly. How can he take any more of this? What more could there be? 
 
   “I know about Eddlen coming to you and doing what he did. Nathan killed him, which stopped any further plans of using him. I needed something stronger than my story of what happened to me and Justin, so Roehl created Tracey’s dreams.” She stands. “It worked out perfectly that our father was as crazy as he was and actually followed through with his own thoughts of wanting to kill us.” 
 
   She walks over to me and I move closer to Nathan, not wanting her to touch me.
 
   “Taylor,” Justin says softly, grabbing her attention.
 
   She cringes. “Baby, I am so sorry.” Her voice cracks.
 
   I start moving from the bed, letting go of Nathan’s arm. Whatever I was helping, by holding him, floods out. 
 
   “How could you, Taylor!?” Nathan shouts. “How could you trust him!? Why would you go to him!?” His voice booms against the walls of the room. “We are family, and he was going to die anyway! You don’t hold a smidgen of patience!” He looks at her through low eyes. “All you had to do was tell me, ‘Nathan, we need to handle this now,’ and the shit would have been handled.” 
 
   He stands from the bed. “You want to know something, Taylor?” he says in a softer tone. “It wasn’t Roehl seeing Tracey tonight that sparked his interest. Don’t get me wrong, hearing her and tasting her made him want her. But because you had already sparked his interest and she is with me—and you know how Roehl feels about me—he had wanted her before now.”
 
   He pushes both hands through his hair, leaving them at the back of his head. He’s trying to calm himself down. I can feel him shifting through anger and calm, and then… 
 
   He blows up. “What the fuck were you thinking, Taylor!?” He is loud, making the air shake in the room.
 
   I start to walk over to him, but he leans over. Five seconds pass and he yells as he rises, the entire bed coming with him. It flips roughly through the air. I duck as it flies over me. It hits the wall—with a loud crash from the bedrails. I run over to him. 
 
   He looks at me. “Don’t, Tracey.” I have to—he’s shaking.
 
   Justin runs over to Taylor, pushing her behind him. I continue towards Nathan, just not as quickly. His hands are balled into fists and his jaw is locked. He looks from me to Taylor. His eyes are dark as he walks over to the wall opposite them. Anger is ruling over his calm. 
 
   “Nathan, please. Just hear me out,” Taylor begs from behind Justin.
 
   “What is there to hear, Taylor!?” he yells in a deep voice. “What could you possibly have to say? Look at what you’ve done. As if enough shit was not going on. I’m not that hard or heartless. The many times I would have killed him, if you would have only asked me. What would have made this time any different? Why bring her into it?”
 
   “Nathan, I—”
 
   “You were selfish! You only thought of yourself!” he shouts, cutting her off.
 
   “No!” She matches his yelling voice. “I did it for us!”
 
   “Us? Who—you and Justin?”
 
   “No, the lot of us.”
 
   “How? How could that have been for us? You said it yourself—he could walk through her classroom, right? Follow her home. You brought this on.” He says calmer, “What happened to you? What did he do to you?” He pauses. “No, a better question is: what did you give him?” It’s said from the back of his throat, full of anger.
 
   I’m a foot away from him, and he puts his hand out to stop me. 
 
   “Don’t stop me, Nathan.” I’m still trying to move to him, but there is a barrier holding me back.
 
   “Wait, Tracey. Just let her answer the question.”
 
   Taylor moves from around Justin. “I will answer, but only after you accept Tracey.”
 
   Nathan’s anger roars inside of him. He fights against it, enjoying the feeling and hating it at the same time. He drops the barrier and I run to him. I grab his face for him to look at me. He turns to me, but his eyes are closed. 
 
   “Tracey, I need to know her answer.”
 
   “No, baby. You need to calm down. Let me help you.” I push my hands from his face to his neck. “Look at me.”
 
   He opens his dark, night-blue eyes. “Tracey, why would she do that?” His eyes shake. He looks away from me and towards Taylor. “Not you, Taylor.” He almost whispers, “Everyone else, I can accept would do it. Everyone else can cross me. But I never thought you would.
 
   “And what makes it all so much worse is, you went after my heart’s utmost desire. You risked my heart for yours to be better.” He moves me to the side, and Justin is pushed to the wall and pinned there.
 
   Taylor squares off. “Nathan,” she says firmly.
 
   “What did you give?” he says through his teeth in a growl. I reach for him, but I can’t move. I look over to Justin and he’s struggling. 
 
   Taylor starts crying. “Blind him, and take away his hearing and speech.” 
 
   Justin silently screams, searching with blind eyes, until he calms against the wall. I can only imagine the pain he is going through.
 
   “I am growing impatient, Taylor.” I watch a tear roll down his cheek. His hands are out at his sides. They start to turn that dark, reddish color.
 
   “Me. Uncontrolled. I promised I’d take care of a few things for him. And that I would convince you to come back.” Back?
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I needed him dead,” she speaks through shaky tears.
 
   “Why not come to me?” The ‘convince you to come back’ clearly was not a shocker.
 
   “Excuses don’t matter, brother, but—” She wipes her tears. “—I love you, Nathan, and I never thought he would come back. I didn’t think about him wanting her.” Her tears return. “I was selfish and thought only of my needs. I am sorry.”
 
   She steps up to him, and another tear falls from him. His hurt eats away at me, and I want nothing more than to comfort him. 
 
   “We are family and I love you,” she expresses to him. “I’m not going to ask you to forgive me, but continue to stand with me. You know I’m not going to be able to do whatever it is he is going to require of me.” 
 
   Nathan lets go of Justin and walks backwards to me. I stand still, while Justin stands, waiting for Taylor. He looks pissed. 
 
   Nathan grabs my hand and kisses my cheek. “I’m sorry I did that to you.” He is calm—as if nothing happened. I say nothing. 
 
   He looks back at Taylor as he walks us from the room. “I have no love for you, Taylor, and I will not help you. You are as good as dead to me,” he says calmly. “See you at breakfast.”
 
   We walk into the hall and he picks me up, rushing us to his room. He closes and locks the door behind us.
 
   I sit in his bed against the head board with his head lying in my lap. It’s dark and quiet. 
 
   Five minutes of me rubbing my fingers through his hair, he breaks. He screams out through clenched teeth—a hurtful, roar-like scream—then wraps his arms around my waist tightly. I say nothing, just hold him and stay there.
 
   


 
   Epilogue 
 
   Nathan and Scott
 
    
 
   “I know. I told her not to worry about it. I’ll stay around and you’re there while y’all are at school,” I answer Scott’s question about Roehl.
 
   I hate that this Roehl shit had to happen right before Tracey had to go back to school. I gotta admit, Taylor was right about him being the type to go after her—even while she is at school. But he wouldn’t try it, not something that easy. 
 
   He would test me first to see how far he could push me before he actually tries to take her. Not that I would let that happen.
 
   “You could always get in with us for the last few weeks.” Scott has been trying to talk me into going to school with them. 
 
   It is not a good idea, because I and high school, with the girls Tracey goes to school with, would have a bad ending. “Yeah, right.” I rub my hand over my beard. “Tracey will end up killing one of those girls, just for looking at me like they want me.”
 
   He laughs, throwing his head back. “Yeah, Tracey is spicy.” He sobers. “We’ll get this figured out. How’s Aunt Nati holding up?” ‘Nati’ is what he calls my mother. 
 
   “She’s doing better. She knew it was going to happen one day—we all did. It’s hard on her, dealing with losing him, and I hate that I had to hurt her. But, honestly, enough was enough. She’ll be better soon. Aunt Cent will help her through it.” My Aunt Cent—their school’s nurse—lost her mate two years ago.
 
   “Yeah, I remember when she lost Donald and it was hard on her too. Aunt Nati is actually taking the loss better than she did.”
 
   I nod. “I think that’s because of the many times she almost lost him before.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   My mom is taking my father’s death better than we all expected. We all know she is hurting though. When she sneaks away, we can hear her cry out for him. Or, she walks along the edge of the water for hours, never looking away from the sun. It’s hard to see her like that again, but she’s been doing a good job at holding it all together. 
 
   “Speaking of figuring things out…you finished erasing Glen’s memory?” I ask Scott, sitting on the couch in the living room. 
 
   He looks at me like I’m being an ass. “Very funny. Where are they, anyway?”
 
   “Helping my mom with the flowers in the front. Tracey has been trying to stick close to her, feeling guilty about her losing my father. Glen joined her a little while ago.” I look at my phone vibrating again. It’s been going off because of some shit that happened with Olar. “Why can’t you keep up with your girl?”
 
   “What do you mean?” he asks bleakly. 
 
   I sense his discomfort and it amuses me. “How don’t you know where your girl is?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I shrug. “Just asking. But, seriously, you really need to stop treating her like that.” Scott and Glen are better after their talk at the beach. But things are still off with their relationship. It seems forced. 
 
   “Don’t start on that bullshit, Nate. Treating her like what?”
 
   “Hiding things from her, then telling her, then erasing it. You are going to damage that girl’s brain. It’s bad enough you took away her choices.”
 
   “Fuck’s that supposed to mean!?” He’s getting worked up, so I push it further.
 
   “Come on, Scott.” I smile at his anger. “You know what you did. You bonded with her before she even knew you well-enough—making her obligated to you before she knew what she was getting into.”
 
   He’s sitting on the loveseat and leans over onto his knees. “I know. I don’t know. You know I didn’t want this, and she is not the easiest person to talk to. I did fuck her, before we even had a real conversation, but I couldn’t help myself—better yet, control myself. I’ve been going to school with the girl forever. 
 
   “I’ve always noticed her, but didn’t feel a real attraction to her, until I saved her from busting her ass when she was about to fall down the stairs. She was soft and smelt good, and in looking at her and feeling her, I felt that stupid drop of my heart. I let her go, trying to seem calm, hoping when I stopped touching her, it would go away.”
 
   That was real stupid of him to think. “Did it go away?” I ask sarcastically. 
 
   “Don’t be a dick. I got around the corner and felt my breath taken away, like they described what happens when you meet your mate. Shortly after, my heart started to beat again, but differently, and I became aware of her. You talk about how Tracey is calm and down-to-earth. Well, Glen is the complete opposite. She’s always revved up, always either trying to argue or get fucked. There isn’t an in-between.”
 
   I laugh. “This comes back to you not being able to control yo girl.”
 
   “So you don’t have to deal with going back and forth with Tracey? Even after you all bound?”
 
   “No. Tracey doesn’t do back and forth, unless she thinks I’m hiding something from her.”
 
   “And you are hiding something from her.”
 
   “I may be, but back to you and Glen.” I’m not talking about me and Tracey. “Your taking away her choices will cause confusion in her.”
 
   “Glen and I are fine. Stop worrying about us and focus on the possibility of yo girl choosing another guy.”
 
   I sit forward, staring at him. He really just went there. “You know, if it wasn’t for you and your fucked up relationship, I wouldn’t have to worry about that.”
 
   “Take that up with your disloyal sister, not me.”
 
   “Scott, you’re a little too comfortable coming at my family.”
 
   “But it’s okay for you to come at mine?” His head jerks as he speaks.
 
   “All I’m saying is—” I sit back. “—you need to start handling your relationship better. Your girl is crazy and confused, and if you would have done things the right way, a lot of shit would have been avoided, including my girl being influenced. And since you want to talk about possibilities, if you don’t get yo shit together and start focusing on y’all’s needs, instead of her want to fuck. Don’t be surprised when she dives off a mountain in an attempt to kill you and her.”
 
   He jumps from the loveseat, coming at me full-speed. I stand, catching him by his throat before he can attack. I lift him, and slam him hard on the floor. I smirk cockily as I loosen my grip. “Don’t get yo ass whooped, Scott.” He pushes my hand away.
 
   “That won’t happen,” he says, rising from the floor, replying to my original statement as he pushes me back. 
 
   I don’t retaliate. “Watch yourself, Scott. We’ll see,” I say, sitting back down on the couch. “You just need to get yo shit together. I can’t keep saving all four of us because you can’t figure it out.” 
 
   “Everything that happened was an accident.” He sits back down. “I’ve apologized for it. I know I messed up and went about everything the wrong way. And no, she is not accepting, and it’s the bond forcing her to accept me. I get that!” he says forcefully. “I just don’t know how to fix it, yet. But we’ll figure it out,” he says calmer. 
 
   “Figure what out?” Olar asks, joining us.
 
   “Nothing. Just discussing our lovely relationships,” I answer him.
 
   “Okay, so have you figured out what you’re going to do about Tracey and Roehl?”
 
   I shake my head. “Just wait for right now.” It is a bad situation, and being honest with myself, I don’t know what his plan is. But I know he will do anything to get what he wants. I also know that I will murder him, trying to get what’s mine.
 
   “Okay.” He sits on the opposite side of the couch from me. “I need to stay here for a while.”
 
   “I know. Lunis is after you. Good job,” I state sarcastically. 
 
   “Ha, ha. Thanks, again.”
 
   “Don’t thank us, Olar,” Scott starts. “Because all you really did was add to our headaches. You should be saying ‘sorry.’”
 
   Olar looks at me. “What?!” I say at his look, asking me to object. “You did add to our headaches. We took care of a minor situation for you, causing a bigger one. Why did you go after his family, anyway—indebting yourself? Then, letting him know it was a family decision?”
 
   Olar sits back into the couch, taking a moment. “I fell in love with this girl; she wasn’t my mate. They killed her, thinking she was, and I sought out revenge. She made me happy, and she didn’t need to die because of their assumptions and their need to make us miserable. 
 
   “I did,” he continues, “kill his sister and his mother…and tell him our family was after his family. He sent me a message, saying I had a debt established and owed him three lives, not including my own.”
 
   I’m not surprised by the news—it is the basis of my life. “Yeah, well, thanks for that. Stay as long as you need. Help me look out for the family and not kill Taylor. Keep an eye out for Tracey and Glen, and help us figure out what we’re going to do about Roehl.” 
 
   I look at him and he nods, asking, “Are you going to help Taylor?”
 
   “No.” I’m short. Taylor means nothing to me anymore. She is just another person around here taking up space. 
 
   I get up, leaving the living room. Nathan passes me on my way out. “Where are you going?” he asks, not looking at me.
 
   “To check on Tracey.” I keep walking. I don’t fuck with him either. I’m contemptuous of him after that jackal bitch attacked Tracey. 
 
   My family is killing me.
 
   “Nathan, you know I wouldn’t hurt Tracey,” he calls behind me. I ignore him. I don’t know shit. They’re all the same and hope they live, each time they walk past me.
 
   I walk to the front to look out the window. Tracey is next to my mom, thinking about the placement of the flowers. She isn’t a ‘dig in the dirt and get dirty’ type of girl. But she is doing it because she thinks it’s what my mom wants. She wipes the left side of her face, getting dirt smudged on her cheek. I shake my head at that. She knows she has dirt on her hands, and she touches her face.
 
   Her hair is pulled back—messily—sitting on the top of her head. She is sexy as shit, standing there with her dirty white tank and long shorts. I bought her some all-white shoes that she decided she was going to leave on when she made the decision to help my mom with the flowers. They are dirty now, and will be going in the trash when she takes them off. I don’t clean shoes. 
 
   She looks in my direction and notices me staring. She smiles at me. I don’t return her smile; I just stare at her. She is the best thing God has blessed me with, and I don’t deserve her. He may not have made me, but there is nothing in me that believes he didn’t take a part of me to make her—molding her exclusively for me.
 
    She doesn’t know the half of how happy she makes me and how much I appreciate her staying at my side. 
 
   She also doesn’t know what our lives are getting ready to turn into, with the fucked up shit my family has brought upon us. 
 
   Hey, you okay? her voice sings through my mind. Her heart is steady and calm.
 
   Yes, baby. You helping? I respond, looking at her. Looking at her body and thinking about the way it feels against mine—and the things I hold back from doing to that body.
 
   Something like that. I smile at her as she scrunches her nose, looking around at the flowers. She looks back to me, and kisses the air. I love you. I’ll be in shortly.
 
   I nod.
 
   For once in my life…I’m happy.
 
   


 
   “Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good”
 
   Romans 12:21
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