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   Dedication
 
    
 
   To Elon, you exceed being awesome and I’m so blessed to have you as friend.
 
   Thanks for being available, awe-inspiring, and AWESOME!
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   “Though an host should encamp against me, my heart shall not fear: though war should rise against me, in this will I be confident.”
 
   Psalm 27:3
 
   


 
   
  
 

Prologue
 
 
   Leaving her is the only option to save her from the destruction our enemies have planned for me. Like breathing, me being gone from her will be easy. But for me… Without her beside me, I am a battered man and encamped within me is the reviving demon. I am internally destroyed by her pain-inflicted absence. But upon her return, she is forced to experience the plagues brought upon her in this hell I’m forced to call life. The life I could not refrain from bringing her into, forcing her to undertake my burdens. This destruction, I would not wish on my worse nemesis for it is far worse than death. And in death lies an aching for the living one could never accommodate. But she will remain as mine, dead or alive.
 
   -Nathan
 
   


 
   
  
 

1: Departure
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   “Oh Tracey, honey.” My mom grabs me in a hug for the third time in this hour. “I am going to miss you more than everything I love.”
 
   I hug her back feeling the same. “Me too, Mom.”
 
   “You can always come with us. We can go grab another ticket right now.” She hugs me tighter, dropping her purse on the floor. She wraps both arms around me.
 
   I want to squeeze her, feel the tightness in my own hug. But I can’t. I squeeze her tight enough for her, until I hear her “oomph”. It’s not enough for me but it’s what will have to do. When she tries to pull away, I can’t bring myself to let her go.
 
   “Don’t hog her, dear, we only have thirty minutes until the plane leaves and it’s going to take me at least forty-five.” My dad steps to my mom’s side rubbing her back. His hand hits mine every time he goes down.
 
   I grab it, pressing it firmly between my hands as they press against my mom’s back. He wraps in our hug, an arm around me and my mom. He kisses the top of my head before turning his head to rest there. The tears from my eyes mixes with my mom’s that have been rolling down my cheek from the side of her face being pressed against mine.
 
   “I’m going to miss you both,” I mumble, trying to keep my mom’s hair from being sucked into my mouth. I pull back from her, wrapping both arms around my tall dad’s lean waist. He hugs me tighter as he kisses the top of my head again.
 
   “Ladybug, you be good. I will be making frequent visits here to check on you.”
 
   “Do that Dad, whenever you want. Bring Mom with you.”
 
   “I’m going to miss you, Ladybug. We can go get you a ticket right now and instead, you can make frequent visits here.”
 
   I laugh softly. “No, I’ll stay. It’s just hard seeing you all leave knowing you will not be here.” It’s easier for me to say goodbye to my dad then saying goodbye to my mom. It was hell pulling away from her to hug him. But he would complain and draw all the attention to us from the whole airport if I didn’t.
 
   He rubs my back. I step back to look in his face. His eyes are red, fighting back tears. My mom’s eyes match his when I turn back to her. I can’t help going in for another hug.
 
   “Gate twenty-two. Now boarding,” the intercom interrupts our goodbye.
 
   “No,” my mom sings, rocking us in her hug. “Just five more minutes.”
 
   “Just five more minutes,” I match her in a quieter voice. I could leave with my parents. But I don’t want to. I just don’t want them to leave either. Undeniably, I will miss them. My mom especially. They had pushed back their move by a month. Saying goodbye is still just as hard.
 
   “Come on dear, or we will miss another flight.” It was my dad’s fault they missed the first one. Today is a repeat of yesterday. My dad couldn’t take the goodbye and wouldn’t stop hugging Nathan and me. My mom matched him and when the intercom announced their flight was boarding somehow it went unheard. The passengers had boarded and when we finally paid attention, we were the only group standing in the area. I had laughed, watching the airplane pull away from the terminal.
 
   My mom pulls away and Nathan’s hand moves comfortably across my back. She steps over to hug him. When she releases, my dad pulls him into a manly hug.
 
   “We’re going to go now, Tracey, call me when you need anything.” My mom dabs her nose with a tissue. She packed her purse full this morning. “Anything, okay?”
 
   She talks to me as if I’m two years old. “Okay Mom, I will. Promise.”
 
   My dad wraps his arm around her, grabbing her shoulder for comfort. “Nathan, look out for my daughter.”
 
   “Of course, James.”
 
   “Gate twenty-two. Now boarding,” that intercom does not have a sentimental bone in its body.
 
   “Okay, you all turn away first and then it will be easier for me to walk away and get on that plane.” She dabs under her eyes. 
 
   “Come on dear, we’ll be back next month to check on them.” He turns her around to walk to the line of people waiting to board the plane. She tries to fight it, turning back to look at me every step. Nathan and I stand together, watching them board. I wave, blowing kisses at them. My mom smiles as she cries. A part of me feels bad they are leaving and that I’m not leaving with them. But that small part is easily filled as a warm hand rubs along my back soothing my sadness.
 
   I rush to the wall-sized window of the airport after the doors have closed. Searching the windows of the plane, I try to find the one with my mother’s face.
 
   “Twelfth window from the front. She’s waving.”
 
   I spot her and smile waving back. I watch until the plane takes off. “That was better than yesterday.” I say, pulling myself away from the glass, turning around.
 
   “Yes, much better. Your dad only hugged me twice.” Nathan nods for us to head out.
 
   “He did.”
 
   “That was weird.”
 
   I chortle. “It was a little.”
 
   “You going to be okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll be fine. I’ll miss them, but I’ll be fine.”
 
   “So, where you want to go?” We now have no place to live but the hotel with the other family. After the house caught on fire, everyone went to a hotel two hours away. Nathan and I have been sleeping at my house until today. Now we are in need of some place to sleep which leaves us at the hotel. It’s only thirty minutes from the airport but I would like our bed to sleep in, to be comfortable.
 
   “Home,” I answer.
 
   “Two more weeks, babe.”
 
   “I know, but I don’t want to wait two more weeks. I want somewhere to go now.” Nathan found us a house near their old house, smaller―much smaller. Well it has six bedrooms, a kitchen, living room, den, family room and basement. It’s bigger than my house but smaller than his was.
 
   We need the space because the entire family is coming to live with us. Little Nathan―which we planned, Olar and Lana―which I figured, Taylor and Justin―which I just knew was not going to happen, Natalia―which is supposed to be temporary, and we need a spare room―which we promised my parents. They are going to freak when they see this house.
 
   “We will be in soon, Tracey, these things take time.”
 
   “What are they doing, rebuilding the house?” I ask with exaggeration. “Two weeks to paint and move in furniture?” I’m impatient. I expected them to be finished with the house a week ago. “Those people from Extreme Home Makeover have it completed in like, a day.”
 
   “Doubtful.” He opens the door for me. “It will take longer than a day to paint a nine-room house not including the basement that has to be finished.”
 
   “So we go back to the hotel!” I say, with a fist pump. “Yay…” I sarcastically cheer. It’s dull and fading.
 
   “We can get something to eat and yes, go back to the hotel.”
 
   “Why doesn’t everyone go back home?”
 
   “Most rent out their homes. Others have traveled so far, it is simpler and less stressful to stay here.”
 
   I shrug. If it were me, I’d want to go home. 
 
   “We can sleep outside if that makes you feel better.” I look at him through my lashes. “It’s warm enough.” A mischievous smirk appears. “And we can try that woods idea.” He raises a brow, looking down at me.
 
   I hold in my smile. “I am not sleeping outside.”
 
   “Because of the creepers right?”
 
   “Definitely the creepers.”
 
   We drove to drop off my parents. My mom and I laughed, talking about our memories at our house the entire way. The house that we will never be returning to, it pains me to know I will never be able to call it home again. Nathan opens the door to his car so I can get in. “Good thing your car didn’t get destroyed,” I say, changing my own subject from my sadness.
 
   “And with me recently getting it back, I would have been pissed if it did.” He starts up the car. “But back to these creepers.”
 
   “You are a creeper.”
 
   “Not yet,” he says slowly.
 
   The thought of the activity thrills me. Oh, do I want him to creeper all through me. Maybe I’ll creeper on him. He laughs. “Sorry.”
 
   “That’s you, don’t apologize.”
 
   “No, that’s you all in my head.”
 
   “I told you it just comes to me.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve heard that.” I don’t believe it; I believe he welcomes my thoughts in his head. “Where are we going to eat?”
 
   “Taco joint.”
 
   “You have a taste for tacos?”
 
   “I do, maybe twelve tacos.”
 
   “Nathan, not twelve tacos.”
 
   “I’m starving. You don’t want tacos?”
 
   “Tacos sound okay.” Tacos are not what I have a taste for.
 
   “Clean up your thoughts, Tracey.” He rubs his hand over his chin. “You are going too far.”
 
   I was going too far. “Sorry.”
 
    
 
   The restaurant is loud and exciting. People dance and drink, they talk loud and laugh. Everyone here is happy and free, it’s comforting with other things that are going on. We eat and Nathan actually runs through twelve tacos. I make it through only four. I’m stuffed.
 
   “Hey!” a female’s voice yells over the music, standing beside our table. “Where is Olar?” We turn our attention to her. “You know me.” She points to herself looking at Nathan.
 
   “No I don’t,” he responds casually, finishing his taco. I analyze the two of them, looking over my glass of sweet tea. Every time we go out someone always knows him.
 
   “You do. Actually, I don’t know you but I know your cousin―right? He dropped off the face of the earth.” She is tall with short red-colored hair.
 
   I hate it when people see others eating and decide it will be a good idea for them to walk up and talk over their food. So rude.
 
   Nathan wipes his mouth,grabbing his water. “Olar is no longer interested if that’s what you’re getting at.” He drinks.
 
   She throws her hands on her hips, shifting her weight. “I was, actually. Can you tell him to call me? We were on something some months ago and now I don’t hear from him.”
 
   “I think he said he is no longer interested,” I reply for him.
 
   “Oh!” She jumps a little as if I surprised her by sitting here. “I’m Faye. Excuse me for interrupting your date.”
 
   I purse my lips, leaning back in my chair. “Olar is involved with someone else. Sorry, he is no longer interested.”
 
   Her face falls, anger flashing in her eyes. “What do you mean?”
 
   I speak without thinking, “Olar has a girlfriend. He is no longer interested in you or whatever you think you had.”
 
   Nathan puts down his now empty cup. “Don’t be harsh, Tracey.”
 
   “Not harsh. Honest,” I say with a smile.
 
   “This is bull shit!” Faye blurts over us. “He can’t!” She looks really angry. Her brows are furrowed, eyes tight, lips pinched, her cheeks have even turned red. Whatever Olar did to her must have been good.
 
   “Let’s go, Tracey.” Nathan stands, I follow.
 
   He moves around his chair and she grabs him. “Hold on.” His arm jerks and she yanks her hand away. “Ow, that was the shock from hell,” she says, rubbing her hands together.
 
   “Yeah, don’t touch him,” I say giving her an evil look. 
 
   “I’m sorry. Can you give him a message for me?” Neither of us responds, waiting on her message that will never be delivered. “Tell him what’s done can’t not justify for what will be.” She turns on her heels stomping away.
 
   This girl is looney. “What the hell was that supposed to mean?”
 
   Nathan shrugs. “I don’t know, but I’m ready to go. I’m not in the mood for weird shit tonight.” We find our waitress and Nathan hands her forty dollars. “Keep the change,” he tells her then we head toward the door. “I have a feeling some weird shit is about to kick off.”
 
   We leave the restaurant for his car. “Are you going to deliver that message?”
 
   “Nope, he doesn’t care. I most definitely do not care. Whatever he did with that girl or didn’t do is his problem.”
 
   “Okay.” That works for me too.
 
   Only… those words sounded like more than just words. And within this surprised-filled life, I leave nothing to chance. The last thing I need is to be hexed by a love lost red head that has a way with words.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   I watch the trees and street lamps fly by thinking about my mom and our old neighborhood that I now have no reason to return to. Providing me with a new beginning in what seems like the middle of a masochistic love story.
 
   “What?” I jump, started by Nathan pulling me from my thoughts.
 
   I turn in my seat, facing him. “What?”
 
   “The middle of a masochistic love story?” he questions in a staggered low voice.
 
   I laugh. “Two seconds of privacy, Nathan.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” He chuckles, shaking his head. “I’ve been trying to stay quiet about things you think but that caught me off guard.”
 
   I shrug. “I don’t know. That’s how I describe this weird life I chose for myself. It’s as if we have a taste for suffering, we get pleasure out of being caused pain. That’s the reason it never stops.”
 
   “But you describe it as a masochistic love story?”
 
   “Yep.” I sit back in my seat moving fire back and forth between my fingers.
 
   “It is bad, huh?”
 
   “I suppose you’ve seen worse?”
 
   “I have but it doesn’t feel the same. Now it feels worse.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I have something to worry about. My consequences are not my own and the choices I make no longer only affect me but you as well.”
 
   “Well thank you for considering me.”
 
   He sobers completely, using a tone that was all too serious. “The day you chose me, Tracey, was the day I lost all of my choices.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

2: Exasperated
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   The hotel is booked up, no more rooms available. We are obligated to either share with Lana and Olar, or Cartel and Carmen. “Neither Nathan, I don’t want either.”
 
   “Outside it is.”
 
   “Then I’ll get ate up by mosquitoes.”
 
   “You are not leaving me with many options, Tracey.”
 
   I’m not left with any options. I’m so tired of sleeping with clothes on from my head to my toes, I forgot how shorts feel, how the sheets feel on my toes, and how regular mattresses feel that aren’t blown up.
 
   “Then we’ll have them share a room and have one of them give us their room.”
 
   Yes, good idea! “Olar owes us right?” Olar and Lana owe us big.
 
   “Come on.” He nods toward the stairs. “Let’s go talk to him.”
 
   We walk to room 322. Nathan knocks twice.
 
   Lana pulls open the door. “Hey Lana, where is Olar?”
 
   “Hey Nathan, Tracey. He’s in the bathroom. Come in.”
 
   We walk in the room taking a seat on the couch. The hotel room is the size of my old childhood room with enough space for a large couch.
 
   Olar walks out of the bathroom. “What’s up?”
 
   “We need your room,” Nathan says nonchalantly.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “We have nowhere to sleep, we can either sleep in the bed with you or take your room.”
 
   Olar looks between Lana and us. Some internal conversation goes on between them as we wait for his response; Lana nods, Olar’s eyes squint and reopens quickly, Lana nods again. He then turns back saying, “Yeah, okay.” Okay, that was simple. I was so expecting him to discard his statement. “We’ll go in with Carman and Carteal.” Lana gets up, nodding.
 
   “Don’t feel like we’re kicking you out, we just need a room.”
 
   “It’s okay Tracey, you two get no time or space.” She smiles softly. “Sometimes we all need some alone time.”
 
   “Thanks for understanding, Lana.” 
 
   “Yes, no problem, we’ll see you in the morning.” She closes the door behind her after Olar leaves with their bags.
 
   “Where are our clothes?” I ask Nathan.
 
   “In my mother’s room.”
 
   “Will you go get them, please? I want to get in the shower.”
 
   “I’ll be back,” he says, closing the door behind him.
 
   This hotel room isn’t bad, it’s modest but luxurious—plush sheets on a king-size bed, flat screen TV, a small fridge that probably charges ten dollars for bottled water. I lean back on the over-sized couch acting as if it is my favorite chaise from home.
 
   I kick off my shoes in the hope it will help me get comfortable. But it doesn’t. I hope that after a shower, I will be able to relax. I lay down on the couch, as my eyes grow heavy. 
 
   Too much messed up stuff has happened in the past months. Nathan has these weird ass marks on his back he is half-ashamed of and half-amused by. I think the demon blood in him lives for the deaths, which are the meaning of his symbols. Two scythes and an evil eye or maybe the eye of death in a hand; all around death, all around fear, all around fear of one who causes death. My mate, now known as ‘one to be feared for the cause of death’. Every time I think about it, it makes me shiver.
 
   I always think back to when he went demon on me but refrained from killing me, being able to control himself. But I was scared out of my mind, hearing his thoughts but seeing his actions. Since then he’s only had one episode. It was tame, but malicious. Thankfully that time, it wasn’t directed toward me but toward Ann.
 
   He wasn’t able to hold himself back and it became…bloody. Roseland tried to do what he could but couldn’t stop him. Olar and I had to step in. Eventually he calmed, grabbing me to him, after he thought seriously about ripping my heart out.
 
   I assumed that because the marks showed up, he killed Michael, he wouldn’t tell me if he did or he didn’t. By the way he acts sometimes, talking about things ‘unhandled’, I assume that Michael is alive.
 
   I cannot wrap my mind around that either, Michael, a demon, after all this time.
 
   The door opens pulling me from my thoughts. “You could have been in the shower while I was getting the clothes.”
 
   “I didn’t think about that.” I sit up. “Thanks for getting the clothes. What took you so long?”
 
   “My mom was telling me about a house they may have found, they’re going to go look at it tomorrow.”
 
   “They?”
 
   “My aunt, Mother and Roseland.”
 
   “And Ann?”
 
   He shakes his head. “She’ll be around.” 
 
   I don’t trust Ann. She is a liar and an imposter. This whole time putting on a show, then she reveals to me that she is Roehl’s sister and holds me liable to pay a debt.
 
   “Why can’t they move away?”
 
   He shrugs. “Doesn’t matter, Tracey, they are here. We take it as it comes. She tries anything else, we end both of them.” I don’t like to hear him talk about his family like this, but Ann is a pain in my ass.
 
   She glares at me constantly, my visions always shows her attacking me, and she’s always the last person to leave a room I’m in. She has something up her sleeve. I know it.
 
   “I guess,” I say to his comment. “I’m going to get in the shower.” I get up, walking to the bathroom. “Maybe wash away my confusion and depression about us not having somewhere to go.”
 
   He appears in front of me. “I could help you out with both of those” Grabbing my waist, he pulls me to him. I breathe him in, not intentionally but unable to refrain from doing so with him so close.
 
   Still, he takes my breath away, still makes my spots tingle, and still gives me butterflies. I grab his biceps, they’re strong under my grasp. “I have no doubt in my mind that you can do that.”
 
   A knock loudly sounds from the door. I roll my eyes while I move out of his grasp. “I’m getting in the shower. I don’t care what they want.” I go into the bathroom, closing the door when whoever it is knocks again.
 
   I turn on the water hearing Nathan open the door. It takes forever to get it as hot as I want it, never coming close to the temperature I desire. I’m stuck with warm…warm water that doesn’t even sizzle my skin when I step into it. After I’m drenched in water, I realize I left the darn soap.
 
   The door to the bathroom opens then closes. A bottle of Dove soap floats its way over the curtains and I grab it. “Thanks!” I yell. The water starts to get hotter…finally.
 
   Taylor is asking Nathan something about the house after the door closes. Nathan has graduated to having full conversations with Taylor. I’m trying my hardest not to listen but these ears make that very difficult. “I think Mother is going to choose the house they are going to see tomorrow.”
 
   “Maybe, I know she’s ready to get out of this hotel. This will be the third month everyone has been in here.”
 
   “I know I’m tired of being in here. The rooms are appalling.”
 
   “Wouldn’t know.”
 
   “You will now. Maybe Mom will move so we can get out of here before then.”
 
   “It’s ready to move in?” Nathan asks.
 
   “Everything except furniture.”
 
   “Are you waiting on Tracey or something?” He cuts her off as she was preparing to say something else.
 
   “Not really, I wanted to talk to you. We do not do much of that anymore.”
 
   “We don’t.”
 
   I’m standing under the water watching my fingers wrinkle. It feels good, a brief relief.
 
   “Thank you at least for trying.”
 
   “It’s only for your benefit, Taylor. And our mother’s. Trust me.” That is my sign to get out of the shower. I turn off the water grabbing a towel off the rack inside the shower. The moment I step out the relief is gone, and I realize I have to walk out of the bathroom in the towel with Taylor in the room.
 
   I peek out of the bathroom door. Taylor is sitting on the couch and Nathan is holding up the wall with his back against it and his face in his phone.
 
   “Hey, Tracey.” She smiles wide with a bright face as if she hasn’t seen me in days.
 
   “Hi. Um, can I have this room?” I point, moving my finger in a circular motion.
 
   “Yes.” She stands. “There is a family meeting in the morning.” How in the hell do we have a family meeting in a hotel? “I can come back in five.”
 
   “No Taylor, don’t come back. We’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
   “Okay.” She leaves sounding as if I’ve hurt her feelings.
 
   “Was that harsh?” I walk out of the bathroom to the bed where my bag is sitting.
 
   Nathan walks over to the door. “Nope,” he replies, as he turns the extra lock.
 
   I turn from him opening the bag moving the clothes around, looking for undies and sleepers. There is a rustle behind me. I turn my head a little―peeking―and Nathan has the couch in the air, tipping it up end over end in front of the door.
 
   I turn around fully. “What are you doing?” I ask in an astounded voice.
 
   Once he has it propped up, he takes a step back looking at it. “Keeping out the creepers.”
 
   I laugh, turning back to the bag. As if, a couch is going to keep out the creepers.
 
   Pulling my sleepers from the bag and setting them on the bed…my towel falls to the floor. Before I can think, abs and jeans are pressed against my backside. The cold from his belt buckle chills my back. My body warms as my hair falls around my shoulders from Nathan pulling the tie from my ponytail. 
 
   “You’ll stay like this.” His hands rub up my arms to my shoulders. “Until I get out of the shower.” They move to my neck making my body cover in shivers. “Just like this.” They pull my hair back. Lips kiss the nape of my neck traveling to my shoulder, then under my ear.
 
   I close my eyes, wanting to turn around to him, but not wanting to interrupt. He moves my hair to the right side of my chest followed by his hands moving down my back. My skin tingles after his touch, pleasing my senses. I breathe slowly containing the urge to sound out after it.
 
   “I’m going to get in the shower, I’ll be right back.” He’s gone from behind me and the water is on.
 
   I let out a breath. “Shit. How does he do that?” I whisper to myself. I won’t stand here naked, bra and panties, is just as sexy as nakedness.
 
   I move the bag from the bed after I’m no longer nude. I climb on the bed. It is more comfortable than I thought it would be. The down comforter is soft and indulgent under me.
 
    
 
   The moment I cut on the TV, Nathan comes out of the bathroom, one towel on his waist, another rubbing over his head.
 
   “That is not how I asked you to be.” He throws the towel in his hand back in the bathroom.
 
   “I know.” I sit up to crawl over to the edge of the bed where he walked. “But my body was getting lonely. And cold.” I sit up on my knees, eye level with his chin.
 
   “Cold, huh?” His voice is deep. Temperature changing.
 
   I look over his chest, admiring him. His hands reach out to touch me. I push his arms back down. “Yes, cold.”
 
   “I really do not like it when you do that.” He quickly grabs my arms. “Don’t push me away.” He looks from my eyes down my face, over the rest of me. “You are so fucking gorgeous.” He lets an arm go, moving his hand to my back as he moves closer to me forcing me to lay back. He stabilizes my weight so I don’t fall back onto the bed.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Can I get you back the way you were…? Cold…” His warm breath dances over my neck followed by his kiss. There is no way I am going to be cold. He moves us up the bed, human speed. Slowly pushing us up in a crawl motion, when he lifts my body to push it back, it presses against his making every pulse on me jump.
 
   With the next push my head rests softly against the pillow. He’s over me, in between my legs that are bent at his sides, towel still around his waist. “So…” His hand slides to the back of my neck, lifting my head up, inches away from my face. “… Cold?”
 
   I shake my head slowly, not turning fully, just enough where the corners of my mouth ends at the corners of his. “Hot.” He unhooks my bra with one hand while the other on my neck trails a finger down over my chest, sliding between my breasts, clasping onto my bra. “Very hot.” He pulls it off. “Extremely hot.” He leans back and heatedly slides his fingers down the sides of my stomach, clasping onto the waistband of my panties and they sinfully slide down. “Scorched.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   I pull his towel before he lies against me. He kisses me, his ocean-blue eyes looking into mine, the sandy-brown a constant hypnotizing swirl. 
 
   And we indulge in one another, as control seeps out and away with the steam from the bathroom.
 
   


 
   
  
 

3: Wheedled
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   What is the benefit of having someone that is everything you ever wanted, needed, imagined, and dreamed? You will want for nothing. The story of my life.
 
   Nathan lies next to me knocked out. They are having a party next door, the loud music and laughing woke me up. 
 
   I am definitely in a party mood. I clean up to leave. 
 
   The couch is still in front of the door and I know I can’t pick it up.
 
   With the help of a few abilities Nathan gave me, I’m able to push it at least to the wall, keeping it quiet enough to not wake Nathan. He must be tired. Usually, he’d be up the second I’m conscious.
 
   Cracking open the door I slide out closing it gently behind me. Before I knock on the door next to ours, it’s opening. “I was loud on purpose. I was hoping it would make you come over.” Carmen smiles from ear to ear, looking at me standing out in the hallway.
 
   I match her smile, walking into the room. “Thank you. It did make me come over.” Everyone our age is in here. They have the TV on the music channel with one of the beds piled high with the snacks from the hotel lobby.
 
   “Come on in, Tracey, join the party!” Courtney yells from the couch with a girl all over him. I half-smile with a scrunched face taking his scene in. Every time I see him, he has a different girl. They all look alike.
 
   I shake my head looking away from him. “I will happily join the party,” I say, but not as loud as he did. Carmen grabs my arm, dancing to a hip-hop song that plays. I join her in the dance; I forgot how free I felt when I did things like this. Letting loose, forgetting about every day. Just living in the moment. 
 
   Carmen dances around with some pretty awesome moves she does with her hips. Lana joins us, dancing off beat, I laugh at her as she tries to match Carmen’s moves.
 
   There is no alcohol or rowdy teenagers, no rough housing. Just us having a good time, because it’s what we needed. The music turns up louder encouraging everyone to meet in the floor to fist pump to an Avicii song.
 
   Hotel security opens the door and demands we keep it down. Carteal meets them at the door. He says something I can’t hear over the music, they nod, leaving. Everyone laughs but I doubt any of them heard him either.
 
   He closes the door before yelling, “There is no shutting us down.” His fists shake in the air like an angry King Kong. He turns the TV up to the max. The next song comes on, having everyone jumping from their seat if they weren’t already standing. The door opens again, but this time it’s Nathan in jeans and a fitted t-shirt. He looks at me, eyes spotting me the instant he walked into the room. They quickly look away as he walks over to Valence sitting on the couch.
 
   Everyone continues dancing around me as I move out of the group and over to him. The look on his face makes me feel uncomfortable. It’s cold yet contemplative.
 
   With no room left on the couch, I move to sit on his lap. He opens his arms so that I can. After I sit, he pulls me to him and leans toward my ear with a pinch of annoyance in his tone. “Why wouldn’t you wake me to tell me you were leaving?”
 
   He was asleep. I didn’t want to wake him. But I have no excuses. I move to speak in his ear. “I was selfish, didn’t think about it. You were asleep.”
 
   He nods. “Okay Tracey.” It’s dull, not really how he feels. I can tell by the impassive tone in his voice. “Go finish enjoying yourself.” He practically pushes me up. 
 
   I shove his hands away stopping him. That’s rude as shit. “Don’t do that, Nathan.” He shakes his head then nods toward the group in the middle of the floor. I shake my head, shrugging, with the ‘fuck it’ expression. I go back over to Carmen and Lana who continue to dance. Some of the guys flock over to him and they talk or whatever they do when guys gather in a group.
 
    
 
   We party, dance, laugh, and loud talk until the light of the morning breaks through the curtains. Everyone leaves the room for their own. I know the moment the door closes to our room, Nathan is going to have something to say.
 
   I walk in first and he follows on my heels closing the door behind him. The couch is moved back to its original spot and the room is cleaned and organized. Not a good sign.
 
   I know it’s coming so I beat him to it. “It wasn’t about me not telling you, Nathan.”
 
   He goes over to the bed taking off his shirt. “It doesn’t matter, Tracey, you had a good time. Now let’s lay back down so we can get back up.” He lies back on top of the comforter with his jeans on.
 
   I climb on the bed too, juggling between pushing the issue and leaving it alone. Because I’m not tired, I’ll push it. “Nathan―”
 
   “Don’t Tracey,” he interrupts.
 
   “Oh my gosh, Nathan, we are not back to that.” I really hate those two words. Don’t Tracey.
 
   He throws his arm over his eyes. “I said it doesn’t matter, let it go.”
 
   I roughly push his arm from his head. “Don’t be an ass.” He looks at me, eyes swirling from night-blue to hazel-brown. “You are mad,” I say, acknowledging the swirl.
 
   His eyes narrow, expressing his annoyance. “I shouldn’t be?”
 
   I sit up on my knees. “No, not really.” I don’t think so.
 
   “I go to sleep with you next to me and wake up with you gone, feeling you too happy. You couldn’t tap me the moment you decided to leave and say, Nathan, I’m going next door to join them.”
 
   “I already told you, it was selfish.”
 
   “That it was.” He throws his arm back over his eyes.
 
   “It’s not like you didn’t know where I was. I don’t get your anger.”
 
   “I’m not angry.”
 
   I push his arm again. “Judging from the changing colors in your eyes, you seem pretty damn angry to me.”
 
   He makes a throaty noise that sounds like a growl. “You are about to make me leave.”
 
   “You’re about to make me upset. You need to calm down.”
 
   “You need to let it go.”
 
   “I’m not the one upset. I’m trying to figure out what made you upset, and you are being an ass about it.”
 
   He looks at me, unaffected and non-caring. “You could have told me you were leaving. That’s why I’m upset.”
 
   “And you don’t want to talk about it?”
 
   “I already talked about it.” Oh my gosh, he is being such a guy right now.
 
   He wants me to say I’m sorry, but I have no reason to apologize. How many times have I awoken to find him gone? Nearly all the damn time. I watch him throw his arm over his eyes again.
 
   “Whatever, Nathan.” I get up from the bed searching for my shoes. I’m not tired, and would rather not lie next to Mr. Attitude. Can’t run, so, I’ll walk around the hotel.
 
   “Don’t lie next to me. Sit on the couch, watch a show, but you’re not going to leave this room.”
 
   I stop searching for my shoes to stare at him. What the hell is his problem? He acts as if there is something going on we need to be cautious of. The only thing is Ann and although she is a threat, she is a threat I can handle. “No, I’m going to give you some time to get over yourself. Call me when you get back up.”
 
   “Tracey,” It’s threatening. His actions and tone suggest there is something he is not telling me. He’s overprotective but not ultra-asshole overprotective when we don’t have anyone to worry about but Ann.
 
   I sit on the couch to put on my shoes after I’ve found them. “Tell me, Nathan.” I see him sit up from my peripheral vision. Seconds tick by. “I’m almost finished tying my shoes and you are only staring at me. You haven’t spoken.”
 
   Suddenly he’s sitting next to me on the couch, moving my hands from my shoestrings. “Just don’t leave this room.” Same deep threatening voice.
 
   “No, I’m leaving so that I don’t set your face on fire.” I avoid looking at him, it will distract me. “And I know you’re keeping something from me. You know how much I hate secrets. Especially when you are acting weird about it.” I stand. “When have you ever gotten upset about me not being next to you when you woke up, about me being gone?” That proves to me how serious this secret it.
 
   He looks up at me, sitting on the couch. “Tracey, I’m asking you not to leave,” he starts calmly in a mellow voice. “I’m not acting weird. I just don’t want you to leave.”
 
   “Why not?” I know he’s hiding something.
 
   He stands and I step back. Nathan insists he doesn’t change my mood or make me forget shit, but I doubt it. He hates it when I’m pissed at him or when I’m sad and there are times I know I don’t just drop some subjects as quickly as I would. But when he gets too close, touches, or kisses me, somehow I become content or the subject changes.
 
   He pushes his hand through his hair, down the back of his head to his neck. He grabs his inner shoulders then lets go saying, “There is nothing, Tracey. I’m sorry, I just got upset. I don’t like that, waking up to you gone and I have to figure out where you are because you didn’t tell me. Or you didn’t wake me up just to let me know you were leaving.” He takes a step forward and I step back again. “I go to sleep next to you, I need to wake up next to you,” he says softly, with another step forward.
 
   I retract and my back hits the wall. “There is something, I know you.”
 
   His next step forward has me pressing my back against the wall, trying to keep away from him. Looking me over, he rests on my lips. “You are right baby, I haven’t been able to find Michael and he is still alive.” 
 
   I knew it. “Why didn’t you just tell me that?”
 
   “And Lana is Lunis’ sister.”
 
   My eyes widen as I yell, “What!”
 
   “Keep your voice down.” He lifts my head by my chin. “I don’t trust any of them, and everyone on earth will die if something happens to you. I do not want anything to happen to you.” He places a gentle kiss to my lips.
 
   I forget to pull back, forget to think, forget to push him to give me more details. Only the feeling of his lips. Only the emotions in the kiss are on my mind.
 
   His hands rest on my waist, gently grasping them. I press mine against his chest and the thought of the feeling of him moving in me fills the empty spaces of my mind. Feeling him that way for the second time in twenty-four hours would be like an unexpected, pleasurably desired gift.
 
   And when my jeans and panties are ripped off and I hear his jeans drop to the floor, I get my gift with a car-sized bow.
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   Walking into the ballroom Roseland stands. “Thank you two for finally joining us. Now that they have arrived we can begin.” 
 
   We take a seat at the table he stood from, along with Natalia, Taylor, Justin, that damn Ann, Little Nathan and Mrs. Waturstrom.
 
   “There was a bomb in the room of Olar and Lana’s, found the day the house caught fire. We believe this to be the reason of the explosion resulting in the loss of our home.” Chatter erupts, echoing through the room. They ask the same questions Roseland did when we told him.
 
   We sat around a table like this one, him, Natalia, and us for two hours. One hour was spent with Roseland asking the same three questions; how, why and who. Then the same three statements of: it doesn’t make sense, I don’t understand, and I can’t figure it out. He went on and on until Natalia cut in saying ‘we will’ and changed the subject. She couldn’t take it so the second hour was spent with her crying and the three of us trying to comfort her. We got nothing accomplished.
 
   “I know it is devastating,” Roseland continues. “I too had the same questions. From today on, while any of you are out, keep your ears open for any leads so we can find out who did this. Today our mother will go out to look at a house she has been considering. Hopefully, we can get out of this hotel in a matter of days.” He sits.
 
   Natalia stands. “I thank everyone for their patience. I apologize to our visitors for this inconvenience. We Newcombs have had our share of enemies in the past and today, but none of them has gone this far. No one has ever come after our home or endangered our entire family.” Her hands start to shake. I take one in an attempt to console her. She wraps her other hand around mine, calming. “I too am in hopes that things work out with this house so that we have a home to return to. For those that will be moving with Nathan and Tracey, there will be space for you permanently however with the guests, space is limited until their departure.” She sits and squeezes my hand before letting it go.
 
   Roseland stands but all the attention is drawn to Olar who rises from his table with a face full of anger. The chair he sat in falls back with how aggressive he rose. He angrily gaits away from Lana whose face is full of sadness and regret. She quickly gets up following, to catch up with him. Everyone watches them as they leave. Once the door closes, a loud crack follows a hard pound from the hall.
 
   Nathan jumps up rushing to the door. I’m right behind him, following him out of the ballroom. Lana and Olar are nowhere in sight but there is a hole the size of my head in the wall by the door.
 
   “What happened?” I ask, following Nathan down the hall.
 
   “Not sure, but I think Lana knows that Olar knows.”
 
   “Olar knows what?”
 
   He slows, speaking quietly. “She is Lunis’ sister.”
 
   “When did we find this out? And why am I just now finding out about this.” Why the hell is Lana Lunis’ sister? Why the hell didn’t I know? And how the hell didn’t Olar know?
 
   “I just told you this, Tracey, and honestly, I’ve known for a while.”
 
   “When did you tell me, and why didn’t you tell when you found out? What’s a while?” I’m not angry, but shocked and irritated by me always being the last to find out these things.
 
   “When we were in the room, before we got heated. And I didn’t want to worry you, I found out around my birthday.”
 
   “Nathan, your birthday was over two months ago and I’m just now finding this out. That is not cool.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Tracey.” No, he is not; he did that shit on purpose.
 
   “What else did you tell me while we were in the room?” Because clearly, I don’t remember us having a conversation.
 
   “I haven’t killed Michael.”
 
   “Well I figured that anyway.” But I don’t remember him telling me that either. “Nathan, did you make me forget?”
 
   He turns a corner. “Not necessarily, just changed the subject.”
 
   Yes, he did make me forget, what an asshole! “That was more than a change of subject. Don’t do that to me, Nathan. Don’t erase things from me. I do not like it and you are going to make me not want to be with you.”
 
   He gives me a dull look. “That will never happen. And I won’t,” he responds indifferently. No feeling lies in his words and it makes me insecure. “They are outside. We won’t get involved, just make sure Olar is cool.”
 
   I follow him out the single door leading behind the hotel. I can hear Olar and Lana shouting from this distance. Olar has a rasp to his voice when he is angry, when it rises, it growls to an extent.
 
   We walk along the side of the hotel finding Olar and Lana at the corner where passersby cannot see. “Olar,” Nathan calmly half-yells with a deep base. “Cool down.” Olar’s complexion transfers between that dark red and his regular ruddy skin tone. Lana looks scared but holds up strong with her shoulder square and her face tight.
 
   Olar steps back from Lana, leaning against the wall, taking deep breaths.
 
   “Olar, I’m sorry. I was going to tell you after things calmed down.” Lana steps toward him.
 
   “Lana, stand back,” Nathan tells her, as we get closer to them. “Let him calm down first.” Olar doesn’t look to be controlling it.
 
   “I need to talk to him.” She looks back at Olar. “I’m sorry, don’t be angry.” She reaches out for him. In a blink, Olar pushes her so hard she flies backward. Nathan catches her before she can hit the ground. Olar is suddenly in front of Nathan trying to snatch Lana from him. Nathan moves Lana behind him and I run to her pulling her away from their brawl. Her body is shaking as she says, “How did he find out?” 
 
   She asks that question… “I don’t think that is the right question, Lana.” I look from her scared face back to Nathan and Olar.
 
   They wrestle, throwing each other against the wall of the hotel. Nathan tries to get a grab on Olar but he quickly disappears and reappears around Nathan pushing him or slamming him against the wall. Each time he finally gets Nathan’s back to him, he turns to vanish or walk to us but Nathan is fast―grabbing him again.
 
   Nathan finally gets Olar pinned with his head pressed against the wall. He has his elbow in the back of his neck. “It’s not that serious, Olar, calm down.” Olar struggles, trying to get out of his grasp. “If you hurt her, you’ll only be hurting yourself. We’ll work this out, just calm down.” The struggle in his voice is strong from trying to hold Olar still.
 
   “Do you think he would try to kill me?” Lana grabs my arm too tightly with her freezing cold hands.
 
   I move my arm from her, rubbing it. I’m not here as her friend, just helping keep her away from Olar. “No, we won’t let that happen. Losing you means losing him. And we don’t want to lose him.” She is just as bad as Ann is, with their secrets. Everyone has all these terrible secrets.
 
   “I am sorry, Tracey.” I’m starting to hate those three words as much as I hate don’t Tracey.
 
   “Yeah, Lana, I’m sure,” I state cynically, watching Olar stop struggling and Nathan step back.
 
   Olar turns around, pushing Nathan from him lightheartedly―as guys would when they are arguing or agreeing to disagree upon something. Olar seems thankful. Nathan steps back from the push throwing his hands up at his sides in a joking surrender, smiling.
 
   “Come on.” I walk to them.
 
   Lana follows closely behind me. “You sure he’s okay?”
 
   “Aren’t you in his head, you should know.”
 
   “I am, but like you can’t hear Nathan, sometimes I can’t hear Olar. We are not open all the time, when we don’t want to be.”
 
   “You can control what your mate can hear?”
 
   “Not in the very beginning but after you bond it becomes easy.” So why in the hell can’t I block out Nathan? I am a damn open book to that boy.
 
   “Right there.” Nathan holds his hand out when we get two feet from them. “He’s not completely down but good enough to talk.” I step away from Lana to his side and he moves us from standing between them.
 
   Neither of them says anything as they stare at each other. Olar’s nostrils flare in fury as his arms fold in front of his chest. “Olar, let me just say I didn’t hold it back from you to hide it. I didn’t want it to make us.”
 
   The muscles of Olar’s neck tighten and loosen irately as he speaks in rage. “If I didn’t find out about it the day we mated, the day we bound, the day everything else about you came to me. You hid it. I was born to be with you, nothing would change that, and nothing would make me feel different.” He leans against the wall breathing. Now calmer, he states, “You holding it back is what makes us.” 
 
   I’ll have to remember to use that line with Nathan, because that is how I feel.
 
   Lana steps to him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to think―”
 
   Rile flooding from his voice he cuts her off saying, “You let me think you were a prisoner there. I put my family at risk, under the impression you were held captive and you couldn’t leave. When at any time you could get up and leave. At any moment you could walk right out the doors to go and do whatever the fuck you wanted to.”
 
   Lana flinches away when Olar cursed. She grabs at her chest before reaching out to him. He pushes her arm down roughly. Nathan leans from the wall.
 
   “I lost my cousin,” Olar growls. “Thinking it was vital to get you out of there because I wouldn’t allow you to stay there as a prisoner.” He moves his hands behind his back as Lana grabs at his shirt, moving closer to him. “You lied to me,” he mutters quietly at her approach. “Led me on, how is that even possible?” At ease, he stares at her with his eyes swirling indigo. It doesn’t look right on him. Taking him in, with lowered brows and the constant pinching of his eyes, I can see this color means he’s hurt.
 
   “I didn’t, Olar. I love you. I didn’t want you to think this was about my family. Or even though we’re mated, your feelings wouldn’t be tangible because you know what I come from.” She slides her hands to the sides of his face near his ears. “I wanted you to know our relationship was genuine and it wasn’t the bond holding us together.” She kisses him and he lets her.
 
   “Come on.” Nathan grabs my hand. “He’s good, we can go.”
 
   “Good.” After we are around the corner, I continue, “Because we need to talk about how you found out.” I take my hand from his.
 
   He nods, conceding. “When we went out for my birthday, this girl Olar used to mess with―the girl we saw at the taco joint―she was drunk and got pissed when Olar told her he had a girl. She insinuated it that night. Neither of us really paid it any attention until, um…” He puts a hand in his pocket as the other rubs down his chin.
 
   “Are you stalling, because this is something else you’ve kept from me or because it makes you uncomfortable?” He pushes the hand from his chin through his hair. “Really Nathan! Until what?” He stumbles. I shake my head. It’s bad. I know it has to be really bad.
 
   “Lunis called my phone and confirmed it by calling her his sister, telling me I took his family and his prisoner.”
 
   “Wait a minute, when did you talk to Lunis and what all did you two talk about. I know he didn’t just call you to tell you Lana is his sister.”
 
   “Nathan! Tracey!” Carmen calls us, saving him from answering my question.
 
   “Yeah,” he quickly answers.
 
   She comes around the corner. “What are you doing over here?”
 
   “Helping Olar,” Nathan answers her.
 
   “Olar is not over here. Let’s go, we’re going to go to the show to watch demons haunt and possess people.” She is too giddy over this demon movie. I’m sure they get a kick out of that.
 
   “Why watch a movie of my reality?”
 
   I punch Nathan’s chest. “You are not a demon, stop saying that. And do not think you are in the clear of answering my question.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

4: Deception
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   “Oh my God!” Carmen blurts out. “That was the scariest movie I’ve ever seen.” Carmen and I screamed throughout the whole movie. Black-eyed women were popping up out of nowhere. Children were possessed walking through bedrooms watching over sleeping people. Oh my gosh, it was the worse.
 
   “Yes,” Carteal starts. “‘Aahh! Ooohh! Aahh!’ That was you and Tracey the entire movie. It wasn’t that bad.”
 
   “Right…and that’s how the couple in front of us ended up with the bucket of popcorn on them. That you were holding,” Carmen snootily states.
 
   We laughed at Carteal when he jumped halfway out of his seat and the popcorn flew out of the bucket onto this couple’s heads. Luckily, they weren’t upset about it.
 
   “Shut up, I only jumped because of the way you grabbed my arm. Scared the shit out of me.”
 
   I laugh. “Right…” I say. “It’s okay to admit you were scared, Carteal, half of the guys in the theater were screaming.”
 
   “I was screaming,” Courtney starts. “But I think it was for a somewhat different reason from why you were.”
 
   “Eeww,” Carman and I exclaim. “That is something that did not need to be shared.”
 
   “I didn’t get it.” Nathan fell asleep, not into it at all. He only became alert when I jumped or screamed.
 
   “You wouldn’t, burdened.” Carmen snorts. “Plus, it’s not like you saw any of it anyway.”
 
   “That…may be true,” he agrees cockily. “Now where do you all want to go?”
 
   I turn in the passenger seat facing him. “I would like some time.”
 
   “Last night and this morning wasn’t enough for you, Tracey?” I reach in the backseat, faster than human speed, punching Courtney’s chest. “Aahh! How the hell do you hit that hard?” He rubs his chest as I sit back down. 
 
   That was embarrassing.
 
   Everyone laughs. “Don’t be embarrassed, Tracey, you were loud.” Nathan smiles, looking at me then back to the road. They all continue to laugh.
 
   “You can get punched too.” I roughly poke his arm. My face has to be redder than an apple and I cannot believe he just entertained that. I smirk, shaking my head. They are all wrong.
 
   “Yeah Tracey, don’t be embarrassed.” And here goes Carmen, about to make it worse. “You sounded better than some of the girls we hear from Courtney’s room.” She barks a laugh. “A classier moan, not slutty or needy at all. But by you repeatedly saying you needed it, pretty much confirmed that.” She pats my shoulder.
 
   I jerk away from her hand, glaring at Nathan cracking up as he tries to look at the road. Enjoying my embarrassment. “The four of you are so wrong.” 
 
   “Good job, Nate.” Courtney brings his fist to the front of the car. “If you can’t hear it, they can’t feel it. Pound me.”
 
   “You better not hit his fist,” I blurt glaring at Nathan looking as if he was considering it. “Put your damn fist away.” I slap Courtney’s hand away. He laughs harder, sitting back. You need to make them stop. Before you can’t feel it.
 
   Nathan laughs harder. You’ll do that to me?
 
   “Yes, end that.” I tell him with a throw of my thumb toward the backseat.
 
   He nods. “Okay Courtney, chill out before I end up like Carteal and not feel anything.”
 
   “Aw Nate, that was low,” Carteal says while Courtney and Carmen sympathetically aaww in his ear. I chuckle happy—the heat is off me.
 
    
 
   “I miss the trail outside your house and the beach. Walking in the sand in the moon light, and the melodic sound of the water washing up the shore as we strolled.” Nathan and I stroll along a paved path near the hotel.
 
   He wraps his arm around my shoulder. “Me too, babe.”
 
   “Have you thought about who would have done it, and how the bomb ended up in Olar and Lana’s room?”
 
   “The bomb could have been anywhere and landed in their room after the explosion. But yes, I have been thinking about it. Frequently. I haven’t come up with anything.”
 
   “So now what?”
 
   He shakes his head. “For the first time in a while I don’t really know.” He shrugs. “Same shit, just a different day. We take it as it comes.”
 
   “You want to tell me about this Lunis conversation?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Then can you tell me?”
 
   He’s silent for a while. “Lunis thinks I took Lana and Olar.”
 
   “And because you did he wants what?”
 
   “Me to replace them.”
 
   “Or?”
 
   “He’ll take you and my mother.” My heart stops beating hearing his words. Then it returns pounding hard in my chest; I can feel it beating in my throat. “Calm down, Tracey. I don’t like it when you panic.”
 
   I’ve stopped walking. I can’t make words.
 
   He stops, facing me. “Come on, Tracey, I’ll take care of it. Calm down, you know I won’t let anything happen to you.” It’s soft and caring. He pulls me into a hug. “Breathe easy baby, I got it.”
 
   “What are you going to do?” I whisper.
 
   “I’ll take care of it, let’s drop it for now. We’ll bring it back up when I have a better answer for you.” I nod, resting my head against his chest. “Come on, keep walking,” he says, with an encouraging rub to my back. 
 
   I let him pull me to walk. “Nathan, please stop keeping things from me.”
 
   “Tracey, some things will hurt you to know.” I don’t know how to respond to that. His voice is too earnest, too careful. “I know a lot you think you want to know, but right now, with everything going on. You really don’t.”
 
   “What could be so bad, Nathan?”
 
   He looks at me with soft honey-colored eyes, they make me feel hurt. I feel him hurt, and I can’t push the issue. Not with those eyes and the tone of voice he’s using. It makes me uncomfortable.
 
   “It’s that bad, Nathan?”
 
   “Not yet, babe. But we can always go visit the beach and walk the old trail,” he says, changing the subject. “We won’t be too far from it. It just want be right in our backyard.”
 
   It takes me a minute to respond to him as I try to dig into his feelings; he’s remorseful, weakened and saddened. I back out responding, “Yeah, I guess so.” I move closer for his comfort. “I just know I can’t wait until I can lay in a bed that belongs to me and paper thin walls are nonexistent.”
 
   He chuckles. “It is in your near future.” He pulls me in front of him, wrapping both arms around me. I fit perfectly as we walk this quiet path.
 
   What’s messed up about the bond is that no matter how upset I am at him, how angry he makes me, the little beat around the bush acts he does that pisses me off—I can’t stay mad, I never want him to leave, and when he wraps me like this, all is well in my good for two seconds life.
 
   His arms hold me tighter. “Do you want to be mad at me?”
 
   “Sometimes. But not right now, not anymore.”
 
   “Good.” He turns me around. “It would make it difficult for nosey neighbors to hear you tonight if you were.”
 
   I smile bashfully. “When did you come without restrictions?” It’s not like him to do that consistently, continuously day after day. I’m not complaining. It’s just not like him.
 
   “I’ve never had restrictions.” He walks making me walk backward. “Didn’t want you to get hooked, and be crazy over me.”
 
   “Well Keith, you had your hooks in me when you helped me from the bed in the nurse’s office. And I watched your eyes swirl into the green-brown that they are now.” I tap his chin. “And I’m already crazy over you. Always have been, always will be.”
 
   “Not as crazy as I am.” He kisses my left hand. “You want to go see what happened with my mother and the house?”
 
   “Yeah, we can do that.” I hope she liked the house, but it doesn’t seem like that is going to get us out of this hotel until we move. He turns us around to head back. A lanky man with broad shoulders and a hatchet face looks at us, blocking our path. He has on a leather jacket with boots and fitted jeans.
 
   “Nate, I need to talk to you,” he says flat from his distance.
 
   I look at Nathan, feeling nothing from him. I’m not sure if the stranger is a threat or family, maybe a friend. But I get nothing; Nathan’s blank, feeling nothing. He looks at me after staring at the man. He doesn’t give me the ‘do not speak’ look, and my discomfort passes.
 
   He doesn’t seem comfortable. “Okay.” He nods, looking at the man. “Let me do something. I’ll be back in a minute.” The man nods. Nathan quickly picks me up, the wind rushes past me and we are at the back door of the hotel. “I’m going to go talk to him. Go to the room with Carmen and I’ll be there in a minute.”
 
   “Who is that?”
 
   “Cesar.”
 
   “What does he want, and who is he to you?”
 
   “He apparently wants to talk and he is something like a friend.”
 
   “What is a ‘something like a friend’?”
 
   “Why are you asking so many questions?”
 
   I stare at him trying to analyze the situation. I get the same calm feeling, nothing. “Okay Nathan, we’ll talk later.” He squints preparing to read my mind. I step back shaking my head, not wanting him to read my thoughts. “I’m serious, it’s fine.” I empty my mind.
 
   He draws his lips to the side, scrunching his eyebrows. “Okay, Tracey, go ahead. If you see Olar, tell him I’m talking to Cesar.”
 
   “Okay.” I walk backward through the door seeing him jog away. I run upstairs to the room we are in, racing to the window to crack it open. Suddenly appreciative of my ears ability to hear everything.
 
   I search the path while I listen for them. Hearing them first. “I hear you are in deep this time.” Cesar is calm and his voice is honeyed―I wouldn’t trust it. I can’t see them but hearing them is good enough. In case Nathan is peeking, I keep my head clear to only what I hear.
 
   “Nah, you know how it is,” Nathan responds gravelly.
 
   “I know how you are and I know what you get yourself into. Don’t let your cockiness dig you in deep.”
 
   There is a pause. “It’s not what you think.”
 
   “You have Lunis, of all people, barking your name. What happened with Roehl? You killed your brother,” he states in disbelief.
 
   “Roehl tried to steal my heart. He infiltrated her and she was choosing him. I do not allow beasts, humans, or creatures of any sort to try to take what is mine. You of all people know that.” There is a pause. “And Roehl was not my brother.”
 
   “And Lunis is after you because you broke out Olar and took his sister for collateral.”
 
   Nathan makes a brittle laugh. “Collateral? Is that what he is calling it?”
 
   “Until you told him that she is a part of your family.”
 
   “She is.”
 
   “She is not your mate I’m assuming, seeing you with that young lady minutes ago.”
 
   “She mated with Olar, while he was there.”
 
   “That is unfortunate.”
 
   “It was, more than you realize.”
 
   “How so?” They come in sight, continuing on the path. Cesar has long hair touching his shoulders. He is a couple of inches taller than Nathan is. He walks off balance, his body smoothly swaying more to the left or right as he steps.
 
   “I lost Scott and my mate lost her friend.”
 
   “Aw…that is bad news. Why didn’t you reach out to me?”
 
   “There was nothing to reach out for.” They stop walking when they come upon a shed in view. They both lean against it with a leg up.
 
   “We had our differences, Nate. But that doesn’t change anything.” Cesar pulls out a flask and drinks from it. “You couldn’t even reach out to me and let me know you mated.” He taps Nathan’s shoulder with the hand he holds the flask, to hand it to him.
 
   Nathan takes it, drinking from it. “I am mated,” he informs, handing back the flask.
 
   Cesar takes it and drinks before saying, “It was her?” He points to the front of Nathan, moving his hand about.
 
   “It is.”
 
   “She was cute.”
 
   “She is.” He nods once.
 
   Cesar drinks again before he hands him the flask. “You don’t have to be standoffish, Nate. I’m here on good terms.”
 
   “I’m not worried about you not being here on good terms.” He drinks. “I’m not standing off. Why are you around?”
 
   “Skeptical?”
 
   “Never.” He drinks again before handing the flask back.
 
   Cesar waves it off, taking another from a pocket inside his jacket. He shows it to him. Nathan nods, bringing back his arm. “I heard about what happened to your house, thought you needed someone to talk to. Someone to have your back when you go after the person that did this. When I asked where you were everyone was willing to provide information about Lunis.”
 
   “Did you happen to hear anything about who blew up my house while you were stalking me?”
 
   They both drink. “I might have a possible lead.” He rubs his hand over his face. “After you tell me what you plan to do, I’ll let you know what that lead is. I’ll also say they don’t know you’re mated or who your mate is. But they have a way of finding out things, and someone in your family may be more vulnerable to give that information than others.”
 
   “Don’t half ass me information. You came back to inform me of something. Inform me of it or leave, don’t fuck with me. I don’t have time to deal with that shit.” He turns the flask up as if it is about empty.
 
   “Nate, I didn’t come back to bullshit you. But I’m not giving you information if you won’t let me help.”
 
   Nathan leans from the shed handing him the empty flask. “I don’t need your help, Cesar.” His eyes are low from the alcohol. He pushes his hand through his hair stretching his neck. “You being back will fuck shit up more. Your meaning of help is different from mine. And I already have someone to talk to.”
 
   Cesar stares at Nathan for a minute, eyes equally low. “Come on, Nate, you’re like a brother to me. You know I can help, even with that Faylaman.”
 
   Nathan leans back against the shed, frustration displaying through his drunken expression. “What don’t you know?”
 
   Cesar turns up the flask and his throat gulps three times before he removes it. “Like I said, Nate, I’m here to help not to hurt. I know I fucked up, let me clear that shit up.” He drinks again. This conversation must be intense to make them drink so much.
 
   Nathan’s eyes rise to my window. I move back so the light doesn’t reflect off my face. “Let me think on that, after you tell me about this lead.” He shakes his head slowly looking back at the ground. I lean forward. He turns his head halfway to Cesar.
 
   Cesar matches his wary glare, and then he looks out and drinks from the flask. “Here.” He hands Nathan the flask and he takes it. “Cynthia.” Nathan freezes―flask mid-way to his lips―for only a second. He shakes his head before drinking from it. “Sage told me. She saw her leaving from there a while back. She is not who blew up the house but a possible why.”
 
   Nathan drinks from the flask again. “Is there more to that?” he hands it back.
 
   Cesar finishes it. “A lot more.” He coughs. “Even involving that Faylaman situation you have encountered. But Cynt has a part in it.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   “Yes, but after you let me know what’s up.”
 
   Nathan discreetly stumbles from the shed walking to the paved path. “I gotta go. I’ll find someone who is willing to share their room with you.”
 
   Cesar nods as he pulls another flask from his back pocket. “Do that. I’ll be here…”
 
   


 
   
  
 

5: Shielding
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Ten minutes later Nathan walks through the hotel room door. I’ve moved from the window to sitting in the middle of the bed flipping through the channels. Trying to look like I was not just spying on him.
 
   “Nosey much?” he asks sarcastically, as he less than saunters his way through the door.
 
   “Drunk much?”
 
   He closes the door, leaning his head against it. “A little.” He roughly rubs his hand down his face, focuses his eyes then walks over sitting next to me on the bed. “I thought I told you to go into the room with Carmen.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “You were eavesdropping.” His voice is guttural, being intoxicated.
 
   “I wanted to know what was going on.”
 
   “You could have waited for me to come back and ask.” He’s mellowed out, but with his calm interrogation, you’d think he’d be upset. He lies across the bed on his left side leaning on his elbow with his feet on the floor.
 
   “And believe what you say? Nah, I’d rather hear it for myself.” I look at him; inebriated deep brown eyes look back at me through his lashes. “Especially with your need to withhold information.”
 
   “Ah, Tracey, don’t do this right now. I told you the things I don’t tell you will hurt you to know.” He grabs my hand nearest him and brings it to his lips. He kisses the back of it, twice. “I don’t want you hurt.” He turns it over. Lifting it, he softly kisses my palm. It sends a chill over me. “I know sometimes I hurt you because I keep things from you. But the things I would tell you will hurt you more.”
 
   I cross my legs Indian style as I turn to him full bodied. “And what would that be?”
 
   He bathes my arm to my face with his eyes, taking forever to make contact with my eyes. I move his head by his chin so he can look at me. He licks his lips and clears his throat. “I…” he pauses. He looks down, shaking his head. “I love you.” He pulls my arm, drawing me closer.
 
   Being closer to him forces me to smell the booze on his lips. “You were drinking.”
 
   He nods acknowledging my comment without responding. His hand pushes up my shoulder to my neck, pulling me closer.
 
   Kissing me, a kiss that feels like longing or maybe like goodbye. Indulging. I taste the alcohol on his tongue. Breathing it in, I pull back.
 
   “What’s wrong?” He moves his hand from my neck down my arm not breaking eye contact.
 
   “You’re strong, Nate.” I also don’t like the feeling I got from his kiss. “You sure everything is okay?”
 
   “Yes baby, everything is fine. Come back.” He moves his index finger in a single ‘come here’ motion.
 
   I go back, ignoring the smell and after taste of alcohol. Again, his kiss is soft, holding more behind it then the need or want to have me. He moves his hand up my neck through the back of my hair as I maintain my balance with my hands out in front of me.
 
   He breathes in deeply, quickly sitting up. He slides his hand past my cheek, pushing his fingers through my hair. His free hand grabs my hand as he intimately kisses me. My heart beats slowly…falling in love with him again.
 
    
 
   A knock loudly sounds from the door.
 
   Mid-kiss, he gets up. “What?” he answers displeased.
 
   “It’s me, Nathan, open the door.” Nathan opens the door revealing Taylor―again.
 
   “What?” he asks for the second time, head tilting to the side. I sit up in the bed.
 
   She welcomes herself in the room. “Are you drunk?”
 
   “Were you invited in?” he asks sarcastically.
 
   “Oh Nathan, be nice.” She perkily walks over to the couch. “I wanted to talk to you two.”
 
   I scoot to the edge of the bed watching Nathan push the door closed and saunter to the bathroom. “Talk to us about what?”
 
   “I saw Cesar in the area.”
 
   “What’s your point Taylor?” Nathan questions irritated from the bathroom.
 
   “What he is doing back around.”
 
   “That’s not your concern.” The water from the sink runs.
 
   Taylor looks at me. “He was drinking?”
 
   Well, duh. I’m not going to answer that. “What’s wrong with Cesar?”
 
   “He’s trouble. He used to run with Nathan and Roehl in Nathan’s bad days. He caused trouble and when things would get bad, he would come around and make them worse. He was closer to Nathan then Roehl but no one from their group should be associated with today.”
 
   I nod hearing her. “What did you need to talk about?”
 
   “I wanted to see if he has heard anything from Mom, they haven’t come back yet.”
 
   Nathan walks from the bathroom. “I haven’t heard anything, and you will excuse yourself.” Taylor stands looking at him as if he is being an ass. He is. I get it, it’s hard for Nathan to forgive her, but he’s working on it. “And make sure you leave your room open for Cesar so he can have some where to sleep.”
 
   She stops mid-way to the door, turning back to Nathan with a small jerk back of her head. “Why am I leaving my room open?” she asks irritably. “You and Tracey have the same amount of space in here.”
 
   “He needs somewhere to sleep, and Tracey and I are not offering our space. You are. Don’t question it.”
 
   “That’s bull shit, Nathan.”
 
   “That’s a lot better than some of the shit you hit me with.”
 
   Taylor’s left eye twitches as she eyes him. Whipping around, she charges off, slamming the door as she leaves.
 
   “That was harsh,” I say, getting up from the bed.
 
   “It was, but if I would have asked, she would have said no.” He leans down to kiss me and there is no reek. “Better?”
 
   I smile. “Much.” I peck his lips. “But I’m not doing anything with you under the influence.”
 
   “I’m not trying to do that to you. I wouldn’t, not like this I mean.” He looks off. “I want to…bad, but I won’t because I might break your ass or something. Maybe take a bite out of you and feed off your pain as I drill deep in you.” My eyes widen as I listen at him. What!? “I won’t do that though. Right now, I want to kiss you, feel your touch, feel your body against mine.” He pulls me closer. “Feel the echo of your heartbeat against my chest. Feel the way I feel to you, how good I make you feel. How good you make me feel when I’m not inside of you.”
 
   “Alcohol makes you soft, Nathan.” I wrap my arms around his neck. “And a little weird, but I like that.”
 
   “I wouldn’t disrespect you by fuckin’ you just to get a nut off.” He smirks. “But I will touch on you.” He grabs my ass. “I’ll touch that too.”
 
   “I’m sure you will.” He scoots down on the wall so that we are eye level. “Why the distance in your kiss?”
 
   He kisses me deep, demanding butterflies erupt throughout my stomach. My breath catches and he pulls back. “It’s still there?”
 
   I gasp for breath. “No.” That loud annoying screech for a ringtone plays.
 
   He moves grabbing it from his pocket. “Yeah.” He brings it to his ear. His voice now is slurred.
 
   “Nathan, are you okay?” Roseland asks on the other end. “You sound intoxicated.”
 
   He rolls his deep brown eyes. After clearing his throat he asks, “Did you call to check on me?”
 
   “No, I need you to inform everyone we are on our way back. We have been visiting at the new house.”
 
   “Okay.” He ends the call. “Do I sound that bad?”
 
   His pupils widen, lessening the brown of his irises. “You didn’t at first but you do now.” His words are slower.
 
   He nods once. “Kiss me again and go in the room with the others.”
 
   “Why do I need to leave?” I step away.
 
   He pulls me back. “I do not want to get out of control.” He pronounces every word.
 
   “I guess you’re working on that right now.”
 
   “A little bit.” He holds his thumb and index finger up, pinching the air. Yeah, he is definitely feeling it. “And my head wants me to hold you and kiss you as you run your fingers through my hair.” He looks down at himself then back up to me. “But my other head wants me to tear off your clothes and seriously lose control. I’m not trying to do that, not like this.”
 
   “Yeah, you are getting worse. I’ll go, come get me when you’ve sobered.”
 
   “I’m going to go out with Cesar.” He lifts his head up to belch. “We’ll be back later.” He moves me back, shouting, “Carmen!”
 
   “Yeah,” she responds, knocking on the door.
 
   “You’ll get that?” he asks. I go to the door, opening it. Carmen looks with expectant eyes. “Stay here with Tracey ‘til I get back.”
 
   “Nathan, I don’t need a babysitter.”
 
   “Didn’t say you did, Tracey.” I walk backward back to him―not willingly. “I don’t like leaving you alone.” He pulls me, pressing me against him, causing the brick in his pants to shove against me. A fire ignites in me, feeling it rub against my butt. “See why I need to go.” He pushes me forward. “And your thoughts always make it worse.”
 
   Carmen walks through the room. “Nathan, can you see?”
 
   He chuckles lightly. “A little bit.” 
 
   Cesar shows up in the doorway. “Hi.” He looks through the room. He mumbles something in slurs. Clearing his throat, he tries again. “Um, you want to go?” He throws his thumb over his shoulder looking at Nathan.
 
   “Yeah. Give me a minute.” Nathan gently pinches my arm getting my attention. “Okay?” he asks softly.
 
   I look into his drunken eyes. “Yeah, Nathan. I suppose so.”
 
   He pats my butt as he moves from the wall. “Okay, I’ll see you in a minute. Carmen.” He says her name strongly.
 
   “I know, Nate. Take yo drunk ass on.” He flicks her off on his exit. “You don’t like being around Nathan when he’s drunk?”
 
   I sit on the bed. “I’ve never been around Nathan when he was drunk. Today is the first time.”
 
   She sits beside me. “Hum, it doesn’t happen often and mostly when it does they are all together. They get crazy and I leave.”
 
   “Crazy?”
 
   “Yes, reckless crazy but nothing dangerous. Just guys being guys.”
 
   “It doesn’t bother me, he’s better than I thought he would be.” I shrug. “But knowing that he knows he is unpredictable, I don’t have a problem with him leaving.”
 
   A soft knock sounds from the door. I get up, opening the door to a red-eyed Lana, face streaked with tears. Be kind Tracey, I tell myself. “Hey Lana, everything okay?”
 
   “Olar left with Nathan and a friend.” She walks forward causing me to move to the side as she lets herself in.
 
   “Come on in, Lana,” I say throwing my arm in a welcome motion after she has already passed. I push the door closed then sit on the couch since she has taken up my spot on the bed.
 
   Lana isn’t usually this comfortable. She is very proper and shy watching her speech. She’d usually stand whenever we are around unless we are at a family meeting. Now she’s loosened. Shoulders slumped, head held low. “Nathan and their friend already looked to be under the influence, I know Olar is going to be the same way shortly.” She rubs her hands on her pants. “He is upset, but has no choice but to accept me.”
 
   “Um.” Carmen stands from the bed. “Tracey, come over here and talk to Lana. The sympathetic role is not my specialty,” she mumbles from the corner of her mouth in a whisper as she pulls me up. I give her the ‘no’ look with wide eyes and a tight jaw.
 
   She pushes me roughly to the bed. I stumble forward. Lana looks at me with the saddest amber eyes, full of confusion. “Hi, Lana.” I’m at a loss for words. I grab her hand. It’s moist. I let it go. That’s nasty.
 
   She rubs her palms over her pants. “I’m sorry. I get sweaty palms when I’m upset or nervous.”
 
   “Eww,” Carmen blurts disgustedly from the couch. “Maybe you should work on that.”
 
   I whip around shooting her a disapproving look. “Could you be anymore insensitive?” She turns up the right side of her upper lip disgustedly, looking away from me. I look back to Lana. “It’s okay. It’s how I feel when people see my black palm.”
 
   “Sorry I intruded. Can I stay in here with you all?”
 
   I don’t trust Lana, but my instincts say I should, considering looking at her my eyes hasn’t demanded the film to cover them. “Yes that’s okay, Lana. Olar is going to be okay, he’ll understand later. After he is able to vent it off his chest, let it out by losing control.”
 
   “I understand that I think. My problem is that I can’t take him feeling like this because of me.”
 
   “I know you know Olar a little better than me. But Olar deals with things differently. He doesn’t manage his anger. He handles it. A little gruesome that Olar is, but it may be a good idea for you to stay here if he comes back boozed out.” I chuckle, “Wouldn’t want him to rip off your head or something.”
 
   Carmen snorts a laugh and Lana looks concerned. “I don’t see the joke in that.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say. I probably shouldn’t joke like that.
 
   “I’m not. Not saying Olar is going to rip off your head or anything. But the fact that she said it is pretty damn hilarious.” Carmen is beyond free spirited; the perfect word for her would be R.U.D.E.
 
   “Carmen, cool it. It’s the worst when your mate feels disappointed or upset with you.”
 
   She muffles her laugh. “Okay, I’m going to go. This stuff is not for me.”
 
   Absolutely not! “Um, no just be more sympathetic.” She will not leave me in here alone with Lana. I turn on the TV as Carmen sits back down.
 
   We sit around the room watching The Notebook, such a beautiful love story. And Dear John.
 
    “Savannah is a fool.” Carmen is beyond upset, forgetting it was just a movie. “She could have still been there for the sick guy and had hotness on a golden stick.”
 
   “What’s that guy’s name?” Lana asks trying to catch up. Sometimes, I really believe she has lived in that room we rescued her from her entire life. Dead…to the outside world.
 
   “Channing Tatum. Or as I like to call, ‘Hotness on a Stick Served on a Silver Platter.’”
 
   “Carmen, cool down. Don’t want to get those juices flowing in the bed I have to sleep in.”
 
   “Well, change the channel.” I laugh at her, changing the channel as the door opens.
 
   Why don’t they knock or use a key? The three of them; Nathan, Olar, and Cesar stumble their way in the room. Lana lays back covering her head with the cover as Olar walks over to her.
 
   I’m lying at the foot of the bed and Nathan walks to me kneeling down so we’re eye level. I move back smelling him, reeking of booze. 
 
   He clears his throat and in slurs says, “We are going to stay out. I wanted to let you know because I wasn’t coming back.” He pauses then adds, “Tonight.”
 
   I jerk my head back in confusion, why add on the tonight. When else would he be referring? His eyes are less than half-open. If I tried to have a conversation with him, it would probably be useless. “Okay, Nathan, I’ll miss you. Come to me when you are…better.”
 
   Cesar walks, no, stumbles to Carmen. “I only came over,” he sounds suave, “because everyone had a guy in their face but you.” Carmen and I laugh. “I wanted to fill that void. Hi, I’m Cesar.” He puts out his hand for her to shake it. “And you are?” She looks at me and I shake my head for her not to take it.
 
   A warm desperate finger glides along my jawbone, distracting me from Carmen. I turn back to ‘kissable lips’ Nathan. He stares at me, softly pinching my chin between his thumb and index finger. “You’ll kiss me goodbye?”
 
   “What is it with you and this feeling of goodbye?” I ask quietly so only he could hear me.
 
   “Will you?”
 
   I whisper my affirmative, concerned by his solemn request. He leans in, kissing me. But when he pulls back, he takes my heart with him. It affects me in an odd way, makes me feel completely empty. I’ve never felt this way. He feels gone yet he sits in front of me. I need him to hold me, tell me he loves me, to cling to me like I want to do to him.
 
   “Come here.” He pulls me as I move off the bed to sit beside him. Wrapping his huge arm around me, he kisses my shoulder that was once hurt. “I love you, Tracey.” He interlocks our fingers. “And I need you more than you need me.”
 
   “That’s bull shit and you know it!” Olar shouts.
 
   We jump up from the floor. Olar yanks Lana from the bed. She looks like his grip on her hurts. “Olar, stop,” she yells, struggling from his grasp.
 
   Nathan tries to separate them. Olar shoves him, sending him through the wall by the door.
 
   I start to run to him but he puts his hand out, telling me he’s okay. He stands from the floor, coming back through the hole. I turn to Olar. “Olar, it’s Lana. Calm down.” I rush to them pulling Lana from him. He gives me a devilish look. It scares the shit out of me. Lana grabs my shoulders from behind me.
 
   Nathan grabs Olar by his neck, “Come on, we are going to go.” Olar shakes him off and stalks out of the room. Nathan watches him before turning back to me.
 
   I go to him. “Lana should stay here tonight. I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   “Or the afternoon,” Cesar adds, walking from the room.
 
   “The morning. Lana, you are okay?”
 
   “I’m fine Nathan, thank you.”
 
   “He’ll be together tomorrow. Just give him a little space to figure out his thoughts.” He looks at me, nodding his head toward the door. I follow him out. “Olar is pissed,” he says after we get on the other side of the door. “And with the hole in the wall you all should go next door now.” His eyes are barely open and the wall is holding him up.
 
   “Okay, Nathan, why don’t you go sleep that off.”
 
   “I plan too. See you in the morning.” He heads off down the hall.
 
   I walk back in the room. “Okay, we are moving to Carmen’s room since we cannot sleep in here with the hole in the wall.” I point to the Nathan-sized hole.
 
   We move to Carmen’s room, Carteal is not in here. Lana takes one bed crying herself to sleep and Carmen and I take the other.
 
   “She is really hurting. Is it really that bad?” Carmen asks.
 
   Lana whimpers in her sleep. “It is sometimes. Depending how upset they are. And Olar is beyond pissed at her.”
 
   “Because she did what?”
 
   It’s not my place to tell, I don’t feel right telling Lana’s business. “Not quite sure. But whatever it is, it’s serious. Been going on all day. I’m going to sleep, I can’t take it.” I lay on the mattress throwing the pillow over my head to block out the sound. Sleep never comes.
 
   


 
   
  
 

6: Some things hurt to know
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   “What are you going to do about fixing the wall?” Nathan has been talking to me in between phone calls. I ask a question and wait five to ten minutes for an answer because he needs to answer the phone.
 
   He rambles on the phone about the office they opened a few months ago in Washington. They need him there but he can’t go right now. From what I’ve been picking up, Roseland is going to go and bring things together.
 
   With the type of life that he lives, I still cannot see how he had the time to manage a business before me. And clearly, after me, he has no time.
 
   “I’m sending him up there tonight. Please excuse my absence.” The person on the other line says something along the lines of this is very important and thanks him. They say goodbye and he throws the phone on the bed. He looks at me. “Huh?”
 
   “I asked what you are going to do about fixing the wall.”
 
   “I’m not going to worry about it. The hotel will charge us for it. Since our mother has decided to move into that house, more rooms will become available and we’ll move into another room.”
 
   “Or, we could move into our house.”
 
   “I’ll call and rush the process.” He’s moving a mile a minute. The phone hasn’t been away from his ear since he woke up this morning. “Toss me my phone.” I grab it, throwing it to him. “When is the last time you talked to your parents?” he asks catching it.
 
    “I’ll call them now.” I get off the bed walking over to my bag. Finding my phone, I dial my mom’s number. It rings to the voicemail. I wait five seconds before calling back. Again, it rings to the voicemail.
 
   I dial my dad’s number. “Hey, Ladybug.”
 
   “Hey Dad, haven’t heard from you. Where is Mom?”
 
   “She has been at the new house organizing and decorating.” Dad’s new position makes it so that my mom doesn’t have to work. He loves it, she hates it.
 
   “I called her, she is not answering.”
 
   “She may not have her phone on her. When she sees it, I’m sure she will give you a call back. How are things?”
 
   “Things are fine. Natalia has found a new house and everyone is leaving later.”
 
   “When are you all supposed to move?”
 
   “Not today or tomorrow.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yes, I just don’t like sleeping in a hotel. It’s not familiar and it makes me uncomfortable.”
 
   “I know what you mean, Ladybug. You are not sharing a room with Nathan are you?”
 
   “Well Dad, thanks for answering. I’m going to wait for Mom to call me back. Love you, bye.” I end the call before he can say anything else. There was no way we were getting into that conversation.
 
   I send my mom a text, telling her I called and I love her.
 
   I put my phone down looking at Nathan pace the floor, phone in hand. That worry line that rests above his eyebrows is back. The other day he got so drunk, it lasted until the next day. I had to go a full eighteen hours without seeing him, waiting for it to wear off. All yesterday he couldn’t leave me, I couldn’t take it.
 
   The person on the other end of the phone says something about they will get as much work done as they can. To move in by the end of the week the basement will not be finished but if he wants, they can work on it after we move in. The basement is supposed to be Little Nathan’s area. “That’s fine,” Nathan tells him. The man replies and Nathan hangs up. “Two more days?”
 
   “I have no choice.”
 
   The phone beeps in his hand. He looks at it. “I need a computer ASAP. There is no way I can do all I need to from this phone.”
 
   “Two more days,” I mock annoyingly.
 
   He glares at me. I smile. “And you tell me not to be an ass.”
 
   “You are ready to move just as much as I am.”
 
   He crosses the floor to me “Yes. I am.” The phone rings. He backs away, answering it, as soon as he makes it in front of me. “I know. I understand, however I am unable to leave at this moment. I am sending Roseland in my place.” The person on the other line rejects him and practically begs―a more professional way of begging―him to come. He sits on the couch entertaining the person with ‘I’m sorrys’ and ‘I knows’.
 
   He wants to go; I can see it in his face. But I’m not telling him to leave, at least not until we get out of this hotel.
 
   Someone knocks on the door roughly, three times.
 
   I answer the door. Cesar is very cryptic with a confidential attitude. His eyebrow bone covers his eyes shadowing them. He has a full goatee from his side burns to his chin, covering most of his cheeks. It is very thick and annoys me when he scratches it. It’s in the way he looks at me, it makes me suspicious. I’m not uncomfortable around him, but skeptical.
 
   “Hey Tracey, can I come in?” he asks, pointing over my head in the room.
 
   Something else that makes me skeptical is that every time he talks to me I have to get permission from Nathan to speak back to him. Every day is like this. With other men, it’s a one and done, but not with Cesar. 
 
   I turn to Nathan still on the phone. “Nathan,” I call. He looks at me and nods.
 
   I turn back to Cesar when he asks, “So can I?”
 
   “Yes, Cesar,” I say halfheartedly. “Come in.” I move from the doorway. He strolls in and takes up the spot next to Nathan. The cowboy boots he wears all the time tap the floor to a lopsided beat.
 
   I close the door. “Tracey, I―”
 
   “Nathan, if you are going to say the words go and Washington, I don’t want to hear it.” I turn to look at him leaning on the door with a straight face. I already know what he’s going to say.
 
   “Just for a couple of days, we will go and come back.”
 
   We? “We will go?”
 
   “Yes, I can’t leave you here.” His eyebrows scrunch in confusion. He turns to look at Cesar as if he just now noticed him. “What do you want?” 
 
   “We need to talk.”
 
   “Talk about what?” I interject.
 
   “Calm down, Tracey,” Nathan says. “I’ll talk to you after I talk to her.”
 
   Cesar slouches down in the couch getting comfortable. “Got it.”
 
   Nathan’s left eyebrow raises as the corner of his mouth turns up disgustedly. “Get the hell out.”
 
   Cesar laughs, standing from the couch. “You must be more important than me,” he utters in a hoarse voice as I move from the door so he can leave.
 
   “Come here.”
 
   I go over to him, sitting on the arm of the couch. “I’m cool with us going to Washington, but not you.”
 
   “Okay, we leave in four hours.”
 
   What!? “Four hours from now?”
 
   “Yes, we leave so we can come back.”
 
   “Okay, what will I be doing while you’re working?”
 
   “You’ll be with me. We have family there but I wouldn’t leave you with them. So…you will watch me work, rub my shoulders, and bring me sandwiches.”
 
   I scrunch my face quizzically. “What?”
 
   “You don’t want to bring me sandwiches or you don’t want to rub my shoulders.”
 
   I chuckle. “I’ll do either, just wasn’t expecting for you to say that.”
 
   “Unless you want to do something else. But I need to go before they blow up my phone with calls, begging me to come.” I nod when he looks at me to agree. “If I go talk to Cesar are you going to find a way to listen?”
 
   “Yes,” I answer without hesitation. “I need to keep up with what new information he informs you of.”
 
   “I don’t believe everything he says. But some things I can’t deny.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “My aunt. Her betraying us. Why would she need to bring humans into this? What would be the point? What would be her purpose? It’s the only thing that doesn’t add up. To put our family at risk?”
 
   “Where has she been anyway?” She doesn’t live at the hotel like everyone else.
 
   “She’s staying at Carmen’s house.”
 
   “So, like, are you going to ask her about it?”
 
   His phone rings again. The number has no name. This particular number has called all night last night and has been calling for the past few months. He presses the volume button on the side cutting off the ringer but not ignoring the call. “I’m not going to talk to her about it until I get more information.”
 
   “Why does that number keep calling you, and you don’t answer?”
 
   “What did your dad say when you called him?”
 
   My head falls in disappointment and a hint of anger. He makes me so upset when he does that. I get up from the couch walking over to the bed. “Go talk to Cesar. Come get me when it’s time to go.”
 
   I don’t have to look to know he’s right behind me. I feel the heat from his body. “Are you going to answer me?”
 
   “No Grim, leave me alone.” I only call him that to get under his skin. He hates it.
 
   “That’s harsh.”
 
   “Tell that to the scythes and eye of death on your back. Mr. I’m going to play Tracey out of her question.”
 
   “I didn’t play you, I avoided it.”
 
   “Well thanks for being honest.” I roughly brush off his hand he placed on my shoulder.
 
   “Tracey, don’t make me get you off before we leave, to rid you of this attitude.” His voice is deep and modulated―seducing even.
 
   “Are you threatening me with sex?” I ask, insulted.
 
   He turns me around by my shoulder. “Are you intimidated?” His eyes swirl into that fall in love with him deep forest green, the same brown circling his pupils. He bites the corner of his lip as his eyebrow rises. My heart speeds but my resolve remains intact. I kiss him.
 
   Well…I thought my resolve was remaining intact.
 
   I step away. “I am not intimidated.” Hold it together Tracey. “Just enraptured and unable to turn away from temptation.”
 
   “My temptation?”
 
   “Maybe.” I close my eyes so he can stop distracting me with his face. “So, the phone call.”
 
   “Don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “You don’t have a choice.” He moves and I open my eyes. He’s no longer in front of me. “It’s Lunis isn’t it?”
 
   He goes to his bag sitting on the right side of the bed. There is this wall-sized painting on the wall of that side of the bed, depicting a path in the forest. Red and yellow leaves cover the ground of the path and the rays of the sun are painted through the trees perfectly. He stands in front of it. Placing himself in the portrait.
 
   “It is, Tracey, but I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “Why do you get to choose what you want to talk about?” My voice rises. I didn’t mean for it to come out with such hostility. I wanted it to come out calm and mellow, like it doesn’t bother me as much as it really does.
 
   He stares at me, also shocked by the tone of my question. “Are you upset about this?”
 
   “Are you oblivious to my real feelings?” It comes out just as harsh before he can finish his question. I don’t look at him but fiddle around in my already packed bag, looking for nothing. He does not respond for a while. “And get the hell out of my head if I can’t be in yours,” I mumble.
 
   “Tracey, it’s not that serious.”
 
   “Or maybe you just don’t see how serious it is.”
 
   “How serious is it, Tracey?” he questions in a dead tone. Totally not taking me serious.
 
   I look at him. He’s looking away from me. I calm myself before I speak, not wanting to argue but wanting to get my point across. “I don’t like that, Nathan. You get to pick and choose what you want to tell me or include me on and I’m not offered the choice.”
 
   “You were offered the choice.”
 
   “You know what I mean. I don’t get to choose to tell you what I want. You know everything the moment it pops in my head. But for you, I’m stuck with what pops out of your mouth.”
 
   “You can’t take everything in my head, Tracey.” It holds no anger or annoyance.
 
   “I can take anything.”
 
   “Tracey, you can’t. You need to let it go,” he says subtly, not looking at me.
 
   “You know what Nathan, knowing you are into that keeping shit from me and erasing shit from me. You make me regret that choice.” Hurt rushes over me. I immediately regret the words that slipped from my lips without thinking first. I meant them but I didn’t mean for them to sound as heartless and as insensitive as they did.
 
   He looks at me with narrow eyes. “Are you serious?” he mutters darkly, giving me goose bumps.
 
   “You should know,” I say low, this time aware of what I’m saying. Although it doesn’t hurt any less.
 
   “I’m going to leave. I’ll be back in less than an hour so we can go.”
 
   “Don’t leave, Nathan, just understand,” I say to his back as he approaches the door.
 
   He whips around. “No Tracey, you need to understand!” I jump back from the rage in his voice. 
 
   “Understand what?” I ask with narrowed eyes.
 
   He turns to the door, throwing his hand behind him―shooing me. “Nothing.” 
 
   I rush to him grabbing his arm that reaches for the door handle. “Don’t nothing your way out of this. Tell me or leave me alone.” I can always tell my dad to get me a ticket and move to Tennessee.
 
   He chuckles humorlessly. “You can’t. Not even if you really wanted to.”
 
   I hatefully scowl at him. He is such an asshole. That was so fucking low.
 
   “Don’t dish that shit if you can’t take it.”
 
   I push his chest and he doesn’t move but I’m forced to take a step back from my own power. That pisses me off more. “Fuck you, Nathan.”
 
   “Tried that too, but you weaseled your way out of it.” A smirk appears and I want nothing more than to punch it off his flawless face. Instead of hurting myself, I open the door, hitting him with it.
 
   He is such a fucking asshole. That shit was not necessary. Treating me like that, considering what I am to him, is cruel.
 
   “Tracey!” he calls my name deeply—the way I hate―demanding and exigent―from down the hall.
 
   My fast paced walking has gained me some distance from the door of the room and the door of the stairwell. I ignore him. He will not hyper speed his way to me because of the cameras in the hall, so I’m in the clear. That is, until I see him standing in front of the door to the stairwell.
 
   I throw my head back looking at the ceiling, not sure if I should be upset with God or the devil. I move over to the wall and kick it. I’m not going to play chase the cat, running up and down the hallway trying to get away from him. “Just leave me alone, Nathan.”
 
   “Come here, Tracey.”
 
   “Fuck you, Nathan.”
 
   “Come. Here. Tracey.”
 
   “I’m not.” Keep my distance, keep my anger, keep my head.
 
   He walks across the hall to the wall I’m leaning on but doesn’t come down to me. “That shit was rude, I’m sorry.”
 
   I widen the distance taking a few steps in the opposite direction of him. “Don’t worry about it, Nathan. You don’t want to be complete with me, you don’t want to be true. I’ll give you some time to think about it.”
 
   “Don’t talk about leaving me, Tracey. Don’t talk about being away from me.” His voice is low, flooded in sorrow.
 
   I look at him, his eyes are black, matching his voice. My eyes question his…
 
   Everything is content, my life is okay even with the bad; Lunis, humans suspected to have blown up the house, Ann with mischievous intentions. Everything right now with me is okay.
 
   But nothing…nothing is as devastating, challenging, unfathomable, or destroying as his next words.
 
   From his distance he barely utters, “I’m leaving…you.” His black eyes spill the hurt and the truth in his words. Along the remorseful feeling he gives me… I know it’s true. “I have to.”
 
   I feel the beat of my heart stop. A lump grows in my throat and burns as I try to swallow it down. I feel nothing but the shell that surrounds my unresponsive heart vibrate from me breathing, which is also a struggle.
 
   He walks up to my frozen body taking the sides of my face. “Some things…will hurt to know.” His black eyes look deeply into mine. “And hurt more to tell.”
 
   “Doubt it,” I say in a boneless whisper, sounding as if I have lost all means to speak. This explains the distant kisses, our daily moments, and his sudden hostility over me leaving or being away from him. I clear my throat trying to remove the lump. It doesn’t budge. “Take it away,” I respond with whispered air. My voice leaving me. “I don’t want to know.”
 
   He steps back. “What do you suppose I do, Tracey? When the day comes, get up and leave. Or go through this again. Feel this again.” His voice lowers. “It was better the first time I told you.”
 
   I stare at him, letting my eyes ask the question.
 
   “After I hung up from Lunis you heard me talking to him. I told you everything and you had a panic attack. You knew I was going to go and it devastated you. But you were sad as shit and as usual I was selfish. So I took away the conversation.”
 
   I nod, the lump in my throat growing larger. I’m too hurt to cry but I want to, I want to let go of the hurt. But nothing comes, no anger, no tears, no sobs, and no breath. Only hurt. “Nathan, I do not want to know.” My eyes tighten but no tears form.
 
   “Tracey, you asked me to know. You know now and you want me to take it away. Only for us to continue with this back and forth like we have been. You knowing something is up and force me to tell you. You wanna do this until the day I leave?” He’s leaning against the wall across from me, avoiding looking at me. “You are not the easiest person to hide things from.”
 
   “So you can be selfish and I can’t,” I answer in another whisper. I know once the lump explodes so will I. “You choose what you want to tell me and when. What to leave in and what to take away.” My throat hurts worse. I grab it. “But what I want…” I croak, shaking my head. “I thought I had been selfish only caring about Tracey. But that, Nathan, is beyond selfish. It’s non-caring.”
 
   I turn to walk away. He appears in front of me. “Tracey.” He grabs my arm. “I care.”
 
   “Get away from me, Nathan,” I whisper hurtfully. “I can’t―”
 
   “Tracey―” He cuts me off.
 
   I stop him. “No Nathan, let me go.” I gently take my arm from his hand. “I don’t want to be around you right now.”
 
   I walk off down the hall, back in the direction of the room. Though, I have no intentions of going to the room. The lump won’t move and it hurts when I talk. If my eyes work and my legs move, I’m okay. I can’t hear and the hall shakes but I know I’m moving and if I do not focus on the inconveniences in my walk, I can manage it. He doesn’t follow me. He may call me but I hear nothing.


 
   
  
 

7: Visitors
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   “We are looking for someone who can manage the floors during the day time. An end of the month accountant and an around the clock security guard.” The receptionist or maybe coordinator, I’m not sure, has been talking since we got here. She picked us up from the airport talking about what they need and now as we walk through the office building she goes over who they need. This is the longest pause she has taken.
 
   “Who is working on that?” Nathan asks following behind her. We are going to the office they designated for him and Roseland. Roseland will come up after we leave.
 
   “No one.”
 
   He stops. I stumble beside him from his abrupt stop. “No one?” he questions stunned, as a boss would question their employees who just gave their boss some damaging news.
 
   “Everyone has been…” she uncomfortably pauses. Her eyes search the walls for the word. She finally finishes her thought. “Overwhelmed.” I forgot her name after she told me. She is tall, almost Nathan’s height with her six-inch heels. Her skin is tight and her French roll is pulled tight. She wears a nude-colored skirt-suit that goes well with her dark skin and she carries herself professionally. 
 
   Nathan continues walking. She moves, quickly gaining her space back in front of him. “What else?” he asks.
 
   “There is paperwork, seven to eight stacks that need to be reviewed and signed. There are five more positions that need to be cleared and seventeen messages for you or Roseland that require immediate responses. There are…” she goes on and on. I turn my attention to other things as she rambles.
 
   The office space as a whole is big. I’ve never been to the one back home so I have nothing to compare it to. We enter a spacious office with double doors. It’s big enough for when needed, but not too big considering no one will be in here the majority of the time. There are two desks spaced even apart that sit in the two far corners of the room facing the entrance.
 
   “Tracey, would you like anything to drink?” she asks me.
 
   “No, thank you,” I say sweetly.
 
   “Okay, buzz me if you need anything.” I return her kind smile and she leaves.
 
   Nathan walks over to the desk with all of the stacks of papers. He plops down in the chair and roughly rubs his hand down his face. I sit at the other desk turning on the computer. There are four big windows with curtains pulled back on each side of them. It’s cloudy here today.
 
   Bookshelves are against the wall in front of us―same as the door―with paperweights and books like dictionaries and encyclopedias. There are two big chairs in each corner of the room that faces the desk. Beside the chairs are side tables with little heaters.
 
   My phone vibrates. I’ve grown to hate ringtones thanks to Nathan. “Hey Mom!” I answer excitedly. “Where have you been?”
 
   “Hi honey, this phone gets the worst signal. How are you? How’s Nathan. How’s the house? Oh, how is his mom? Is she better?”
 
   “I’m fine.” As I’ll be for right now. “Nathan is good.” As he is for right now. “We are in Washington for the building he opened here and hopefully when we come back the house will be ready. Natalia is much better, she found a house ready to move in and they are moving in today.”
 
   “That’s good, I’m sure they will be happy to get out of that hotel.”
 
   “Yes, them and me.”
 
   “You have never been an away from home kind of person, honey.”
 
   “I’m still not. Sleeping in a hotel feels wrong. Like I am cheating on my bed with another bed.”
 
   My mom laughs. “I only like hotels when I want to get away. But when you have nothing to get away from or if what you’re getting away from comes with you, it’s futile.”
 
   “I want to sleep in my bed and have space to walk around. But enough about me, how is the house there?”
 
   “It’s the size of our old home. But there is no younger version of me walking around talking to herself, or lying across the family room sofa.”
 
   “Oh Mom, I miss you too.” I hear her sniffle. “Don’t do it, Mom. I love you and I miss you.”
 
   “I miss you too, Tracey, I’m going to go,” she says through a shaky voice. “I love you.”
 
   “Love you too, Mom. Talk to you later.”
 
   “Okay honey, bye-bye.” I pull the phone away and watch the call end.
 
   “You okay?” I look at Nathan speaking to me but looking back and forth from a paper to the computer. “Your Mom okay?”
 
   I’m not talking to him, not conversations anyway. One word answers, three words statements, and two to five words questions is all he gets from me. “Yep.”
 
    I look at my phone going through my contacts considering calling some of my old friends. Me being a bitch to them after Glen left keeps me from reaching out. They called and I ignored their calls until they stopped calling. What type of person would I be to reach out to them now, just to have someone to talk to? Once I’m not bored, I would not call them anymore.
 
    
 
   I surf the web, entertaining myself with blogs; the ‘CrashMyParty’ entertainment blog, ‘EscapeNBooks’ book blog, and one blog I came upon was full of hot guys that were all half-naked, some totally naked. Probably stayed on there too long because Nathan got up and turned off the monitor.
 
   I cut it back on leaving the ‘Can’t Get Enough’ blog to ‘Who I am’ blogs—which had some entries that were extremely sad. I read too many stories and saw too many pictures and videos. Nathan pulled me from that by cutting off the monitor again.
 
   I didn’t realize how enraptured by it I was until I wiped my cheek, feeling the moisture from tears that had fallen. What made it so sad was many were kids like twelve and fourteen with the saddest life stories. I move from the computer to the chair that sits across from the desk Nathan sits in. I’m bored.
 
   I ball up, getting comfortable in the chair watching him work until my eyes grow heavy and I doze off.
 
    
 
   Black turns into grey. The grey I see in the darkness when the film covers my eyes helping me see. The sound surrounding me is muffled. Small pecks turn into distant voices. What sounds like Mrs. Waturstrom tells someone, “She’s here, around this corner.” 
 
   She who?
 
   I’m kneeling on the side of a brick building. Another brick building is in front of me. I move my hands, feeling blades of grass graze against my palms. They walk closer to me, taking their time with each step. I hold my ground. I would run, but run from what? I stand from the grass, readying myself for anything.
 
   “After this you are clear. But remember, even with a cleaned path, you’ll continue to possess a dirty conscience.” A dark malicious voice speaks sternly with a French accent. That voice makes me want to run.
 
   It is too late.
 
   They come around the corner spotting me immediately.
 
   I take a step back. The man looks half-dead, demonic in a way that wrongly looks like he’s been brought back to life. In the grey, it’s hard to see his complexion or make out the color in his eyes. But his hair is slicked back, resting at the back of his neck. Parts of his face looks decayed and he is overtly thin. He is tall with a stance that fearfully demands awareness when he stills. 
 
   “There, that is her. Call them off. Everyone!”
 
   He looks at her, turning his head slowly. “You, charlatan. Do not demand anything from me.” Moving slowly, he turns his head back to me. “I make my own decisions.” It’s not that he scares me but the way he looks is disturbing.
 
   “But you said―”
 
   “I know what I said.” His voice rises. “You did what you thought would get you what you wanted. To give what you prize the most must be worth your need.” His voice lowers. “I will call them off. But after I make sure I have gotten all that I require.”
 
   She looks at me, her eyes show strength and confidence. I smile at her, not sure why, my mouth just smiles what I think is a brittle grin. “Leave,” the half-dead man orders. “Go check on your family.” He moves slowly, everything he does seems premeditated. From his words to the movement of his mouth.
 
   He turns back to me, taking a few steps forward. I step back not wanting the distance between us to get any smaller. “You will rush back to the family that brought you to me?”
 
   I do not understand what that means.
 
   “You are special, the ability of sight is something not to be taken lightly. Seeing what others cannot will give power beyond all means. Most take seeing as greater than knowledge. To see is to know.” He reaches out his hand. “Come, let me show you things not yet seen.”
 
   His voice remains venomous, dark, holding authority. I must take too long to grab his hand because he moves it back to his side, the sleeves of his cloak cover it. He walks forward faster now. I take two steps backward before turning around, sprinting in the opposite direction of him. Another of him appears in my running path, I skid to a stop to avoid colliding with him. Turning to my left—another, on my right—he’s there too. And behind me, I feel his presence closer than it should be.
 
   I’m surrounded.
 
   A loud scream, a high-pitch screech rings in my ears. In front of me, the half-dead man’s mouth is open, spreading wider than it should. My eyes widen at the scene. Something grabs my neck, maybe skinless, muscle-less fingers―bones. The one to my front jumps toward me, inside of me with evil in his eyes.
 
    
 
   I lurch forward panting, I wasn’t scared a second ago but I am beyond frightened now. My clothes are wet and Nathan is standing over me. I thought I jumped up but my body is lying flat. I can’t move. Everything but my eyes feels like it is being held down.
 
   “You are lying in a bed. I’ve been trying to wake you up for the past four hours.”
 
   I can’t move.
 
   “I know, I couldn’t do anything until you woke up.”
 
   Okay, do something. I’m awake.
 
   “This will hurt,” he starts. “I need to possess you. Fight off the demon.” I roll my eyes not wanting whatever pain he promises.
 
   Okay, just do it. My eyes close, not by me. I immediately see the half-dead man Nathan is referring to as a demon. He opens his mouth like he did in my dream. My muscles contract. The muscles all over my body tighten and my brain feels like it is bleeding. I can’t cry out, can’t grit my teeth. It’s as if I’m paralyzed but feeling all the agonizing pain.
 
   The opened mouth half-dead man starts to gain distance from my face. His high-pitched scream grows louder the further he gets. It gets hotter as the pain and the scream seem to last forever before it subsides.
 
   Silence strikes. 
 
   I pry my eyes open. Now in control, I start trying to move my fingers and my naked toes. Moving other parts, I have on no pants or shirt and my hair is wet. I look around the… Wait, when did we get here? This hotel room is nothing like the one we left. It’s huge, the bed that I’m lying on is huge.
 
   The whole room is bigger than Nathan’s old room. There are huge paintings on every wall. They forgot to put the tub inside the bathroom though. It sits lonely outside, cornered to double doors leading to a bathroom. There is a sofa and love seat in here and it looks like the TV came out of the ceiling of the living room area of this room.
 
   “Nathan,” I call, getting up from the bed. I’m cold and need some clothes. But most importantly, I need to find out what just happened to me.
 
   “Yes, Tracey.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “Bathroom.” Walking to the bathroom, I catch his complexion changing to normal. More like, tries to maintain normal. “I’m controlling it but other things are struggling.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Took the…” he stretches his neck to the left in agony as his complexion changes dark red then back, “… Demon that tried to…” his neck stretches to the right doing the same, “… Possess you. Working on it not possessing me,” he pants.
 
   “Can I help?”
 
   “Go…back to the room,” he struggles to say.
 
   I go to him. He looks to be in pain and as if he’s struggling. Jaw clinched, veins protruding from his neck and arms as his muscles flex. His knuckles whiten with his grip of the sink. I touch his arm, it shocks the shit out of me. “Ah!” I jerk back rubbing my hand.
 
   He looks down at me from the corner of his eyes, snarling through his teeth. “Go back to the room,” he says angrily.
 
   “Unlike you, Nathan, I do not want you to go through this on your own. I can help you control it. I can help you manage this.”
 
   His head stretches backward, his jaw tightens as he bares his sharpened teeth. Once the struggle is over his head falls forward. He shakes it slowly, panting. “I don’t want to hurt you, Tracey,” he manages calmly. “Let me go through this alone. You can’t even touch me.”
 
   I reach out to touch his arm again, testing it first with a quick tap, I feel nothing. Moving fast, hoping I’m faster than the shock. I grab him pulling him to me, wrapping his arms around me. There is a massive shock and it feels like an electric volt charges through my body. Not just once but repeatedly because I refuse to let go.
 
   They become bearable and I only jerk with each one now. “I’m not―” the shock cuts in my words. “…going anywhere.” I jump up on the counter of the sink with his arms around me.
 
   “Tracey.” His head jerks left then right, like possession. “It’s not a good…idea.”
 
   Around his eyes darken with his dark red complexion. His body hardens as his eyes swirl night-blue outlined in grey. “Nathan, tell me what to do.”
 
   He grabs the edge if the sink cracking it. “Ahh!” he screams darkly and his face strains. Red veins show in the white of his eyes. “Blast me,” he growls through his sharpened teeth. “Do it!” He starts to grow taller.
 
   Too scared to think I hesitate. He growls as his hair spikes out from the back of his head. His head jerks backward, he pulls it forward forcefully. Grabbing me with strong hands he shouts, “Do it, Tracey!”
 
   I jump startled by his aggression. I do it. A blast that sends him crushing into the wall behind him and me flying back into the mirror. I hear it crack behind me, pieces of glass clattering onto the sink and the floor as my snake of fire enters in him through the opening I created in his chest.
 
   I’m okay, not hurting.
 
   The snake travels through him as he quivers and jerks. It lights up different parts of his body like multiple electric sparks. I jump down from the counter of the sink carefully walking over to him. I don’t know what’s going on. His chest moves violently up and down before the snake of fire erupts from it.
 
   I open my hand to welcome it back. “Don’t Tracey, don’t take it back.” Nathan slowly starts to get up from the ground as the hole in his chest closes.
 
   “Why?” I close my fingers over my palm, rejecting it. It reverts from coming to me to slithering around in circles. It behaves unruly, spurting out fire that doesn’t burn anything. Straightening and curling repeatedly as if it is in pain too. I wasn’t aware that it felt pain.
 
   “We need to find a way to smother it.” Nathan walks around it to my side. He looks around the bathroom resting on the glass shower that’s from the floor to the ceiling. “Tell it to go in there.” He points to it.
 
   I do as he suggests and the snake of fire fights with itself as it slowly slithers to the shower. It doesn’t take much of a fight, but it looks like it hurts. It covers the floor of the shower. Nathan closes the door and turns a knob. Steam quickly fills the inside of the glass enclosure, none escaping. Slowly, like the flame on the end of a wick, the snake of fire starts to dim.
 
   We walk from the bathroom. “Is everything okay? And why don’t I have on any clothes?”
 
   “Probably not, but for us right now, yes. You got possessed by a demon in that nightmare for a dream you had. You were burning hot and wouldn’t wake up. Your heart wouldn’t beat but you continued to breathe. I took your clothes off and put you in the tub to cool you down, hoping you would go into shock.”
 
   “To shock it out?” I ask curiously, as he walks over to me with a robe. I don’t understand.
 
   “Something like that, make it harder for it to work its way through your body. Easier for me to get to it. But you didn’t and I had to wait for you to wake up.” He wraps the robe around me. “When you did, it had taken over you.”
 
   “And you possessed me.”
 
   “And it attempted to possess me.”
 
   “And then it possessed my snake of fire.”
 
   “And then we smothered it.”
 
   “And now my snake of fire is gone.”
 
   He shakes his head. “You can always create another one.”
 
   “Yeah, but I was attached to that one.”
 
   He leaves me, over to the long couch that rests in the middle of the floor in front of a table with fruit on it. Delicious looking fruit—apples, strawberries, bananas, cut kiwi, green and red grapes, and cut cantaloupe. I follow him ready to dig into this tray of healthy sweets. “You were possessed by a demon and you are worried about that snake of fire.”
 
   “How did that happen?”
 
   “Anger, animosity, vigilance, hurt, anxiety. It fuels them, they feed off it. You are full of them all.” He waves his hand toward himself so that I’ll sit by him. I sit on the other end of the couch, grabbing a vine of grapes.
 
   He scoots closer, but doesn’t touch me. “They want you. From that dream they hinted, they want your sight. I realized that eye, on my back is not for me but you. You, what you possess is omniscient and what we have is boundless.”
 
   My eyebrows scrunch together, confused. I do not comprehend what he is getting at. “What do you mean?” I grab a strawberry, those grapes were delicious, nice, sweet, and fresh.
 
   “All knowing in an immeasurable bound.”
 
   “That seems bad.”
 
   He shrugs. “I don’t know.”
 
   “And because of this, that is what made that demon come after me.”
 
   “No, that is what made it want you. They get you, they get me. The seeing of death. You see, I kill.”
 
   The strawberry falls from my hand. “And that definitely seems bad.” It has gotten cold listening to his theory of my dream. “I don’t like the sound of that.”
 
   “And because of that and these things, when I come across demons…I do not let them live. I think Michael has something to do with this.”
 
   “Why?” What does he have to do with any of this?
 
   “A comment he made to me. The last time I saw him.”
 
   Surprise! More secrets. “And when was that?”
 
   “A few days ago.”
 
   Wait a minute. “A few days ago?” Something else he didn’t tell me. I should be used to this by now. Nathan never ceases to surprise me with new shit.
 
   “Don’t overanalyze, Tracey. I could not do anything to him. We were around people. But he said, she will return the loss of sight to the people, in the people through possession of their kind.”
 
   “What the hell does that mean?”
 
   He shakes his head. “Don’t know yet, but it’s not going to happen.”
 
   “Your aunt was in my dream, what do you think that means?”
 
   “Cesar might be on to something.” He grabs my arm. “Come on, let’s go to sleep. We have to get up early.”
 
   I follow him to the bed. Getting in, I curl up against him. “Nathan, you have officially scared the shit out of me.”
 
   “I know. I’ll take away the feeling. Relax.”
 
   “I have an issue with that.”
 
   He huffs in irritation. “What, Tracey?”
 
   “Don’t take away the feeling, just help me feel better.” Him taking things from me is over. If he can’t take what I want him to, I don’t want him to do anything.
 
   “Okay, Tracey.” He moves back, turning me over to look at him. “I can’t be mad at you for being upset with me. But you need to stop with this.”
 
   “I’m not doing anything to stop. I asked you to do something and you refused. Let me be mad about that and leave me alone.”
 
   “Oh, come on Tracey. This is―”
 
   “Are you going to take it away?”
 
   “You do not really want me to do that.” He comes closer. “You know it will hurt you worse to find out later, for us to go through this again, for me to hurt you more by keeping it away from you. Do you think this is easy on me? Knowing I may hurt you with the things that I know.”
 
   “It can’t hurt you more than it hurts me.”
 
   “I can assure you it hurts worse.”
 
   “Prove it.”
 
   “How?” he asks, as if I’m requesting the impossible.
 
   I stare at him. “Open up, no blocks.”
 
   “You do not want to do that, Tracey.”
 
   Like I thought. “Whatever Nathan.” I turn over.
 
   He moves the robe as he grabs my hip, pulling me to him. My body tingles under his elusive touch. I resent it. His body is warm, pressed against mine. I close my eyes enjoying the feeling. “Okay, Tracey.” He breaks. “I’ll do it. But it will make you feel worse.”
 
   I turn over facing him. I look into his black eyes already confirming his words. Staring into them, I look back at me. My face shows depression and me upset, it pisses him off. Everything is black and red. Disgust toward faces I do not recognize, hate toward those I do. Images and memories maybe desires, pictures, showing mangled bodies. Him causing death watching the person watch him kill them. Killing brutally.
 
   I am nowhere in this part of his head and the feeling I do get when I see me through his eyes is his want to keep me happy. Besides that, it’s dark in his head and his feelings of detestation and desolation are overwhelming. Making me miserable.
 
   No longer able to be consumed by his misery I pull back, eyes burning.
 
   “That I will take away.”
 
   A lump takes possession in my throat. “Why are you so…?”
 
   “I live because of you. Being without you is detrimental as well as realizing that will soon change. Knowing that I will hurt you, knowing that I am hurting you alone hurts me.”
 
   “Yet you will do nothing to change it.”
 
   “My options are limited, Tracey.
 
   “Well you should expand them.” I turn back over.
 
   He pulls me to him, wrapping both arms around me. “If it were only that simple.” I fall asleep with those words in my head.
 
   


 
   
  
 

8: Withdrawn
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   Today, at the office, I avoid blogs and catch up on shows I’ve missed. The woman from yesterday has been in and out of here all morning. “Tracey, let me know if you need anything,” she says each time before she leaves the room.
 
   Maybe she just needs something to do. “Can you bring me two sandwiches and two Cokes?”
 
   She smiles brightly as if I’ve made her day, “Oh yes, Tracey, of course. What type of meat would you like, and do you want cheese?”
 
   “Pastrami on each and one without cheese. And put all the good stuff on each.” I smile sweetly with a quick tilt of my head. “Thanks.”
 
   She nods. “Will do. I’ll be back shortly.” She and her tight French roll quickly walk from the office. Today her skirt-suit is a dark green that she wears with black pumps.
 
   I get up to close the door she left open. “Are you going to eat two sandwiches?” Nathan asks moving one stack of paper to what I’ve made out to be the ‘done’ pile. After he moves a stack there, he nods one time before turning away from it as if he never wants to see it again. It’s cute. He’s had three phone meetings today and one over the computer. It has truly been nonstop since we arrived at seven this morning.
 
   “Why would I be eating two sandwiches, Nathan?”
 
   “Can I please have Tracey without the attitude today?” I walk over to him unwillingly. “I am over fighting with you.”
 
   I scowl at him as he forces me to walk and sit me on his lap. “I do not like how you are able to take control of me like this.”
 
   “You want me to stop?”
 
   “Yes, when it’s not beneficial to me.” I move from his lap leaning on the desk. “I’m not feeling you right now, and I don’t want you to make me.”
 
   “Tracey, you’ve been pissed at me for like three days. Aren’t you tired of being angry?”
 
   I walk away from him. “Apparently not.”
 
    
 
   The French roll woman returns with our sandwiches. “Thank you,” I say taking them and our Cokes from her.
 
   “You are welcome. Let me know if you need anything else.”
 
   “Okay,” I say nodding, walking over to Nathan’s desk. “Here is your sandwich without cheese and a Coke,” I say with a smile. He grabs it, shaking his head and giving me a look as if I’m full of it. “Don’t look at me like that, Nathan.”
 
   “Sorry, Tracey,” he mumbles, setting down his sandwich. I sit at the other desk eating mine. Nathan’s phone vibrates on the side table of the chair I sat in yesterday. “You’ll get that for me?”
 
   “Yep.” I hurry to the phone so he doesn’t miss the call. It’s Olar. “Hello.”
 
   “Tracey, where is Nathan?” He is alert and sounds pissed.
 
   “Working, what’s up?” I follow quickly.
 
   “Get back now, they took Natalia.” The phone is snatched from my hand.
 
   “What!” Nathan yells. “How the fuck could y’all let that happen.”
 
   Olar’s voice is muffled and I can’t make out what he’s saying. Panic rises in me as Nathan grabs my hand and we rush from the office. Practically running, we leave the building. He goes to the back, out of the sight of onlookers. He hangs up the phone while Olar is in mid-sentence.
 
   I’m picked up and he’s running so fast I have to put my face in his chest in order to breathe. We make it back to Vermont in less than an hour, to a house only a thousand square feet smaller than their old house. Everyone rushes outside talking at once in a panic.
 
   “Olar, Nathan, Roseland, Cesar, Courtney, Carteal, let’s go,” Nathan barks.
 
   Nathan, Olar, Cesar, Courtney, and Carteal all turn dark red with their hair spiked out.
 
   “Tracey, stay here and with someone, do not leave the house,” he growls. Then they all take off.
 
   My panic hasn’t subsided. My heart is pounding in fear for Natalia. My hearing fades the voices around me in and out. All the family is enraged. I head toward the house needing to sit down. My head lightens and my peripherals blur, focusing my eyesight in on the knob of the front door.
 
   Lana and Carman are in front of me pushing the door open. I must stumble, because Carmen grabs my arm putting most of my weight on her.
 
   They walk me to a table. Lana follows behind us, bringing me a glass of water. When I take it, my hand shakes splashing the water over the sides. I set it down.
 
   Breathing slowly, I try to calm myself.
 
   Taylor pulls out a chair bringing it next to me and she turns my chair to face her. Her mouth moves and I hear nothing. I shake my head.
 
   Come on, Tracey, calm down, she tells me.
 
   I, I can’t, pull it together.
 
   She grabs my hands rubbing them with her impeccably smooth hands. It’s okay.
 
   No, it’s not.
 
   You have to pull it together. Steady breaths.
 
   I turn from her, laying my head down on the table. Pull it together Tracey. I tell myself. It lasts another minute before I stop feeling my heartbeat in my throat. A hand rubs my back. “It’s okay, Tracey,” Carmen tries to soothe me.
 
   I rub my eyes, nodding. “Okay.” I look up to at least fifteen faces staring at me. “Sorry,” I say embarrassed. I get up grabbing Carmen wanting to get away from the onlookers.
 
   Carmen leads us outside to a patio with a patio set of chairs and benches. We sit on a rocking bench. Lana hands me the same glass of water. I take it, skeptical of drinking it.
 
   “You okay?” Carmen asks.
 
   “I am getting better. Sorry about that.”
 
   “It’s okay. As long as you are okay.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   She scoots closer to me, starting but is cut off by Lana. “My brother took you all’s mother.” She sits beside me on the bench.
 
   I look at her full-faced. “Why are you here?”
 
   “They didn’t come to take me.”
 
   “Does that answer the question?” I yell.
 
   She flinches away. “There was no way Olar was going to let me go. The reason I know it was my brother is that I’m familiar with his goons. I recognized them as they rushed through the house looking for her.”
 
   “Everyone was running around crazy trying to catch them,” Carmen jumps in. “They were fast and determined to get what they came for. Knocking out whoever intercepted their paths. They didn’t kill anyone but took Natalia.”
 
   My heart speeds again and I breathe to steady it, not being able to take another panic attack. “So they left to find her. How will they know where to look or how to find her?”
 
   “Nathan has his ways.” Taylor pulls up a chair sitting in front of us. “He’ll find her.”
 
   I nod, more worried about Nathan then I am Natalia. Thinking about the face of Kegic when he killed Glen, I begin worry more about Natalia. He was non-caring, unsympathetic, no feeling, heartless, happy, no thought before he acted. I lean over on my knees with my hands covering my face. “This shit never fucking stops,” I whisper.
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   I haven’t heard from Nathan in two days and I haven’t seen him in three. We left Natalia’s house for ours a couple days ago. The first time I walked in here during the viewing, it felt full, like a home would. A perfect three-story brown and red brick house with a three car detached garage. It has a stairway entrance to the porch with four columns and cathedral ceilings upon entering. A lake is in our backyard less than an acre from the house. There are neighboring houses near us and on the other sides of the lake. But there is a good distance between them that provides an even amount of space for privacy.
 
   We have an open floor plan on the first level for the kitchen, living room, and family room. Most of the bedrooms are upstairs on the second floor. The den, which is the office for Nathan sits off the family room. The only weird thing to me is that the stairs that lead upstairs sit in the middle of the floor, a few feet after you walk in the front door. And you get to the basement of our home from a hideaway door in the living room.
 
   It was warm when we did a walk through, welcoming when I sat in the floor of our bedroom. That’s what made me choose it, and now, sitting on our bed facing the over-sized window on the wall behind it. It’s cold and empty.
 
   A soft knock sounds from the door before it opens. “Come on, Tracey, we need to go to the family house.”
 
   “I don’t want to go.” I fall back on the bed watching the fan spin slowly.
 
   I reach out to Nathan every hour. He’s only responded back to me yesterday and it was only an ‘I’m okay’.
 
   Carmen walks to the edge of the bed sitting upon it by my crossed legs. “You can’t sit up in this room all day, every day, Tracey. We have to go check on everyone.”
 
   Lana’s insecure presence fills the room. I want to blame her but it would be a waste of my energy. She comes to the other side of my bed and lies next to me. “Taylor and Justin have already left.”
 
   “You all can go. I’m going to stay here.” I don’t feel like company anyway. They keep trying to tell me everything is okay, rubbing my shoulders, and other annoying things to make me feel better. It’s as if they do not understand, I do not want to hear that shit. I do not care what they think. And I definitely do not want them to touch me.
 
   I don’t want to be consoled, let me be upset.
 
   “I can’t leave you here by yourself, Tracey.”
 
   “I don’t need a damn babysitter, Carmen,” I snap. Then I feel guilty looking at her angered face. “I’m sorry. I just do not want to go. I do not want you all here, so just go. Let me be pissed off by myself.” She shakes her head, leaving.
 
   Lana taps my shoulder. “We are not going to leave you here by yourself, Tracey.”
 
   Her, I definitely do not care about hurting her feelings. “Lana, get the fuck away from me.”
 
   She whimpers, leaving the room sniffling.
 
   I tilt my head back looking at the double doors to our room left open. I close them, along with the curtains with the whip of my hand and flip the switch with the flick of my finger. The light turns off and like a reflex, the film covers my eyes. I hear them leave from the back door.
 
   “Thank you.” I let out a breath of relief not feeling another’s presence taking me over. I stare at the bracelet Nathan bought me some months ago, it’s so beautiful, glistening in my tinted vision. It reminds me of our happiness and the way he makes me content. It’s my small dose of happiness in this life. Every time I look at it, it eases me. It keeps him with me, when he’s not here. I don’t often where the necklace, that thing is huge. I kiss my bracelet, relaxing in my empty king-size bed.
 
    
 
   I wake up not knowing I fell asleep. The sun has set and the moon is full trying to shine its way through the huge window taking up the majority of the rounded wall, twelve inches from the floor and its arch ten inches from the ceiling. The panels are white meshing well with the light grey painted walls of our bedroom. I get up from the bed stretching and the moon lights the top half of my body. The film from my eyes has gone allowing me to feel comfortable.
 
   In the closet―bigger than Nathan’s old closet―I grab some sweats and a fitted t-shirt that says Don’t Come Any Closer. I have looks that kill. Carmen and I found it one day we went shopping, she got one in blue and me black.
 
   I go to the bathroom to shower, entering through the closet to get to it. Our bathroom here is only a little bigger than his was. His and her sinks, separate shower and tub, and this weird-shaped window with blocked cloudy glass you can’t see through.
 
   Getting in the shower, the water gets hot immediately. Scorching my skin, I take it. It temporarily relieves me from the other pain I feel from missing Nathan. The bond has gotten easier. I don’t turn into a total wreck when I’m not around him for days. I still miss him constantly, but it doesn’t pain me as it did before.
 
   Going to the kitchen, after I dress, I sit on our L-shaped island in front of a bowl of bagged chips. As I grab a bag, the feeling of another’s presence consumes the open area. The lights are on, no shadows are present. I look around seeing nothing.
 
   I get down as my hands heat, and each film covers my eyes, darkly tinting them.
 
   Shit!
 
   Quietly, I tiptoe around the wall that’s formed from the stairs, it separates you from seeing the living room while in the kitchen or the other way around. No one is there, but I feel them here.
 
   We have nothing in the family room that someone can hide in or behind besides couches. But with this viewpoint, there is no way I could not see them.
 
   I become aware of another one. This one, strong and assertive. I look around the family room once more before walking around the stairs to the living room.
 
   The lights shut off. Two separate heartbeats spike in my hearing. Slow breathing in the living room speeds my heartrate. It’s dark, I see edges, but no red indicating someone or maybe something is here. Footsteps sound from the kitchen as a fully red figure emerges through the wall. I blast two scorching fireballs in its direction.
 
   I turn around, taking off toward the front door. I run into something hard and am hit in the head―out cold.
 
   


 
   
  
 

9: Seized
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   Warm, slow, flowing fluid drips from my fingertips. My feet are not resting on a platform. I feel nothing but air when I slowly wiggle my toes becoming conscious. My neck aches in the front and back as I try to turn my head. Something is over my eyes and around my neck making it hard to turn.
 
   The vines on my arm, neck, and ear move, slithering and moving defensively. My shirt and pants are damp and where ever I am smells of blood, wood, and rust. Something else I can’t be sure of burns my nose, maybe ammonia and something rotting. It makes my recoiling stomach queasy.
 
   I listen, hearing nothing but a constant drip that seems to be coming from me. Everything, every muscle, bone, even my skin hurts. I do not feel the burning from the cuts, but I know they are there, on my wrists, my arms, places on my back and legs.
 
   I panic. Nathan! I scream, for some reason just now realizing I’m captured. I’m taken and have no way of getting out. My ankles and arms are shackled. I can’t move, a huge shackle is over my upper body right under my chest pressing me, holding me up against a post behind me. It’s the tightest and hurts the worst. I jerk, moving around trying to get set free and rattle the chains—probably looking like a fish out of water.
 
   Nothing happens.
 
   I won’t speak, scared of going through another Roehl ignominy.
 
   I scream Nathan’s name after each fifth drip from my index finger.
 
   Time passes. I am not sure of how much time…but time. Time of nothing, no voices, no sounds, no one speaks to me, or comes to the area I’m being held. Nothing.
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   A day has had to have past, maybe two, when I hear Nathan’s voice yell my name in my head. My heart kicks, as I do not hesitate to answer him. Please get me. Hearing him―for some reason―makes me more scared.
 
   Baby, I can’t find you, he says urgently, sounding distressed.
 
   I don’t know where I am, Nathan. I don’t know what’s going on.
 
   I know, Tracey, this is the first time you have responded. I’ve been calling you for ten days. Baby you’ve been gone from me for ten days. I need you to figure out where you are. You have to help me find you.
 
   I don’t know, Nathan, no one comes, I’m alone and restrained in shackles. I want to cry, to let it go but my eyes, my body will not let me. They don’t burn for tears but the hurt is here and unbearable. I’m weak, I know from the drain―slow drip―of blood that leaks from my body and the lack of Nathan and missing him so.
 
   I need you to put yourself at risk, Tracey, make someone come, call out, scream, burn something, make noise. Please, do something.
 
   Put myself at risk, “Aaaahhhh!” I scream louder than I thought I could, not hesitating. I jerk around rattling the chains. The shackles cut deeper in my skin and for the first time I feel the pain and agonizing burn. I scream out against it. I desire another fire snake and it shoots from my hand. It’s alert and angry. “Cause ruckus, help get me out of here,” I tell it aloud.
 
   I need you to see, Tracey. I need to see where you are. He rushes his words.
 
   “Burn off this wrapping on my eyes,” I say to the snake of fire―feeling a little weird about talking to it aloud. It wraps, slithering up my arm. I feel the heat but it doesn’t burn. It circles my neck and travels up the left side of my face. When the wrap sets fire it burns my skin. I shake my head vigorously, feeling the pain worsen in my neck as I try to get the burning cloth off.
 
   The sting from where the fire burned my face is excruciating as the wrapping falls from my eyes. Looking around I’m in a…basement…maybe.
 
   Chamber.
 
   Yeah. There is a wood table on the wall beside me, above it rests another set of shackles in the wall it’s pushed against. A chair sits in front of me facing away from me looking at a thick metal and wood door. Looking below me, my blood has pooled. A lot of my blood. The other walls in the room are shadowed. I don’t know what I’m shackled to, but it doesn’t feel like a wall.
 
   Can you look behind you?
 
   I try to turn my head, but the pain is unbearable in my neck, it only stretches a quarter of the way. I can’t, Nathan, can you just come and get me. I don’t want anyone to come. I don’t want to make noise. Please just find me.
 
   I will, Tracey, I promise. There’s a pause. I just need to know where you are. I know you are scared, he soothes. But know, I will get you before anything happens to you.
 
   Again, I want to cry, but no tears come. So I scream out again. Cry out against my agony, my hurt, this pain, my weakness, my negligence of staying at the house knowing I should have gone with Carmen all those days ago.
 
   Set the table on fire, Tracey, he says as if the idea just popped in his head.
 
   But what if no one comes, the smoke could suffocate me.
 
   Baby, someone will come. They want you alive or else they would have killed you by now. Risk it okay, I am going to find you. But I need your help.
 
   I thought you were able to find me anywhere, Nathan, I whimper. Just find me already, I say with fearful anger.
 
   Set the damn table on fire, Tracey! he yells. I am trying to find you. Just do it!
 
   Without responding, I turn my hand to the table to send a blast at the table. It is as weak as I am. I follow it with three more. The wood catches and immediately starts smoking.
 
   Scream. Call for help.
 
   I scream, yelling, “Help!” Yelling, “Fire!”
 
   Now wait, do not close your eyes, if they try to attack you dust ‘em, stay cloaked.
 
   I continue to scream even after the door rattles. The smoke burns my throat making the pain in my neck worse.
 
   “You stupid bitch!” an older man yells, rushing through the metal and wood door. “Wha’ you did?” He looks around the room.
 
   I scream again, ending in a cough from the smoke. He runs out of the room, coming back with a fire extinguisher and two other guys. They look more like Sephlems while he looks human.
 
   The old man extinguishes the fire causing the smoke to thicken. I look at the faces of the two tall guys. One has freckles or maybe dark small spots covering his whole face. His hair is short but he is tall and slim. The other, tall and stocky, with a face smooth as stone and a sculpted chin. His hair is also short and a chain hangs off his face attached to his nose ring and left earring.
 
   The old man’s face is wrinkled, hair wavy with grey streaks within its dark brown tresses, the exact same color as his skin.
 
   “What happened here?” the guy with the chain calmly asks, staring at me without anger. They don’t seem to want to hurt me but I doubt they will hesitate not to. I don’t respond.
 
   “Aye gul, he ask you question!” the old man yells sounding like an old man.
 
   Answer him, Tracey.
 
   No Nathan, I’m scared. What if they’re like Roehl?
 
   They won’t be, answer him.
 
   I look at the one with the chain. He waits patiently for me to respond. His face is relaxed. He doesn’t look irritated. He’s unwearyingly waiting on my response, as a friend would be, waiting on you to decide if you want pizza or cheeseburgers.
 
   He stares back at me. “Are you trying to remember how to speak?” he asks with a thick Australian accent.
 
   “I know how to speak.”
 
   “Good, tell me how the fire started.” He is calm and relaxed, no annoyance.
 
   “I set it on fire.”
 
   “Liar!” the old man yells. “Dat dere impossible. You chained to dat damn post. Who else is here wit you, hum?”
 
   “We have it, Walter,” the tall one with the small spots says quietly. He avoids looking at me.
 
   Walter walks out of the room mumbling, “Stupid bitch, how da hell she could set dat damn table on fire? Make no sense. Dese people they bring here all looney. Need be locked up faeva,” he continues to mumble in his rant down the hall.
 
   The chained one makes eye contact with me. “Why did you set the table on fire? You do not think it is better to be in here alone? Not being disturbed.”
 
   “Why leave me in here?”
 
   “Would you like to explore other options?”
 
   Hell no. “I would like to get out of this room. Down from these shackles.”
 
   They look at each other, sharing a look of agreement. The chained one looks back at me “Okay. If you insist.”
 
   Do I insist?
 
   Yes, Tracey, don’t fight. Not yet. When they move you look everywhere you can. Look for windows, out the windows. Look for signs or markings, look into faces.
 
   I watch the chained one cross the floor to me. Okay. He grabs my middle too gently and the shackles open, dropping my wrists, releasing my ankles and chest.
 
   He looks me in my eyes. “Your eyes are black,” he mutters astounded as he slowly lowers me. His are a snow white. I look away from him toward the open door. He leans in to my ear and whispers, “I would not be in such a rush to get out of here if I were you.” He has not set my feet to the floor as he holds me up in the air, inches away from my face.
 
   Tell him to back the fuck off, Nathan states irately.
 
   I move my head to the side away from him. My arms are too weak to raise and push him back. He takes the hint, lowering me. First, my toes touch the wet floor, then the balls of my feet, and lastly my heels. He releases my weight. My legs buckle, too weak to stand alone. He catches me before I fall.
 
   “Don’t get too close, Laine,” the spotted one warns quietly from behind him.
 
   Laine helps me to stand, hands clasping my waist. “You are too weak to stand on your own. Let me help you.” I shake my head refusing his help. He lets me go, stepping away from me.
 
   I hit the floor, falling into my blood. It’s cold and feels disgusting, moving between my fingers. My arms have enough strength to hold me up to keep my face from touching the ground.
 
   I look up at his white eyes, they are kind. Possibly deceiving. I look away from him, down at my blood. Nathan.
 
   Just do it, Tracey. You have to get out of that room.
 
   What if out of the room is worse than being in it?
 
   We won’t know.
 
   Defeated, I nod at Laine.
 
   He grabs my arm. It shocks the shit out of me. He jerks back but it didn’t catch him off guard. I don’t move as my insides quiver. He reaches down for me again, lifting me by my covered sides; I move my arms so they can’t touch his hands.
 
   He helps me to my feet. “Try to walk.” His voice is gentle.
 
   I try to step around him using my left foot but it burns when my skin stretches.
 
   “Do you mind if I carry you?” Laine’s grip tightens on my sides as if he is preparing to pick me up in his arms. I feel uncomfortable saying yes, maybe guilty to let another guy touch me the way he is about to. But what choice do I have?
 
   “It is the only way I’m going to get out of this room,” I say with a lazy shrug.
 
   “Just pick her up and let’s go.”
 
   “I have it, Julius. Go ahead.” One of Laine’s arms wrap around my back and the cuts scream against the pressure. He bends down putting the other behind my sore legs and lifts me from the floor.
 
   I hold both of my arms, now drenched in my blood, in front of me keeping them away from him. He doesn’t seem to mind it getting on his shirt as he walks us from the room.
 
   Nathan, I see nothing but walls and the fire lanterns that lights them.
 
   Why is he touching you like that?
 
   You are not focusing.
 
   I am. I’m taking in the entire picture. He is too gentle with you. I don’t like the way he’s touching you.
 
   Would you prefer he treat me roughly? His touch is too tender.
 
   It would make more sense. But I’m looking through your eyes seeing everything you see.
 
   Find me, Nathan.
 
   I will.
 
   Laine walks further down the hall behind Julius. I scan the walls seeing nothing. “If you accept me as your friend,” Laine whispers near my ear. “It will not hurt when I touch you.”
 
   What is up with this guy? We are not friends, no way will we ever be. “We aren’t friends.”
 
   He nods. “I will take you to get cleaned up and some food to replenish your energy. Get someone to patch you up and stop your abrasions from bleeding.”
 
   Who the hell is this guy? And why does he care?
 
   I don’t know but he’s dead. And if he sees you naked, he’s going to suffer, Nathan comments.
 
   “I don’t need to clean up, I don’t want to eat, and I’m not in need of any new friends,” I say without attitude.
 
   Julius opens a door to our right and Laine follows him in. The room is bright with big bay windows on the far end from the door. Three women sit around a huge bed with bowls and towels.
 
   Laine walks me to the bed laying me down gently without touching my skin. “You will want to reconsider that,” he whispers, before walking away from me. “Get her cleaned up, fed, and clothed. Attend to her cuts accordingly. No one leaves this room or enters this room without my knowledge.” His voice is demanding and strict with his heavy accent. It’s slightly evil with a threat holding behind it if the orders are not followed as instructed. He sounds like a completely different person, his Australian accent making his words slightly intimidating.
 
   “Or mine,” Julius seconds.
 
   They leave, closing the door behind them. The sound of the door echoes through the room. The room is not empty but large. It has a medieval feel to it with everything being big and tall, the large bricks for the walls, and the thick ugly floral red and orange curtains that hang from the tall windows. It has a cathedral-painted ceiling of multiple murals that collage into one large picture that does not make sense to me.
 
   “Hi young lady, do you mind if we help you.” This older lady sits in a chair next to the bed nearest my head.
 
   “Do I have a choice?”
 
   Be nice to the women, Tracey. Look at them all.
 
   I do, they are older with grey hair. They are human; one has warm brown skin and wears glasses. She sits at the foot of the bed stacking towels next to my feet. The one next to me has very pale skin, her grey hair is curly around the top of her head. The last lady, while the other two look kind, she looks angry, and the youngest of the three, having red hair with golden skin and she continuously pulls her thumbs.
 
   They are human right?
 
   Yes. Be kind to them, after they let you eat, work on regaining your energy. Try to make it to the window. Start stretching your legs to help your muscles.
 
   “Yes, you can help me.” I look at the woman next to me. “Do you know where I am?”
 
   “I can’t answer that,” she replies, without looking at me.
 
   “Do you know why I’m here?”
 
   “I do not.”
 
   The red head climbs on the bed, sitting beside me. She lifts me up sitting me forward. I try to help. It’s not kind. But she doesn’t handle me roughly. “Don’t use your strength until after you eat.” She holds me up with one hand as she pulls my shirt over my head with the other.
 
   Gently, she lays me back down. When she slides the shirt down my arms, she is sure not to let it touch my injured wrists. She lifts my lower body, hand at the top of my butt and pulls my joggers off, taking the same precaution when pulling them from my feet. I look down at my chest, seeing it raw. Why would they put me through this?
 
   “I will go wash my hands to gather you some food.” The red head moves from the bed, taking my clothes with her. “I’ll have your clothes cleaned and dried within two hours.”
 
   “Ahhh!” I scream, feeling an unbearable sting from antiseptics pouring over the cuts on my left ankle.
 
   “Shh,” the lady beside me soothes, rubbing my head. She really doesn’t have to do that. It doesn’t feel right. These people around here seem to care too much.
 
   “I’m fine.” I move my head from her hand. “Next time, a warning would be great.”
 
   The lady with glasses by my feet sympathetically apologizes. “It’s not often they bring them to us awake.” What the hell does that mean?
 
   “I’m going to start cleaning your wrists.” The grey curly-haired one says beside me, her voice shakes, sounding old. “Once your cuts are clean and after you eat we will help you to the shower.” Her hands move smoothly, not matching the age in her voice.
 
   I nod readying myself for the pain. 
 
   They scorch my injuries with something that is far worse than rubbing alcohol. They wrap them with small towels and help me sit up when the red head brings me food. Two already peeled oranges, a peeled banana, and two sticks of carrots sit on a tray with a glass of orange juice. “Food that will help rejuvenate you,” says the red head.
 
   I nod, drinking the orange juice. Downing it. I took it not thinking of any consequences. I’m starving. I eat all the fruit, filling the hole in my stomach. Looking in the direction of the window, I wait for them to tell me it’s time for the shower.
 
   The sun shines very brightly through the sheer curtains resting in front of it. My head falls to the side as time passes. Everyone is silent, attending to their work. I close my eyes, falling asleep seeing at this moment, I am the least of their concern.
 
    
 
   I’m gently shaken, someone says, “Okay, young lady. Let us try that shower.”
 
   I open my eyes looking at the grey curly-haired woman who has been sitting next to me. I nod as the three of them surround me. The towels have been removed. Helping me from the bed, I step to the floor but my legs are only a little stronger. The red head is on my left and the lady with the glasses is at my right. Holding my arms and sides as we walk across the big room to the bathroom, it is directly next to the large window. The lady with the glasses turns on the water. The other two help take off my undies. I shy away, trying to, but covering nothing with my limp arms and no towel or robe.
 
   Red head helps me in the shower and there is a bar for me to hold on to. The water is soft coming from the removable showerhead like a misting spray. There are no curtains and the other two stay here watching me get clean. Talk about uncomfortable.
 
   The sting of the water is nothing compared to the sting of that stuff they used earlier. Once red head determines I’m clean enough, because it definitely is not up to me. She helps me out of the shower, wrapping an incredibly large bath towel around me.
 
   It is easier to walk now.
 
   When we walk from the bathroom, I rush to the window. I quickly fiddle with the curtains, spreading them, I look around seeing nothing but trees. I look around, up, down, left, and right. Nothing but sky, ground and trees.
 
   Nathan, there is nothing. I’m pulled from the window. My towel had fallen and the old ladies are panicking, complaining about me flashing the people outside.
 
   There are no damn people outside!
 
   Calm down, Tracey.
 
   They pull me to the bed. Nathan, get me the fuck out of here!
 
   He doesn’t respond.
 
   “Don’t show yourself to the world, girl. Your clothes will be ready in an hour. Maybe you should get some rest while we wait,” the curly-haired one tells me.
 
   Tracey, I’m going to reach out to others. Try to find more information. I know it’s Lunis that took you and our mother. I just don’t know where. Remember what you see. If anything stands out, call me. When touchy comes back, call me.
 
   Okay Nathan, just please get me.
 
   I will, baby, I love you.
 
   I love you, Nathan.
 
   I lay in the bed with the towel wrapped around me. The same woman sits next to me, wrapping my left wrist in bandages. The same one with glasses sits at my feet, wrapping my right ankle. The red head has climbed on the bed, wrapping my right wrist.
 
   I don’t speak and neither do they. The door opens to the room. Laine walks in. “How long?” he demands.
 
   “An hour,” the red head answers without looking up from her work.
 
   He nods, leaving the room.
 
   Red head checks the bandage. “He is not usually as nice to others as he is to you. Take kind to it.” I give her the ‘bull shit’ look. “You do not have to listen to me. I’m letting you know.”
 
   I look away from her to the canopy bed. It disturbs me. Being here disturbs me, they try to make it too comfortable after me hanging captive, in a room for ten days. My mom has to be freaking out, worrying about me. Calling me over and over hoping I answer the phone. Natalia is gone, also taken. Could she be here too? Could she also be hanging, leaking until she faints over and over again as the days pass?
 
   Or could she have already been removed. Is she one of the ones the red head referred to as not being treated as kindly by Laine? My mind goes through scenes of Natalia being handled poorly. Tortured and treated less than the faultless woman that she is.
 
   


 
   
  
 

10: Commencement
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   More than an hour passes before red head brings my clothes. They let me dress myself. I’m grateful for that. Once my shirt is over my head, the door opens.
 
   Julius walks in. “Let’s go.” He continues to avoid looking at me.
 
   I take a breath, not sure what awaits me when I leave from this room. Getting up, I walk to the door meeting him and following him out.
 
   We head down the lantern lit hallway in the opposite direction of the room in which I had hung for ten days. He walks us to another room with a long table set with plates and metal cups.
 
   “Sit,” he says, turning to leave.
 
   “Where?” I ask looking at the thirty some odd chairs that sit around this over-sized wooden table.
 
   “Anywhere.” He leaves.
 
   I walk to the end of the table near a window. Looking out of the window first, there is nothing but trees, the sky, and the ground. I sit in the chair at the corner of the table that faces the door. This room is lined with fire burning lanterns like the hallway. No pictures, no identifying symbols, just the large bricks for walls.
 
   The door creeks open. In walks a man clad in black shirt, black jeans, and dress shoes with a mob boss swag. He has the cigar and is only missing the blazer draping his shoulders with the white scarf. He sits at the other end of the table.
 
   “Hello Nathan,” he greets lightly, as if we’re good friends.
 
   I raise an eyebrow looking at him. My name isn’t Nathan. He nods for me to respond. Turning my head an inch, looking at him from the corner of my eye, Uh, Nathan? Nothing. The man starts to look impatient. NATHAN!
 
   Yes Tracey.
 
   Who is this?
 
   He doesn’t respond immediately. Lunis. My heart skips. Do not let him see you panic, he says instantly. Do not let him see you falter. Straight face, Tracey, no feeling, no emotions. Respond to him.
 
   “Hel-lo.” It comes out unconfident, it was my intention to say it strong and assured.
 
   “You’ve spoken with him?” Lunis states matter-of-factly.
 
   What the hell does he think? “No.”
 
   He smiles. “You’d have to.” He looks like a regular person, it’s something about his swag. It shows he has some type of authority over people and demands respect. It can make a person want to follow him, adhere to him. He’s dark with a low haircut. Not built or stocky. But I guess average like a person who doesn’t work out but doesn’t put on weight.
 
   He stares at me, no, a better way to describe it is stares through me. Staring through my eyes, as if he is looking for something or at someone through them. I blink but refrain from looking away.
 
   Look away.
 
   I do, toward a lantern, only moving my eyes.
 
   “Is everything okay, Nathan?”
 
   “Why do you call me Nathan?”
 
   “You are his mate?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   He nods. “I will call you by your name if you will tell me it.”
 
   I look at him through narrow eyes. Do I tell him?
 
   Yes, tell him. Nathan sounds unsure.
 
   “Tracey.” It sounds unconfident too.
 
   A smile spreads across his face. “Tracey,” he says content. “Nice to meet you, I’m Lunis. But something in your eyes tells me you already knew that.”
 
   He’s looking for me through you, don’t look into his eyes for too long.
 
   What type of shit is that? How the hell is that shit possible?
 
   Respond to him, don’t take too long before you respond. When he speaks to you look away, when you speak to him look at him but keep it short.
 
   “Not familiar,” I respond to Lunis and look away.
 
   “I see.” He stands, coming down the table sitting two seats away from me on the opposite side. “When he does reach out to you or the opposite, tell him I would like to speak with him.” He speaks taking his time with his words. “To…talk…about his mother.”
 
   I snap, “What about my mother?” I calm realizing I showed emotion.
 
   His head jerks, with that same smile. “She is okay. Today. But I would worry more about myself if I were you…Tracey. You might find other things you will want to scold me for.”
 
   I don’t respond, not knowing how I should. There is a lot I want to say but I feel it would only be a waste of my breath. To yell and curse at a man who has me held captive seems stupid.
 
   He chuckles darkly. “Make sure you inform Nathan of that too.” He gets up, headed to the door. “Your sleep tonight will not be as comfortable as it has been.” He leaves, softly closing the door behind him.
 
   As soon as the door closes my heart speeds along with my breaths. Tracey, calm down. Do not panic there. Stay focused, okay.
 
   Just lie to me. I beg. Tell me everything will be fine. Tell me you’ll come get me right now.
 
   Tracey I–
 
   Please, Nathan, just tell me. A lump forms in my throat and again I want to cry but I get nothing.
 
   Everything will be okay, Tracey.
 
   And you will come get me tonight, Nathan, please. He hesitates. Nathan, I whine, hurtful.
 
   I’ll come get you, Tracey.
 
   Now! Just make me believe it.
 
   Right now, Tracey, he states remorsefully.
 
   The door swings open. “Let’s go.” Laine motions me with his hand.
 
   I get up from my over-sized chair, going over to him. He leads us out of the door back into the now darker hallway. It seems like someone turned down the gas of the lanterns.
 
   “Have you thought about being my friend?” Laine asks quietly, almost a whisper. His pace slows so that he is not too far ahead of me.
 
   I slow, so that I am not too close to him. “No,” I answer in the same whisper but sternly.
 
   “You are going to wish you had a friend.”
 
   “What is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “This isn’t cheerleading camp. Or football camp for that matter. This is only enjoyable for the person giving the order. When it gets unbearable, you’re going to want someone to step in and make them stop.”
 
   “What is this?”
 
   “Death…while you’re alive.” I stumble, caught off guard by his words. He looks back at me with an evil smirk that makes his ear rise and a crease form in the outer corner of his right eye.
 
   My heart stutters as I think of something confident to say, something strong, maybe equally evil. Nothing comes. Nothing but the need to cry and call for Nathan out loud.
 
   He stops at a door on the left side of the hall. “You are going to reconsider my offer.” He bends over getting closer to me and I step back. “You are really too pretty to be tortured. Whoever your mate is should not waste time finding you.” He turns back to the door. “Not like he could.”
 
   His words echo through my mind, ‘Not like he could’. Not like he could what? Find me! Why couldn’t he, what would keep him from finding me?
 
   He opens the door, pushing me by my back into the room. My heart speeds up and my hearing leaves immediately as I try to find my breath. Two women, over six feet tall, masculine, with looks to kill stand next to a chair drenched in blood. Wet blood like someone just got up or was moved from it.
 
   They hold bloody knives in each hand. One woman with blond hair and red skin, like she has been sunburned wipes them off on her white shirt. The other lets the fresh blood drip from them to the floor. On the wall beside them is a rope, that looks like it hung someone. It is blood drenched too, with an adjustable chair sitting under it, glistening from moisture.
 
   Opposite of that wall is a table with wires connected to it. No straps, just wires that look like they will electrocute the shit out of you with the sparks continually jumping from them. I take a step back from the room hitting Laine’s arm. I yelp as he and I both jump from the shock.
 
   The women letting the blood drip from the knives laugh. “If that hurt, we may have to take it easy on you twig.” 
 
   I’m going to dust them, I’m not going in there. No one is doing anything to me. Take it easy. No, how about leave me the hell alone all together.
 
   Nathan, I’m not playing with this.
 
   It may get worse, but at least they will fear you there. They may stay away from you. Do it. Someone tries to attack you, dust them too. But don’t dust touchy until he tells you more about why I can’t find you.
 
   I look at the two women as Laine pushes me back into the room. They smile at me and I return it. The one who spoke makes a poof sound and turns into a pile of ash sticking to the blood in the floor and chair. The hand from my back drops and the red blonde’s smile fades. I look her in her face and smile wide before dusting her. I whip around quickly, closing the door with the whip of my hand. Laine has moved into the shadow, the heat of his body shines dimly in the dark corner.
 
   I blast into the dark corner, hearing him cringe in pain. “Come out, tell me what’s going on!”
 
   He walks out, his image hasn’t faltered but he looks pissed and his walk exaggerates anger. “Cool trick,” he states casually, accent elevating his words.
 
   “I am not being tortured.”
 
   “You will, it just won’t be by them.” He points to the two spots of ash in the floor.
 
   “Doubt it.”
 
   He shrugs a shoulder. “You can make this difficult or you can make this simple.”
 
   I look around the room. “You all do not seem to have wanted to make this simple for me.”
 
   “I offered to be your friend.” His voice softens.
 
   It makes me skeptical. “Why did you say my mate couldn’t find me?”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “You did.” He steps closer but I’m not in his reach. “You said ‘not like he could.’ Why couldn’t he?”
 
   “Because he does not want him to. And shortly, they will take away your thoughts, your memories, your feeling.” His white eyes look around the room. “But I don’t think they will do that until after they put you through enough pain.” He steps closer. Amused he continues, “You will know no one, feel nothing, or care for anything. You will only see what we want you to see and only hear the sounds of that current moment.”
 
   I feel empty listening to his words as he continues in a calm and caring voice. It’s used falsely. It has to be. No way could he be nice. “You will only have you, while your mate suffers. Also feeling empty. Your heart will continue to beat, keeping him alive. But he will be unable to know anything about you. It will be like you are dead to him. As a human’s lover die. They are gone completely, but they always have that itch, thinking their spirit stays with them. That’s how it will be for him.” His next step brings him beyond my comfort zone, forcing me to step back. “Like the reason most people are brought here. To be tortured, pained, to wish they were dead. It is never for them but always for someone else. You being here is his punishment, not yours.”
 
   I step backward, slipping. Before I can fall over or onto the bloody chair sitting under the drench rope, he catches me, grabbing me by my shirt, pulling me forward. “Do not hurt yourself.” He smiles roguishly. “We are going to do enough of that.”
 
   I wiggle out of his grasp pushing him back. “Don’t touch me,” I say firmly.
 
   “You will have to have a friend for the years that you are here.”
 
   “I don’t need any friends. And I also will not be here for years.” I open the door from where I stand.
 
   Walking past him, he lets out a frustrated breath. “I wouldn’t go out there alone if I were you. Or let anyone see you do that little trick you just performed for me.”
 
   “It was definitely for your pleasure. Trust me. Just so you know you can equally be turned into nothing.” I head out of the room and am hit in the side of my head. I fall to the floor, my head pounding, my sight blackened.
 
   


 
   
  
 

11: Torture
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   My head is spinning and the wrapping is back over my eyes. “You cannot be serious.” Why put this shit back over my eyes. I hate not seeing, is it not enough that everything stays tinted with the film not leaving my eyes?
 
   “You cannot turn people into ash and expect to see, black eyes.” Why is he always around?
 
   I’m sitting, my hands are tied behind my back and my legs are tied to the legs of this chair. I wiggle my fingers and toes making sure I have feeling in my extremities. My stomach feels like I haven’t eaten in days, it burns and my head is light.
 
   Wait. Nathan. Nothing. Nathan! Still nothing and my heart skips. NATHAN! I wait knowing he will answer, but I get nothing. Nathan! Say something. My body jerks as my hands shake from the fear creeping in me.
 
   Tracey. Finally.
 
   How long?
 
   Three days.
 
   Three days… You still haven’t found me.
 
   I still haven’t found you. He sounds broken, but trying to hold it together.
 
   What are you doing? I ask frustrated. Why can’t he find me? Why the fuck am I still here? You are supposed to be able to find me anywhere, Nathan. You are supposed to save me. Fucking find me already. Save me. I’m scared.
 
   Tracey, I’m trying, he says in an acquitted voice. You’re distant.
 
   “If I take off your blindfold, will you turn me into ash?” Laine asks.
 
   Yes. “Anyone I see will die.” It’s dark and meaningful. I’m not staying here.
 
   Once the words leave my mouth I’m punched in the right side of my face. My face and head surge in pain, sending a shock through my teeth as my head whips left.
 
   “There is no need for you to be that rough with her,” Laine calmly states from far off in this room.
 
   An unfamiliar voice responds to him, “Why does it matter?” A punch with more force rams into my stomach. I cough as my mouth waters for me to barf. I gag but nothing comes up.
 
   “It doesn’t, it is not called for. You are hitting her like she is two-hundred-ten pounds. She can’t be more than one-hundred-twenty, ease up.”
 
   Another punch to the right side of my face. My teeth clack making me bite my cheek, blood pours into my mouth. I spit it out not knowing or caring where it went. A hand wraps around my neck shocking me and I gasp for air but it comes out like a squeal.
 
   “You should be afraid. Eventually the pain will die out. Just like your desire to live.” He has an Australian accent too, but his voice is husky.
 
   Another rib-crushing punch crashes into the side my stomach. I hear them and feel them crack under the pressure. I yell out in pain and the hand of the person is ripped from me.
 
   “Back the fuck off, Simon!” Laine yells.
 
   Yes Simon, please back off. I’ve leaned forward, as far as my tied arms will allow me. I want to hold my stomach and rub my broken ribs, to ease the pain. There is no soothing for this pain.
 
   “She is not healing,” Laine says quieter. “Take it easy.”
 
   “Why the shit do you care? She’ll heal later.” My hearing fades out at his laughter. Someone goes to town on my face and my already broken ribs. They punch me in the face continuously in the same spot breaking my cheekbone. My maulers loosen and if I were to pull and wiggle them, they would come out with ease.
 
   It continues for what seems like forever until I hear, “Stop, before the next punch comes at you ten times worse.” The voice is distant, sounding as if it’s in a dream. There is shuffling and I no longer feel them in the room. A door closes and it’s cold.
 
   Nathan is screaming my name over and over as if he has been calling me for hours. I can’t respond. I can’t make my head make words. Everything is jumbled and the syllables that make words, jumble together not making sense—not structuring a coherent sentence.
 
   Tracey, answer me, he cries. His voice sounds tormented, full of anger. I don’t respond and he yells angrily in anguish, a mix between a roar, a growl and a manly holler.
 
   Tracey, just try to respond, give me something, baby, please, he begs.
 
   Warm tingles spread through my face. Each one pricks with pain. When I inhale, even when I exhale, it reminds me of the broken ribs. Nathan fades out as I try to hold on to consciousness.
 
   I listen for sounds hearing nothing but my blood rushing, my steady heartbeat pounding.
 
    
 
   The door opens and a familiar presence enters the room I haven’t seen.
 
   “If we were friends, I could help you out with those broken bones, that pain you might feel too.” I am slightly grateful to hear his voice and not anyone else’s. Laine touches my knee; I sense him kneeled down in front of me.
 
   I can’t speak to him either.
 
   “Come on, black eyes, let me help you.” His voice is caring, again wrongly placed for these circumstances. “I know you can hear me, her mate. I can help her. I can’t prevent or stop them from hurting her or anything else they intend to do. But I can heal her broken bones, take away the severity of the pain. I can’t heal her flesh wounds, I can’t relieve her of all of the pain, but everything else… She shouldn’t look like this.” He speaks to Nathan through me sounding just as caring but firmer. His voice has deepened.
 
   You can hear me, Tracey, Nathan starts softly. I can’t take it. Let him help you.
 
   Laine shifts, bringing his other hand to touch my other knee. “Let me help.”
 
   There is no point in fighting. I do what I can to nod.
 
   He snorts lightly. “I’ll take that slow jerk of your head as a ‘yes’.” His hands move from my knees to my neck and there is no shock, just an uncomfortable feeling from his hands touching me there softly. “I have to place my lips to your neck, your cheek, your rib cage, and your temple.” My stomach turns. “Later I will not have to, but the first time…” it trails off.
 
   Nathan, I don’t want him to kiss me.
 
   Me either.
 
   Laine senses my discomfort saying, “It won’t feel intimate, but like when an uncle or a grandparent kisses you.”
 
   Fuck it, just do it, Tracey. I’m going away for a minute but I’ll stay in tune. Cesar has a lead on my mom and I'm hoping it leads me to you. We are leaving now.
 
   I don’t respond to him. The only thing I want to say to him right now is find me, rescue me, and get me out of here. I want him to kiss me, taking away my pain, my discomfort, my annoyance. I need him to feel the relief I desire to feel every time I inhale. It’s a long shot, and my hope starts to fade as I nod my head for Laine to help.
 
   Laine’s hand on my neck moves and is replaced by his lips. They are firm and smooth, easing the pain in my neck. He doesn’t move them as if to kiss me, only pressing them there without force. It seems as if he’s sucking it away, as I feel air slide across my skin into his mouth. He moves a second later. The pain I felt in my neck from when the other guy grabbed it has lessened.
 
   The hand on my knee moves before my shirt slowly lifts. I flinch away. Not that I’m able to stop him. But I do not want him looking at my body. I’m slouched over refusing to move my broken ribs. He moves my shirt up right under my bra. His lips press against it, no force applied. The pain subsides as the area tingles only for a second, then breathing no longer hurts.
 
   He moves, grabbing the same area, touching over the right side of my ribs. His hands are cold against my skin feeling my ribs, aligning them. It is not shocking. That makes me even more uncomfortable. “Is it better?” he asks delicately.
 
   I nod.
 
   He pulls my shirt down. His hand on my neck moves to the side of my face. “Your skin is broken. I’ll use your blindfold to wipe away the blood if you promise not to turn me into ash.”
 
   His statement amuses me. I nod.
 
   His hands move to the back of my head. He handles me too gently, untying the blindfold. It falls from my eyes revealing a dark room. The light is only on us. A dim light that I can barely see him in. The other light comes from the small barred window of the wood and steel door.
 
   “Are you feeling better?” His white eyes are soft and distracting. He doesn’t wait for an answer before he starts lightly dabbing the side of my face that was hit repeatedly. “I can’t keep them from treating you like this, or worse. But I’ll help where I can.”
 
   Reluctantly I mumble, “Thank you.” Feeling the pain in my jaw worsen, as I barely open it. He turns my head with his index finger pushing it to the left and right, studying it.
 
   I watch him from the corner of my eyes, measuring the distance between my face and his. His lips first press against my lower cheek, then they move to my temple, my jaw, and they rest on the corner of my chin. Actually kissing it before he pulls away.
 
   I turn back to him slowly, not caring about an explanation. Just happy it doesn’t hurt as bad and he doesn’t have to kiss me anymore. I wipe off the side of my face on my shoulder, telling myself I’m wiping off the kiss. Childish, I know.
 
   “The cut on your face isn’t deep enough to require stitching. It should heal fine. That was uncomfortable for you?” I watch him stand, glaring at him.
 
   “What do you think?” It’s not unkind.
 
   He walks behind me untying my hands. “Can I ask you a question?”
 
   “No,” I answer untying my legs.
 
   “Now, black eyes.”
 
   I don’t feel as good as when Nathan takes my pain away. It feels like I took a Tylenol and at any moment the pain will return. “My name is not black eyes.” I stand touching my ribs, feeling them no longer broken. I feel the new addition to my face, but I try to ignore it.
 
   “Fine, tell me your name.”
 
   “I don’t think we should become acquainted.” I don’t plan to stay here and you shouldn’t plan on staying alive.
 
   “We are friends now. And friends know each other’s names.”
 
   “Am I supposed to stay in here or go to another room…friend?”
 
   “I am going to escort you to another room. It will be worse and you will be blindfolded to ensure you do not relieve us of any more colleagues.”
 
   “What if I relieve them of you, and try to get out of here?”
 
   “Remember what happened when you walked out of the room by yourself before.” I do, I was hit and woke up three days later getting my ass whooped. He shakes his head. “I am here to hurt you, but I don’t want to. That is why I helped you. If I have a choice in it, I will not be the one to cause you pain. But everyone else in here will, without hesitancy. Like the one I pulled off of you.” He walks over to the door. “Like I told you before, the only purpose for you being here is to be tortured. Turn everyone into ash if you want, but they will never take off those blindfolds if you do. You will always get beat upon waking up. And you will continue to have rougher punishment after. That petty punching is nothing in comparison.”
 
   “Aren’t they going to be pissed to know you are helping me?”
 
   “No, that’s my own choice. They may be relieved, the more they will be able to do to you or the more pain they will be able to cause.” I don’t like the sound of that. “Let’s move.”
 
   “And go where?”
 
   “More torture.” He opens the door.
 
   I put on a confident stance, although I’m scared as shit. Walking to his side, he rubs my back in a consoling motion pushing me from the door. I shake it off. “I don’t need your comfort. I appreciate you helping me, but I do not need you to try to sooth me through your torture.”
 
   He doesn’t respond as we continue down the hall. I don’t know if it is the same one or a different one. They all look the same with the rusty lanterns that burn low. No windows, I can’t determine what time of day it is―I don’t know what day it is. No pictures to lighten the mood.
 
   Under my bare feet, I walk on cold stone. The stone is smooth but moist. I look down to see if Laine has on shoes, he does. He walks very quietly. I cannot hear his boots hit the floor, even at the upbeat pace we are walking. Weird.
 
   “We are not there yet, but I will need to put your blindfold back on.” I am curious to know what his deal is. Why he is being so nice to me? Why does he care?
 
   So I ask, “Why are you being so nice to me?”
 
   “Everyone needs someone,” he answers, as if he was already ready to answer my question.
 
   My heart quakes. “I have someone.” The thought of him sends it through spasms.
 
   “Not here.” No shit. “You stand by him, even though it is because of him you are here?”
 
   “It is not his fault that I am here. It is the person’s fault who is keeping me here.” How long have I been here anyway?
 
   “What he did, to the person he did it to, is why he has you here.” He slows his pace. “He created a debt to someone that needs to be compensated.” He pulls me, slowing me as well.
 
   I stumble backward over my feet giving him a stern disapproving look. “Don’t handle me.”
 
   “Keep your voice down.” His white eyes travel my face over. The white in his iris almost match the white of his eyes. But the black of his pupils tints it, making it just a little darker so that they are separated in shades of white. “It is that… I am trying to understand,” he says kindly.
 
   “There is nothing to understand. He did not bring me here. He is not keeping me here. He is not torturing me. And if he could fucking find me, I would be out of here,” I say my last sentence more to myself than to him.
 
   “He cannot find you?” he asks with curiosity.
 
   “Why does it matter to you?” I look at him as we walk.
 
   He looks away from me down the dark hall. “Wanting to see if what they said was true.”
 
   “If what is true?”
 
   He partially looks at me before quickly looking away. “You are right black eyes, we are not acquainted. Let us keep our questions to each other at a minimum.”
 
   “That must be a question you think you can’t answer.”
 
   “My allegiance is not to you, but to my leader. Although I want to get to know you, that does not mean I am willing to cross the person to who I am loyal. Only for your mate―whoever he may be―to try and overthrow him.”
 
   “That’s gonna happen anyway. But I’m sure my mate does not intend to overthrow him. A more ample word will better fit in that sentence.”
 
   Laine growls low in anger. “You hold a lot of confidence in your mate. And yet you have been here for almost two weeks and he hasn’t come to rescue you.” He stops, pulling me to a stop. “I have heard nothing of him trying, at the least.”
 
   “Oh, he’s trying,” I state factually, with attitude.
 
   “Because that’s what he tells you.” His nostrils flair as his face angers, but he doesn’t speak to me in an angered tone.
 
   “No, because it is what I know.”
 
   His voice lightens as he takes a step closer. “I guess we will see.” Another step closer, his scent fills my nose. It’s disturbing, smelling of blood and metal. Him being so close makes me uncomfortable. In an attempt to move, he places both his hands against the wall behind me, keeping me from moving around him.
 
   Laine is…decent looking with his chained face. That chain is the only thing that throws off his appearance. He has even-toned skin and his face is smooth like he has never grown a hair on it in his life. His short hair waves around his head. The nostrils of his straight nose continue to flare like he is angrily breathing me in. Or maybe angrily breathing. The chain shakes as it flares. His eyebrows are thick and lie straight across his brow bone.
 
   I look from his eyes at both his arms preventing me from moving. He notices, dropping them. “Let’s move, black eyes, enough fighting for one day.” He steps back, out stretching his hand for me to start walking. “It’s not my place.”
 
   I move from the wall to walk down the hall. “That, you are right about.” I look back to see if he’s following, still unable to hear his footsteps. “Why do you walk so softly?”
 
   “That is something I only tell my acquaintances, black eyes.” He smirks. I nod facing forward. “You might want to slow down. It’s going to be the first door we come up to in five more steps. Again, you will have to be blindfolded before you enter.”
 
   I stop so that he can walk ahead of me. On his passing I say, “What if I refuse to be blindfolded?”
 
   “I will have to handle you, and not gently.” We approach a door. “And if I don’t want others to treat you that way, of course I don’t want to. Do not force me to hurt you, black eyes.” His voice has lowered, standing in front of the door.
 
   I match his voice. “So I am supposed to just go easy? Let you all do whatever you want to me without a fight?”
 
   “It would be wise if you didn’t fight. But if you were my mate and the way we are ordered to treat you―indicating he is of high hierarchy. I would too, want you to fight.”
 
   “High hierarchy?”
 
   “Again―”
 
   “Got it.” I put my hand up cutting him off. “Not acquaintances.” He moves my hand aside.
 
   He holds it. I snatch it from his grasp. He notices my discomfort, stepping back. “That is not what I was going to say. But it is something I will not tell you. Not right now and not here.” He reaches in his pocket pulling out the blindfold.
 
   He holds it out for me to take. I stare at it not wanting to. I hate not seeing. “Please?” he requests quietly, shaking the blindfold. “They will hurt you but I won’t let the hurt last long once they finish.”
 
   “Thanks,” I mumble, feeling obligated to say it. I take the blindfold reluctantly and tie it around my head, over my eyes.
 
   Immediately, I feel uncomfortable and my palm heats as the vines start traveling around me. Laine’s finger touches me, following a vine that slithers up my arm. It leaves my arm circling around his finger. He jerks away.
 
   I quickly pull up the blindfold seeing him shake his hand roughly trying to get loose of the vine. His hand is bleeding as the thorns dig into him. I let out my arm wrapping it around the outstretched vine demanding it wrap back around me.
 
   The grip it has on Laine loosens and it snakes its way back onto my arm looking like the darks marks that rest upon them.
 
   He watches his hand heal. “I’ve never seen someone’s ability marks move.”
 
   “Yeah, well, get used to it.” I look back at my arm. The vines are still moving, still wrapping and snaking upward. I feel them move across the right side of my upper chest and the top of my back. One, maybe large one, snakes over the back of my shoulder and down my spine, it stops at my tailbone.
 
   I shake my head pulling the blindfold back down. “Let’s go get tortured vines.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

12: Robust
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   “You come off strong, Nathan, but I know you cannot take much more of this.” Lunis’ voice echoes through the room where I am captive.
 
   My body jerks, shakes, and withers, continuously feeling the electricity surging through it. I am strapped to a chair, ready to fall over. They placed something in my mouth between my teeth. What feels like stickers were placed upon my hands, my feet, my temples and the top of my chest. No one has touched me but many laugh, many curse me. I’ve done nothing to any of them. I’ve never been called ‘stupid bitch’ so many in my life.
 
   They strapped me down and before I could open my mouth, a soft surge of electricity shot through my body. It was a test because someone far off in the room said, “Ready”. Two women’s voices responded, “Good. Go ahead.” And I was electrocuted… Again. Apparently not enough to kill me, but I wish it did. It locked up my body. I became unable to breathe, think, or move. It seemed to last for hours. Multiple shocks, after the first long one, seven to eight different times, they were short and stronger than the first.
 
   Everyone left when Lunis entered the room. His presence is undeniable; an authoritarian, knows he is respected. Yet a small sting of qualm.
 
   “I know you are only holding up a guard.” He crosses the room nearing me. I see nothing with the blindfold remaining over my eyes. “You can beg me to stop,” he says amused.
 
   I jolt and jerk around from the remains of the electric current. My words are forced out and shake along with me. “I…will beg…you…for noth―ing,” I manage taking sporadic breaths.
 
   “What a shame… I will do this until you pass out. How many days do you think you will stay out this time?” Something moves, it clings and rattles. “Five, ten? Why don’t you tell Nathan to come see me. I’ll be at his old house, standing in the middle of the rubble. Tonight would be a good time.”
 
   “I’ll…tell…him…nothing.”
 
   “Your choice, Nathan. I am sure he has already heard me. For my messages to him, it’s the only reason I have not ordered your thoughts and your knowledge to be taken away yet.” He walks away from me. “Cylia, make it so that she is out for a month. Make her beg for you to stop.”
 
   My heart pounds and my breathing picks up at the thought of Cylia. I still jerk around in the chair. The door opens and closes, a woman’s voice says, “Gladly.” Following the door opening and closing, Lunis has left the room.
 
   Cylia needs to be turned into nothing and now. Before whatever she is grabbing is used on me―a knife sharpens along sand paper maybe? ―. I have nothing, not being able to control my withering body. Her footsteps near me. My hearing goes as I panic.
 
   I take a deep breath when her over eager presence is right in front of me. A whish sounds before the cutting of my face, follows her approach. From my right cheek to the left corner of my mouth, blood presents itself with the opening of my skin. She hits me, open palm, in the same spot, whipping my head to the left. Liquid splatters against a wall not far from me. A punch to my chest and a punch to the left side of my face whipping my head right, follows another open palm slap.
 
   This woman hits harder than the man that whooped me up last time. She unties my arms and I jerk forward falling out of the chair. Before I can adjust myself, she kicks me breaking my ribs on the left this time. She doesn’t let me breathe, she doesn’t give me time to keep up with the blows. I can’t even pull myself from the ground.
 
   She doesn’t speak as she delivers punch after punch to my face and stomach, kick after kick to my gut, my chest, my back and ribs. I will not beg her to stop and my body won’t let me cry.
 
   I scream out though…when I’m attacked…from the pain. I numb, feeling every inch of me throbbing in soreness, after a rough kick to my mouth and forehead I’m knocked unconscious.
 
    
 
   Tracey. Get up, baby, please. Nathan’s voice sings.
 
   I lift my head knowing I’ll be looking back at him. Knowing he’s right in front of me. But I’m not, only looking into darkness…alone. My hands are over my head clasped together, bondage around my wrists. I’m standing up on my tiptoes supporting my weight so that I’m not fully hanging by my arms. It’s uncomfortable.
 
   Tracey.
 
   My head falls forward in defeat. “Yes Nathan,” I say aloud, because I need to hear me say his name, confirming this is all not just some nightmare but my new reality. It sounds depressed, hurt, and defeated.
 
   You’ve been out for a long time.
 
   How long?
 
   A month and one week. Each time you seemed to gain consciousness they would do more and you would pass back out.
 
   I’m not in that much pain.
 
   Touchy helped with that.
 
   His name is Laine, I state condescendingly.
 
   You care? he asks shocked.
 
   I don’t, but considering he does and will come as close to you for helping me when I’m hurt… I am appreciative. You haven’t found me, and if it wasn’t for him who knows what state I would be in damn near two months later from the date I was taken.
 
   That’s harsh, Tracey.
 
   You are harsh, and I am still here. Did you go see Lunis?
 
   I did, he played me. It wasn’t him who met me and when he tried to fight me or whatever he was trying to do, I ended him.
 
   So now what?
 
   Try to find out why I can’t find you. I’m sorry about what’s happening to you. I’m sorry it happened period.
 
   It’s not looking good for you finding me, is it? Another reality.
 
   I’ll find you.
 
   When!? I get upset, resulting in it sounding in my thoughts. Because it currently is not happening! What the fuck are you doing, Nathan? Fucking find me! I’m hurting, they are damn near killing me every day that I am alert enough to notice. This shit is nonstop. And you are not coming closer to getting me.
 
   Tracey, I am trying, he exaggerates sorrowfully.
 
   I soften. Nathan, don’t reach out to me until the day you are standing in front of me. Check on me without talking to me.
 
   Tracey, I need to talk to you.
 
   Nathan, every time I hear you it hurts, I cry. I want you too bad and I miss you so much I can’t stand it. And each time I wake up, I know I can’t have you. I can’t feel your touch, I can’t touch you, I can’t hear your voice in my ears, taste your lips against mine, or see you outside of my memories. No torture that they put me through is worse than the anguish you are making me suffer from.
 
   Tracey, I need to hear you as much as you―
 
   No! I yell. I don’t need to hear shit, Nathan, but fearful screams, painful shrieks, and these people here begging you not to make them suffer, begging you not to kill them, begging you to leave them alone! I don’t need to hear anything you need to tell me but, ‘Tracey, come on!’ That is all I need to hear, and until the day you say it… I stop yelling. … Don’t talk to me.
 
   His anger floods me it’s so strong. I got it, Tracey. His anger in me fuels the confidence I shouldn’t have.
 
   I lift my bowed head when I hear the door open. “Let’s go, black eyes, we’re going for a walk.”
 
   I nod, feeling him untie my ankles, then my hands. I rub my wrists grateful the wrappings are gone. He picks me up by my sides, lifting me from the post to lower me. Now feeling the stone under my feet, I can tell the difference from my toes leveling me on the rough wood. I was high in the air.
 
   “You can take the blindfold off after we are out of the room.”
 
   I nod, moving my hands from its sides. I was preparing to pull it down. He pushes my back gently to walk. The many steps we take to get out of this room indicate how big it is. And Laine’s hand stays on my back the entire way.
 
   The instant the door closes I immediately move from him pulling the blindfold over my head. I look around seeing the same dark hall but there is an ending with two corners; one to the left and to the right. The other end of the hall leads to more hall. “Where do those lead?” I ask, looking in the direction of the dimly lit hallways leading away from this one.
 
   “One leads to the hall of the first two rooms you have seen, the other leads outside.”
 
   “Do I get to walk outside?”
 
   “You do not, but if you would like to walk were you can see outside. I’ll escort you there.”
 
   “If that’s the closest I’m going to get. Then yes.”
 
   He turns facing the never-ending hall. “This way.”
 
   “Okay.” I turn, following him as he heads down.
 
   “Are we going to have a silent walk, or do you mind talking?” We have already been walking for a while. Being here has made me lose track of time. My seconds feel like extended minutes, my minutes like hours, and my hours like days. For all I know we could have been walking for sixty seconds and it feels like fifteen minutes.
 
   “I don’t mind talking.” He stops, pulling my arm to come back when I’ve walked past him. He opens a door and I enter through it first. This door leads to another he opens and the sun shines brightly through it. I turn around instantly―unable to take the illumination from the sunlight―right into Laine’s chest.
 
   “Would you like to put your blindfold back on?” he asks in a chuckle.
 
   I pull back, his smell crowds my nose. Blood and metal. “No, don’t want that blindfold.” I blink multiple times. Even with the film tinting my eyes like natural sunglasses, it is still too bright.
 
   “We can wait until you are used to it.”
 
   I step back realizing I am excessively close. “Um, I’m used to it.” Turning around, the light from the sun blinds me. He is right behind me as I hear the door pull closed behind him. My eyes take a while to adjust. Once they do, I notice we are in another hall but with windows for walls that look out to more trees, sky, and ground. “No fresh air huh?”
 
   “No black eyes, no fresh air.”
 
   “Do you get fresh air?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “But the prisoners do not?”
 
   “The prisoners do not,” he confirms. I look myself over. My clothes have been changed to different joggers and t-shirt and my body doesn’t look dirty. Or look as if I have been beaten repeatedly.
 
   I touch my hair, it feels washed and brushed. “At some point did my body visit those old women in that pictorial room?”
 
   “You did, the latest was yesterday. It would be inhuman for you to be passed out in blood-drenched clothes for thirty-nine days. Others stink after a few days and I could not be around you with you sour.”
 
   “I should say thank you.”
 
   “You could, but no need to make this awkward. I’m only trying to be your acquaintance and maybe your friend…later.”
 
   “I told you, I don’t need any friends. But I appreciate your help.”
 
   He cracks his knuckles, seems he does it out of habit. “I don’t know, black eyes, something about you.”
 
   Yeah, I’m not going into that conversation. “Kay, what’s on today’s itinerary?”
 
   He looks at me, his white eyes bright in the sun. “Day of rest.”
 
   “For you all?”
 
   “For you. They banged you up pretty bad yesterday. Whips, bricks, and chains.”
 
   “I don’t remember any of that.”
 
   “You got a concussion after the first blow, probably forgot.” I look away from him down the hallway, it’s long. We are about to walk over a bridge where it is glass on both sides, above, and below us. I want to break one, just so that I can feel the breeze.
 
   “Yeah probably, that would explain these extra stitches and the deep pain I feel in my back and legs.” I change the subject. “Why can’t I get some fresh air?”
 
   “Defeats the purpose,” he answers in a matter-of-fact tone.
 
   What? “Defeats what purpose?”
 
   “The purpose of you being in here. You being in here, it’s unmindful, you outside is conversant.”
 
   Did he just say what I think? “Wait, so I can’t get some fresh air, simply opening a window…because my mate will be able to find me?”
 
   “That may be what it sounded like, but that’s not what I’m saying. But considering you haven’t eaten in twelve days. Are you hungry?”
 
   Now that he mentioned it I am starving, but I did notice his sudden subject change. “Yes, food is fine,” I say off-handedly.
 
   “When we get to the end of this walkway, we’ll get some food.”
 
   I nod, staring out the window as we walk. The trees blow in the wind. I want to hear it, feel it against my skin so bad. “I like to run,” I say for the hell of it. “I want to go for a run right now to clear my head. Even if I can’t get away, just run through those trees and back.”
 
   “Me too. It’s refreshing.”
 
   “It is. Watching the trees blow in the wind reminds me of it.” He walks in front of me cutting off my path. I stop abruptly to not walk into him. He gapes out the window. “Um, are you okay?”
 
   “Yes, just trying to see what you see.” He turns to me slowly, looking my face over as if he’s taking it in. I step back. “Is your mate okay with me helping you?”
 
   “No, but he has no choice.” I walk around him continuing down the walkway.
 
   “He has a choice.”
 
   “Maybe.” I don’t want to talk about Nathan to him. Hell, to anyone. Thinking about him makes my body hurt, my heart stutter.
 
   “He must care.” He’s at my side.
 
   “Must?”
 
   He grabs the crux of my arm pulling me to a stop. His touch is too soft, too gentle to be here. “I just mean to say, he cares about you to let another man place his lips upon you for your recovery.” His eyes are soft and his bottom lip twitches as if he wants to bite it as he glares at me.
 
   “He does, and that…” I move my arm from his hand. “… is the reason he let it happen. For my better,” I say without bitterness.
 
   I walk ahead. “But he hasn’t found you,” he calls behind me.
 
   “That’s clearly not entirely his fault. I’m sure if your mate was here you wouldn’t be able to find her either.”
 
   “I don’t have a mate, and if I did I would not have allowed her to get taken in the first place,” he retorts bleakly.
 
   I whip around angrily. “How would you know what you can or cannot prevent?”
 
   “He let you get taken. If he really cared, knowing the circumstances, you would not have been left open to be captured. What else could have been more important than keeping you safe? If you are his mate?”
 
   “That’s none of your business. It is not his fault I was taken but my own.”
 
   “You may not think so, black eyes, but it is. If he was there, you know it would not have happened.”
 
   “How do you know he wasn’t there?”
 
   “That is not an argumentative question.”
 
   “And that was an argumentative statement.” I look away from him feeling him staring a hole through me. “Why do you care about it anyway?” I ask softer.
 
   “Because I care.” By the sound of his voice, he doesn’t even know why.
 
   “You shouldn’t.” I make it to the door and grab the knob to escape Sir Doubtsalot. At the last minute, I realize you are supposed to pull it instead of push it. Once I pull it, it closes without slamming. I look up, seeing a skinny muscular hand that the veins show in pushing against it―keeping it closed.
 
   “I didn’t mean to make you upset.” He is a little too close; I can feel his head over mine gently breathing into my hair.
 
   Facing the door, I say, “You being this close is making me uncomfortable.”
 
   His hand slides down the door’s edge to the knob, brushing mine. I move to the side as the door cracks. “Sorry,” he whispers, pulling the door open further. “After you.”
 
   I quickly walk from the door back into the dimly lit hallway. He guides us around corners to an open room with tables and counters that hold food. It’s empty, no one is here, but the food is piled high. “Did we beat the rush?”
 
   “No, they keep food here.” He pushes my back to the counter. Now I’m starting to think he is just doing that to touch me because I am able to see and walk on my own. “Grab a plate, help yourself.”
 
   I grab a plate, say thank you and maneuver away from his touch. All the food looks disgusting. I don’t know if what I put on my plate was grits or dry pasta, ham or bologna, a rock or a roll, but I am sure about the mashed potatoes and gravy. It’s definitely one of those moments where I would prefer a simple sandwich.
 
   We sit at a table off in the corner of the―what I call―cafeteria. He grabbed me a bottle of water and one for himself. He sits across from me watching me push the slush he calls food around on my plate.
 
   He pushes his bottle back and forth across the table from hand to hand. “You don’t like it?”
 
   “I’m trying to determine if it’s edible.”
 
   “It will serve its purpose to fill your stomach.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s if I can get it down and not throw up what’s not in it already.”
 
   He laughs and it echoes through the empty cafeteria. “I have nothing else for you. Only snacks that are for everyone’s personal use. We keep them where we sleep.”
 
   I focus on eating the potatoes. They taste like real potatoes but they aren’t great. “What about the fruit I had before?”
 
   “I bring you fruit, but when you are nonresponsive and need your energy.” He looks at me then back to the water, moving it back and forth. “But they are treated like snacks.”
 
   “They don’t say anything to you about helping me?”
 
   “As long as I do what I’m asked, I can do what I want and help who I want.”
 
   I nod finishing my dry potatoes. “Tomorrow, I’m back getting tortured right?”
 
   “Yep, but they may start taking things away from you.”
 
   “What are you?”
 
   He stops with the bottle. “We don’t do personal, remember.”
 
   I smile not meaning too. It shows comfort and acceptance. I immediately sober. “Yes, that’s right.”
 
   “But can I know your name, black eyes isn’t too attractive.”
 
   “I suppose.”
 
   “Well, with those things that came out of you that tried to attack my hand, I was tempted to change it to vine. But I have grown used to black eyes. Your entire eyes are black.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.” I don’t want to hear my name here. I don’t want anyone here speaking my name at all. Even though Lunis knows my name, he calls me Nathan. “You calling me black eyes is fine.”
 
   “That must be too personal. Putting the check on us being friends.”
 
   I smile again. Noticing it, I quickly shake it away. “No, I just don’t want to hear my name here.”
 
   “You can be comfortable. I will not lie and say I won’t hurt you, because if the order is given I will.” That’s honest. “But I will not use things you tell me against you, and I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want you to hurt.”
 
   “I can’t figure out why you care.”
 
   “Is it wrong to care?”
 
   “Yes, it’s wrong to be somewhere where it seems like you are hated and the person that participates in torturing you wants to help.”
 
   “I don’t participate in torturing you.”
 
   “Then what do you do?”
 
   “I escort you and heal you enough that you can move around. Escort by demand, heal by choice. You question me about it like it is a problem.” He starts with that water bottle again pushing it back and forth. “If it is, I can stop. You won’t see me.”
 
   “Is this a trick question?” If I tell him to stay, I’ll be using him to keep me out of pain. If I say it’s a problem then I’ll be in pain forever.
 
   “Do you talk to your mate?”
 
   I look at him suspiciously not knowing where he is going with this subject change but I answer, “Yes,” slowly and unsure.
 
   “He said what about it?”
 
   “To let you help me.”
 
   “You said?”
 
   “No, I didn’t want you to help me.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It feels wrong.”
 
   “It felt wrong?”
 
   “No, it feels wrong.”
 
   He stops with the bottle and I push my tray to the side. The smell of the anonymous food is making me nauseous. “You haven’t felt me heal you since the first time I did it. So it felt wrong. Unless you are referring to something else.” He does not look at me when he says it, but around the empty cafeteria as if he heard someone.
 
   I won’t mention his weird actions or the fact that it always feels like he is coming on to me. “No, that is what I was referring to.” Maybe he doesn’t realize how close he gets or the delicateness of his touch. The way he touches me―so tenderly―I can feel he cares. His eyes search over the cafeteria. “Is something wrong?”
 
   “No.” He turns looking behind him. “If you are finished here, we could go find you some fruit.” He stands, not leaving me with an option.
 
   I follow. “Okay,” I say shadily. He notices, calming himself, watching me walk around the table to him.
 
   “We’ll go a different way from what we came. Okay?” He turns us toward an opening in the wall that leads us down an oval-shaped hallway. Different from the rectangle hallways we have been walking through.
 
   “Why do you check with me? Like I have a choice.”
 
   “It is right to check, making sure you are comfortable. But no, you do not have a choice.”
 
   “Well I’m not comfortable.”
 
   “You probably are never going to be comfortable. Not for months to a year from now.”
 
   “I don’t plan on getting comfortable, nor staying that long,” I say low and irritated.
 
   “I don’t want to argue with you, black eyes.”
 
   “A simple okay will suit,” I say. 
 
   He peeks at me from the corner of his eye then quickly looks away. “Okay.” He smirks.
 
   He makes it hard to be an ass to him, with him being kind and all. “Where are we walking to?”
 
   “My room, I’ll get you some fruit.”
 
   “No one will care seeing me walking with you, lingering like.”
 
   “Like I said, as long as I do as I’m ordered I can do what I want with who I want.”
 
   “This is all too weird to me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Being captured and held against my will, but being able to walk around, to converse, and linger. It feels played.”
 
   “Everyone doesn’t get the friend treatment.”
 
   “Is that what it is called?” I say with a smile.
 
   He stretches his arms over his head. They touch the ceiling of the hall moving with his walk, right foot right hand―left foot left hand. “Yes.” He bites his lip holding back his smile.
 
   “But we aren’t friends.”
 
   “We are friends, you are just in denial.”
 
   I laugh, it sounds off, or maybe I just haven’t heard myself laugh in a while. “Friends do not hold friends captive.”
 
   “I am not holding you captive. I am a friend,” he defends jokingly. “I come get you every day, take you to those old bittys, force you to eat, and heal you. You don’t know. Then when you are conscious I take you for walks so that you don’t have to stay tied up all day and maybe think about your mate and being captive.” He stops at a door.
 
   He opens it, walking in, he continues talking. “That sounds like something a friend does. Look out for you, care for you, there for you when you don’t know you need them. And…” he trails off coming back to the door. “They bring you fruit.” I can’t fight back a smile. “Apple or orange?”
 
   I stare at the fruit in his hands. He raises them up and down like a level trying to balance. I take my choice. “Orange, thank you.”
 
   He pulls the door closed. “You are welcome. I’ll save the apple for you, for later.”
 
   He is on to something with this friend stuff, but I won’t let him know that. His company is cool, and he is right about being out rather than tied up in pain. “Only because being tied up sucks, will I say thank you for helping me.”
 
   “Not because I’m a good friend.” I shake my head with a partial smirk. “I get it.” He smiles as he nods. “It’s that denial thing again.”
 
   I choke on a laugh. “You are wrongly placed, Laine.”
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   I toss my orange from hand to hand, as we walk down the hall. “You shouldn’t be here, you seem like a nice person to be in such a bad place.”
 
   “You only see me as a nice person because I am nice to you. But when I am not around while you are being tortured or are knocked out, I am doing the same to someone else. Just worse.”
 
   “That’s honest.”
 
   His voice lightens as he chimes, “Friends are honest to friends.”
 
   “Friends are honest with friends,” I agree.
 
   “So we are friends?”
 
   “Not a chance.”
 
   He catches my orange mid-toss and starts peeling it. “You are a hard shell to crack, black eyes.”
 
   I snatch it away from him. “I don’t crack. And I can peel my own orange thank you.”
 
   He throws up his hands before they fall lamely to his sides. “Okay, putting that on the ‘do not help with’ list. You want to go sit in a sunroom? If not, I can take you to your next room for tomorrow.”
 
   “Our walk has completed?”
 
   “The halls are going to get crowded with those who desire to eat that cafeteria food. I don’t want them walking by slapping you for the hell of it.”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Yes.” He shrugs. “Plus, I do enough ass whooping twenty-eight to twenty-nine other days out of the month, don’t feel like it today. Especially to protect my not friend.” He looks at me with a smile.
 
   His smile is genuine, but his white eyes sting. I could never get used to looking into them. I ignore his statement. “I would prefer if we could sit in the sunroom. I would like to stay out of those torture rooms as long as I can. It’s cold, lonely, and depressing. Awaiting someone to come and beat the life out of you.”
 
   “Yes, that’s pretty much the point of a torture room. It’s not supposed to be comforting or enjoyable. But when it is time for you to go back, I’ll sit with you if you do not fall asleep.”
 
   That caught me off guard. “That’s nice of you.”
 
   He bumps my arm with his elbow. “That’s what friends are for.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I finish peeling my orange. Breaking it in half, I hand him half keeping the other for myself. He takes his half and breaks it in half handing me a half. I take it. “Thanks.”
 
   He stuffs the half he kept in his mouth, nodding as he chews.
 
   


 
   
  
 

13: Strong Suit
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   We take a long hall to a partially lit opening. It is an open room―square shaped―with three exits. One leads to what looks like the sunroom Laine was talking about. The other leads to a dark hallway like the rest. And the last leads to a hallway lit by red lights. It looks spooky as shit with the darkness lingering at the bottom of the hall and red lighting the top―just barely. I hope that hallway doesn’t lie in my future.
 
   An open floor covered in rocks cuts into my bare feet as we walk. I quickly run backward, back to the hallway from which we entered. Falling to the floor on my butt, I dust the sharp rocks from my feet.
 
   Laine comes over. “What’s wrong?” He squats down in front of me.
 
   Crossing my legs so that the soles of my feet face me, I try to see if any more small rocks are on them. The tint over my eyes prevents me from doing so. I blink the film away. With the layers gone, the hallway is brighter than I expected.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asks again moving closer.
 
   I stare at my feet. “The rocks were cutting into my feet.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I forgot you do not have on any shoes.” He rubs his hands over my feet removing whatever rocks were left. “Better?”
 
   I rub my hands over my feet. “Yes, thank you.”
 
   “I can carry you over if you want?”
 
   Looking up at him, our eyes meet. He takes mine in, gazing into them as if they are giving him the answers to the universe.
 
   Suddenly, memories of me being with my friends begin to play in my head shifting to me spending time with my parents. I smile and they are smiling, a happy moment.
 
   Tracey, look away.
 
   Memories of me and Nathan play when we first met, our first kiss and walk by the lake in Andrew’s backyard. They shift quickly going through time we’ve shared and events we’ve experienced together.
 
   Tracey, look away! Nathan’s voice shouts in my head. The memories along with his voice build a lump in my throat. Tracey, look the fuck away!
 
   Reality.
 
   I pull my eyes away from Laine’s looking at the wall next to us.
 
   Cover your eyes, Tracey. I do as Nathan instructs.
 
   The lump is large, building in my throat, keeping me from swallowing, filling me with hurt. I would fear crying in front of Laine but considering my body forgot how to do that. It doesn’t matter if the lump bursts or not. I miss the shit out of you, Nathan.
 
   I know, Tracey, I miss you too. Stay guarded. I don’t like him but be cool. He’ll risk things for you. You need to get outside.
 
   I don’t want to hear from him, it only makes things worse. But I heard him, and I know what I need to do. I blink for the layers of film to cover my eyes until my sight is tinted.
 
   Laine grabs my hand. “Black eyes, your eyes are brown.”
 
   I pull my hand away. “Yeah.” I look back at him. He subtly flinches away, shocked the black is back―by the way he looks at them. “They aren’t any more.” I stand. He stares at me before he stands as well. “I’ll take you up on your offer.” I point to the sunroom only for a second. I sound like I feel and he notices.
 
   His mood has altered. “Yeah, okay. Carry you?”
 
   “Nope,” I turn him around. “I’ll take the trip on your back.”
 
   He looks at me with a blank expression. “A piggy back ride?” he questions uncomfortably.
 
   “What is with you Sephlems and piggy back rides?”
 
   “I don’t know, I’m not a Sephlem.” He bends down lifting me onto his back.
 
   I guess he’s not with those eyes, they don’t swirl like the others. “Then what are you?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t you think that I am a gifted human?” The awkwardness in the moment hasn’t passed, but we both ignore it.
 
   “Are you?” I lean against him to keep from falling backward. My elbows rest on his shoulders.
 
   He starts walking. “No.”
 
   “Then why suggest it?”
 
   “You assumed I was… Sephlem.”
 
   “Is it like, an insult to you or something?” He said the word with such disgust, as if it bothered him.
 
   Even over the rocks, I can’t hear him walk. “No, that’s just not what I am.” He readjusts me on his back, grabbing my thighs nearest the bend of my knees.
 
   My legs tighten at his sides, body tingling against my will, undesirably covering me in chills. Damn thighs. I don’t want to think it but it’s hard to fight. Why does he have to touch me like this, as if I’m delicate and in need to be cared for. Like he cares. His touch is delicate, as his thumbs rub back and forth on the sides of my legs, seemingly mindless to his actions.
 
   I can’t allow that. I can’t lie, the touch against them does something to me. But something that shouldn’t be felt from him. It’s not right. “Can you not do that?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Rub my thighs,” I say awkwardly. His thumbs stop as if he didn’t realize he was doing it.
 
   They tap against each thigh once. “Sorry.” He clears his throat. “Did not realize that was happening.” I don’t respond as we finally make it to the sunroom. He lets me down.
 
   I go over to a corner where it’s windows on each side of me. The closest I can get to feel like I am surrounded by the outside. Guilt pinches the back of my neck. Nathan.
 
   Don’t worry about it, Tracey. He sounds pissed.
 
   I’m sorry.
 
   It’s okay, Tracey, don’t be sorry. I can’t take him touching you, and you seem okay with it.
 
   I’m not okay with it.
 
   I know. I just want to get you out… So I can touch you. I guess I’m jealous. I don’t know what they have around where ever the fuck they are holding you. Just try to get outside. One step, all I need is one step.
 
   I close my eyes laying my head against the window, letting his face crowd my mind and the memory of his distant kiss touch my lips. I’ve been trying to fight it but I need to see him, remember him after the many days and months, that I haven’t seen him. He smiles at me setting a fire to my timid heart.
 
   Don’t do that, baby, he tells me softly, the hurt in his voice matching the pain in my own heart.
 
   Too late, Nathan, I need you.
 
   “Black eyes, you okay?”
 
   I turn around, first checking that my feelings don’t reflect in my expression. “Yep, I’m good.”
 
   He’s sitting on top of a table drilled into the ground with his legs hanging off the side. There are three tables with four chairs around each of them, and two benches that look out the wall-sized windows. “You were happy, before,” he states juggling the apple.
 
   “Yeah, thanks for reminding me.” I sit on the table across from him. “How did you do that anyway?”
 
   He stops throwing the apple. His eyes rise to mine from his tilted head. He looks at me as if he is trying to determine if he should answer my question. He nods saying, “I’m a Nemanite. I have the ability to take things from you. But in that, I get to choose what I want to take which lets me see through things like your memory.”
 
   “Did you enjoy that?” I ask, glaring at him through my lashes, irritated by what he did.
 
   “It was not intentional. I did not mean to do that to you or invade your privacy. You looked at me and your eyes caught me off guard. The invasion was uncontrollable.” He gets up from his table and sits next to me on mine. He bumps my shoulder with his. “Sorry.”
 
   I look at him weirdly, he does act like a friend would. I scrunch my nose giving him a weird look.
 
   He smiles. “Take that as I’m forgiven.”
 
   “No, you’re not, but I’m cool. How long has the sun been up?”
 
   “About four hours.”
 
   “And the month is?”
 
   “November, tomorrow.”
 
   “That sucks.”
 
   “It would to you.”
 
   “A Nemanite, huh? Isn’t Lunis a Sephlem?”
 
   He doesn’t respond right after my question. “He is, but I think you are about to get into a conversation we will not discuss.”
 
   I nod. “I got it, you have your restrictions and I have mine.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Well let’s do this, since I am considering this whole ‘acquaintance’ thing.”
 
   “Not friend?” he intercepts.
 
   I smile. “Not friends. But back to what I was saying. Let’s do this, you ask a question, I ask a question. If you think it’s too personal don’t ask it and same for me.” I look at him hoping he bites. After five seconds tick past I raise my brows waggling them, teasing with bait.
 
   He smiles warmly. “Yeah, but I will go first.”
 
   “Okay, shoot.”
 
   “Your name?”
 
   Him and my name kills me. I answer him, “Tracey. But I don’t want you to call me it or repeat it.”
 
   “Can I say it once?”
 
   “Your turn is over, one question per turn.” He opens his mouth, closes it, then nods. “Why are you here?”
 
   “That’s a broad question. Why am I here with you, or why am I living here?”
 
   Oh, both are good questions that I want to know the answer too. “Answer the second one first and on my next turn answer the first.”
 
   “I like torturing people. Creature or human, doesn’t matter. But I don’t remember how I came here. Knowing some of the things I have found out being here, I believe that once I was here held captive and they conditioned me to like this.” He shifts, leaning forward on his hands, with the table holding his weight. “And I’m here with you because you are different. And for some out of the ordinary reason I am attracted to you. Accidental of course, I would prefer to be your friend but you keep pulling me to you in other ways. Some type of electric vibe you give.”
 
   “You cheated.” But what the hell does that mean?
 
   “No, I played favorites.”
 
   “No, you cheated and it wouldn’t be wise to be attracted to me.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Is that your next question?”
 
   “Is that yours?”
 
   I turn my head too quickly, looking at him. “You play dirty.”
 
   “Why can’t I be attracted to you?”
 
   “Friends aren’t attracted to friends.”
 
   A big smile spreads across his face. “Aw, so now we are friends?”
 
   I turn away hiding my equally big smile. “It’s not your turn to ask a question.”
 
   “Well before you ask yours, let me comment on your answer.” I nod. “Friends can be attracted to friends. But knowing they can never pursue that friend, they settle with what they are given. I know I could never have you.”
 
   “You know correctly.”
 
   “I could get into that with you but it’s your turn to ask a question.”
 
   “Why do you want to be close to me?”
 
   He looks at me weirdly. His left eye twitches when he says, “You need someone to be your friend.” His left eye twitches again.
 
   “Hmm, you know the key to this is that you have to tell the truth.”
 
   “What makes you suspect I’m lying?”
 
   “I’ve been talking with you for a while, you know since I’ve been here. And never has your eye twitched. But only on that answer did your left eye twitch before and after.”
 
   His face scrunches in confusion. The sun starts to set behind us brightening the room entirely as it looks in, watching us talk. “You are very observant.”
 
   “So I’ve heard. Do you care answering that question truthfully?”
 
   “No, I think I will not answer that question at all.”
 
   “I don’t see how that question is personal. But I’ll give you a one-time pass. But don’t lie to me okay?”
 
   “Okay, first and last.”
 
   I nod. “Your turn.”
 
   “Your mate, he talks to you while you’re here?”
 
   I juggle answering or not. First, I’ll check something. “Of course the things you tell me will remain with me, but do I get the same treatment?”
 
   “You do know you are cheating.”
 
   “Humph, I am. But I need to confirm.” For some reason telling them I talk to Nathan seems like I’m breaking the rules.
 
   “You do.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “You miss him?”
 
   More than you can conceive. “I do.” The lump forms in my throat.
 
   “Your turn.”
 
   Now he has me feeling bad, not that I was feeling good, but I was feeling better than I am now. “I want some fresh air. To run, even in my bare feet. To touch the trees and watch them dance to the music of the wind.”
 
   “I saw that, you like to run, you enjoy the outdoors.”
 
   “What else did you see?” I ask dully. I have some pretty detailed memories that I’d prefer to keep private.
 
   “Your family and friends, I’m assuming. The face of your mate, I assume he is your mate.” He waits for me to confirm but I will not. “Subject change?”
 
   I look at him nodding, grateful he offered. “Why the chain?”
 
   “Makes me look menacing.”
 
   I scrunch my nose. “You think so?”
 
   “Yes, you don’t?”
 
   “Um,” I look around his face as if I’m judging it. “Not really.”
 
   He chuckles, head falling forward. “Yeah, see, I don’t know. I have had it since the day I woke up not remembering anything. I don’t know why I have it but I also have no interest in taking it out. Had to mean something for me to get it across my face right?”
 
   “Or you were bored. Kids our age do that type of thing all the time.”
 
   “What is our age?”
 
   “Or, what’s your age?”
 
   “One hundred ten.”
 
   Is he serious? “Really?”
 
   “Yes, I’ve been here, I think since age seventy-two or four.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
    
 
   The sun is setting, only a hint of its light remains in the sunroom. “I’m ready for you to take me where ever you are going to take me.”
 
   “Okay.” He gets down from the table and backs up to me. I get the hint and move to get on his back. He walks me over the rocks to a different hallway then we came from. I jump down from his back to walk at his side.
 
   He nudges my shoulder, grabbing my attention. I was trying to focus only on the lights of the lanterns to keep my head from traveling to Nathanville. “Thanks for not turning me into ash the first day you saw me.”
 
   I force a smile. “It wasn’t my choice. If it was, you and your buddy would have been turned into nothing.”
 
   “Your mate told you not to kill me? Why?”
 
   “He has his reasons.”
 
   “And without question you follow him?”
 
   “The same as you.”
 
   He stammers, “What do you mean?”
 
   “You follow the person here who gives you orders without question. But at least mine makes sense.”
 
   “And mine does not?”
 
   “Not enough for you to question my decision.”
 
   “You were provided the choice to follow him or not?”
 
   “I had a choice to follow him or not, yes.”
 
   He nods. “Do you have the option to no longer follow him?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I choose to?”
 
   “I’m not sure, just asking.” He stops at a door with dark wood and metal studs with pointy endings.
 
   “The door to this room is intimidating.”
 
   He looks at the door then at me. “I have to blindfold you before we go into the room.”
 
   “Why? No one is in there.”
 
   “You can’t see what could happen to you.”
 
   I shake my head, throwing out my hand. “Fine, give it to me,” I say flooded in attitude.
 
   He pulls the blindfold from his pocket. “Don’t seem so happy about it.”
 
   “Why not when I’m so thrilled,” I state sarcastically. It’s bad here, although not as bad as it could be for me. Regardless, I do not like to be blindfolded. I take the blindfold from him and tie it around my head.
 
   The door opens. His hand takes its usual spot on my back, guiding me into the next room of torture.
 
   


 
   
  
 

14: Time & Torture
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   Time passes. A lot of time, of constant torture and missing Nathan. I have no idea what day it is, what month it is. It’s pointless to keep up with the time of day.
 
   Laine is kind enough to take me for walks, help me, and provide food. Nathan reaches out to me, sometimes I speak. … Most times I don’t.
 
   There is only time, torture, and pain.
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   Passing time.
 
   I stare out the windows of the sunroom. The trees are naked without leaves and a fresh blanket of snow covers the ground.
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   Pain and torture.
 
   I have a gash the length of my hand that’s spread across my forehead. It needed stitches. It hurts every time I scowl at something. Laine said I could get the stitches out in about two weeks. I haven’t looked in a mirror but I can only imagine the condition my face is in.
 
   It’s always cloudy out now, rarely a clear sky. The sunroom hasn’t been lit with sun in weeks and the day light only lasts for a few hours.
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   More time passes.
 
   The halls are celebrating something, maybe New Year’s. Everyone is loud and happy. But the rooms that hold others like me yell and cry out. It saddens me, hearing their agony.
 
   There is no point in me crying, yelling, requesting or demanding to be set free. All hope is gone…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    [image: ] 
 
   More torturous pain.
 
   It has stopped snowing as much as it used to. The sky has been a little clearer. “Partially cloudy,” Laine told me. 
 
   Nathan has not found me as time continues to pass. This is…miserable.
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   “What’s the month?” I ask Laine, as we sit on a bench in the sunroom.
 
   “April, tomorrow.”
 
   April? I’ve missed my birthday being here.
 
   He hands me a peeled orange.
 
   Laine has been so nice. I am grateful for him. I can’t imagine being here without him. But just because he’s nice doesn’t exempt me from being tortured.
 
   We leave from the sunroom to my torture room for tomorrow. I enter it blindfolded. Once I’m at the spot he desires he stops me raising one of my arms, shackling it. He does the same to my other arm. They don’t stretch just hang out at my sides. And I’m standing.
 
   “I can stay here with you until morning.”
 
   Honestly, I don’t want to be in here alone, listening to the silence eating me alive. “Okay.”
 
   A chair scrapes the floor. I feel him sit next to me. “You want to talk?”
 
   “Yes, unfortunately your presence is not enough to tie me over,” I say sarcastically.
 
   “You can feel me here?”
 
   “Yes, you and everyone else who comes around me. Everyone has their own aura I can feel. I use it to identify―here―since I can’t see.”
 
   The interest in this conversation is present in his voice. “How do I feel?”
 
   “Caring and that you can be trusted.”
 
   “But…?” 
 
   “But I trust no one.”
 
   He lets go of a breath. “No one but your mate.”
 
   Why does it matter? “You show a lot of interest in my mate?”
 
   “Just trying to understand.”
 
   “Understand what?”
 
   “You will continue to stand beside him, even after what he has put you through.” What sounds like his feet shuffle, maybe he slouched in the chair. “I am not able to grasp that.”
 
   “Have you ever loved someone?”
 
   “No, not that I can remember,” he answers without doubt or hesitation.
 
   “Well, it’s something you wouldn’t understand.”
 
   He snorts. “Try me.”
 
   Why not Tracey, waste more time, there is no use in secrets any longer. It’s not like you’re getting out of here. Eventually, you’ll be thinking just like him. “My mate has not brought me through anything. It was my choice and I knew what I was choosing. And because I love him and he returns it beyond all measures, I’ll follow him into oblivion and be consumed until we both are nonexistent in this life.”
 
   “I hear love can get you killed.”
 
   “It can,” I say darkly. “And the people who fuck with me.”
 
   “You believe that he will find you.”
 
   I turn my head to where I hear his voice. “He will.” I encourage myself more than reassure him. I hope Nathan will find me.
 
   “You have a lot of confidence in him.”
 
   “I know what he is capable of.”
 
   “Which is?” he asks with boldness.
 
   “Not your concern.” It irritates me that he asked.
 
   He clears his throat, his mood shifts to being uncomfortable. “Excuse me, black eyes. That was out of line.”
 
   I don’t respond. After minutes pass of us in silence he asks, “Besides running, what else do you enjoy doing?”
 
   “Partying, shopping, and being relieved by not doing anything.” And Nathan, Nathan…and more Nathan. “Ugh…” I grumble long in annoyance. “Besides torturing people what do you like to do?”
 
   “That’s all I liked to until I found a friend.” I turn back forward wishing my eyes could burn these blindfolds off. I don’t want the fire snake to reveal itself because I don’t want them to know what all I am capable of. They already won’t let me see out of fear I’ll dust everyone. Let me start blasting fire snakes out of my hand, they’ll probably shackle fish tanks full of water to my hands.
 
   Laine and I talk about nothing that interest me, but he is kind enough to stop bringing up Nathan. Talking about interests we share, I force him into telling me why he thinks he is here. “Somehow,” he says. “I must have been a punk and allowed myself to get tortured. Maybe once someone loved me and they did something brutal. Using my life as collateral for their own.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Even though he said it without anger, it sounded harsh.
 
   “That is just how I see this. It is not what I am told. But my own perspective.”
 
   One thing about Laine is he knows how to hold up a good conversation. “I see it as digging your way into a hole with venomous pythons. Teasing them to attack and paralyze you. And once you cannot move, they squeeze you to death until your pores bleed.”
 
   “O-Kay. That is kind of gruesome black eyes.”
 
   Too much time around Olar I guess. “Yeah it was. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Being here will do that to you. It changes you.”
 
   “I want to go home. You’re cool and all but I hate it here.”
 
   “You are not supposed to love it. It should be worse.”
 
   “I bet. I do not want to know the half of it.”
 
   “You won’t. Although it will get worse, but maybe they will start taking things away so you will not have to go through the pain of being beaten near death anymore.”
 
   “I would prefer to be brought near death then to forget him,” I say without thinking.
 
   He doesn’t respond instantly. “You would?” It’s quiet.
 
   “The pain that you all put me through hurts—”
 
   He interrupts. “I do not put you through pain.”
 
   “You know what I mean. But it is nothing like the pain I feel from not being around him. Although the slightest memory will suppress the hurt if only for a second.”
 
   “You. Well, he… Or…this,” he stammers. After clearing his throat he says, “I am sorry to hear that.”
 
   “Sucks don’t it.”
 
   “Or seems familiar…” Sounds like it’s not directed toward me. “Try to get some rest.”
 
   “How the hell am I going to get some rest standing up with my arms stretched out like I want a hug?”
 
   He laughs. “I could give you a hug.”
 
   “No, please don’t.” I smile to myself.
 
   “I was making a joke,” he says calmly. “That would be too friendly.”
 
   “Right and we are not friends.”
 
   He bites into what sounds like an apple. “We are, you are just in denial,” he says, chewing. The smell of the apple creeps in my nose rumbling my stomach. “Uh, would you like a bite of this apple?”
 
   “That was loud huh? No, your hands have been all over it.”
 
   “My hands were on that orange I gave you earlier, and you ate that happily.” I hear him stand because the chair moved as his presence shifts. “And my hands were all over the place before I came and got you.”
 
   “Ew, don’t tell me that.”
 
   “I’m joking. Here have a bite of the apple. I promise you won’t die. Plus, it is delicious.”
 
   The apple touches my lips, smooth and unbitten. I open, taking a big bite from the apple. It’s juicy when I bite into it. Pulling away, it drips down my chin. I chew and Laine’s cold hand wipes it away. What feels like the back of a finger wipes my bottom lip.
 
   “Mm,” I sound from the flavor of the apple satisfying my taste buds.
 
   “It’s good right?” I nod, chewing. “You want another bite? Maybe a smaller one?”
 
   I smile swallowing the rest of the apple. “Yes, I’ll take a smaller one—not eating all of your apple.” He brings the apple back, offering an unbitten side. I take a smaller bite as I promised. Chewing it quickly I follow, “Thank you, you can finish it.”
 
   “You can have as much as you want. I’ll take what you leave.”
 
    “Why so nice, Laine?” I wasn’t expecting that.
 
   “I could let you starve, I am sure your mate doesn’t appreciate me hand-feeding you fruit.”
 
   My smile fades. “Yeah, I’m sure he doesn’t.”
 
   “That was meant to be a joke.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.” I smirk remorsefully, just to make him feel better. “I took it as one. I just had no other way to respond to that statement. But back to that apple.”
 
   “Nice subject change.” He puts the apple back to my mouth. I take a couple more bites before pulling back refusing another.
 
   “That is the best apple I’ve ever tasted blindfolded and chained in a torture room.”
 
   “I hope this is the only apple you have tasted in a situation like this.” He bites the apple. It’s loud. Moving from me, he sits back down in the chair.
 
   “It is.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

15: Grieving
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   The door opens slamming against the wall. Laine left what seems an hour ago, telling me they would be on their way. I have not been to sleep, just blindfolded stretched out like a bad sex scene in a torture porn flick. The primary difference is I am fully clothed and clearly not about to have sex. But about to get the shit beat out of me instead.
 
   Lunis closes the door behind him. Someone else is with him, they feel way too proud and eager. It makes my skin crawl. “Nathan, you are awake this time,” he exclaims cheerfully.
 
   I’m entertaining this ass. I wish I could have the privilege to turn him into nothing. Maybe punch him around, cut up his face, and break a few of his ribs before I kindly end him.
 
   “I have nice fun and festive activities for you today, Nathan.” I’ve realized him calling me ‘Nathan’ is not him talking to me, but actually talking to Nathan. Lunis is looney. “You have put up a very strong stance since you have been here, and I would like to see how much it will take for you to call…out…his…name.” He breaks it up like one would announcing a challenge.
 
   “What is your joy in that?” I ask softly, just to entertain him. Regardless of what it is, he is going to torture me the same either way.
 
   “Testing how much you can take. I want to hear his name bleed from your mouth. Everyone else immediately calls out for their mates. If they have one. But you, Nathan. You have remained quiet only crying out because of the pain. And because of who your mate is, I doubt you will beg us to stop. This is the next best thing.”
 
   He is standing in front of me. I turn down the corners of my mouth and sway my head left to right. Then I shrug my shoulder without saying anything. He grumbles an aggravated breath then snaps his fingers.
 
   The door opens and closes and his presence is replaced with two others. These also eager. I brace myself feeling both of them approach me at the same time.
 
   “Come on pretty girl,” a deep woman’s voice starts, “If you call his name now, we won’t have to break your bones.” She laughs. “Only rough you up…a lot. You’ll walk away or be dragged away with bruises. No cuts. I promise.”
 
   “How about you let me out of these shackles and I see how quickly I can make you say his name. But you will walk away with cuts and broken bones.” I raise my eyebrow and kiss the air.
 
   When a fist slams down on my face, I immediately regret saying it. It’s followed again, and again, and again, a fist pounding in my face, breaking my bones.
 
   A manly powerful kick is applied to my stomach and I fly backward being caught by the chains that hold my arms. I swing back forward as my feet drag the floor, scraping the tip of my toes against the rough stone. And as if I’m being pushed on a swing I am kicked again flying backward. They are going to bust my stitches and everything is going to get a lot worse.
 
   The chain holding my right arm breaks from the wall. One of them quickly rushes over to me, pulling my arm behind my back. She bends my arm and I scream out against the pain. The bone breaks along with my skin and warm liquid covers my arm and back. She lets me go and it doesn’t unbend or fall to my side.
 
   The shackle on my other arm comes off. Before I can fall to the floor, I’m kicked in the back falling onto my knees. My left knee pops under my fall, shooting pain up the left side of my body. I scream out in agony. They do not let the pain settle in before they go to town on me; breaking the fingers on my left hand, crushing the bones in my feet with their boots that also becomes acquainted with my left shoulder blade and spine.
 
   I will scream, they will know it hurts, they will know I’m suffering and in pain. But I will not cry out for Nathan like they demand of me. I will not give them the satisfaction of hearing me scream his name as they constantly tell me to with their attacks.
 
   That will hurt worse than all of this… Worse than the kick that just cracked my hipbone, and them pulling me to my feet to make me stand on the broken bones in my legs. Only so they can start punching and kicking me again. My entire body throbs in pain and eventually goes numb.
 
   One kicks me in my chest and it hurts to scream out. I’m flooded in anger. Looking at the darkness of the blindfold my vision turns red. Nothing but air comes out of my mouth as I’m kicked in it.
 
   The floor appears before my eyes. I’m picked up from the ground, and on the way up combat boots, legs, hips, stomach, a chest, and then a face reveals itself, standing in front of a wall of knives. She charges for my face with another punch and I desire her into nothing before she can make contact, keeping her from causing me any more pain.
 
   She does, turning into ash. Before I can process it, I’m thrown across the room as the other woman shrieks fearfully. I slide across the floor on my back. If I can just turn my head and see her, she is next. But I can’t, I can’t turn my head and the pain has me fading in and out of consciousness. I’m dazed with my vision blurring, seeing through this blindfold.
 
   Pounding on the door erupts loudly through my ears. She screams louder. “Open the door! Now!” The door opens and she’s out. I fight against passing out, out of fear of what they are going to do to me next.
 
   Darkness covers my eyes and I can no longer fight it.
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   I jerk, sensing I’m awake. Pain is everywhere, bones are broken and I can’t move. “I’m helping, black eyes, I just got back.” I relax hearing Laine’s voice. At least that means the torture session is over. “I thought we discussed you not turning people into ash.”
 
   Why is he talking to me knowing I cannot talk back? I can’t move anything and if he is touching me, I can’t feel it.
 
   “This is the worst, and it, in a way, makes me upset.” When he touches my face, I realize he was not near me when he first started talking. “But I’ll make it better.” There is more pain before the better comes. He stitches up my flesh wounds I wish he could heal and drenches my body in that cleaning stuff they use. It’s the worse, and burns my nose.
 
   He touches over me. It seems like he has to touch everywhere under my clothes. I can only feel his touch after he removes his hand. It’s not intimate but as a doctor would touch you. He makes a few disapproving sounds but doesn’t say anything until he is finished and the pain lessens. “Better?”
 
   I open my eyes to no blindfold, looking up at a stone ceiling. I look over to him on my right side. “Yes,” I say in a whisper. “Thank you―again.” I move my fingers and my toes feeling cushion under my body. I move my hands feeling cotton sheets. Wait, “Where am I?”
 
   “My room, it was the only place I could take you with a bed.” I jump up from his bed tripping over a box in the floor and stumbling into the wall hurting myself more. “It is just a bed. It’s not going to bite.”
 
   That might be true but another guy’s bed is a no go zone. Definitely not crossing that line. “Um, yeah okay,” I say, quickly nodding my head.
 
   “We can leave if you want.”
 
   “Yes,” I say quickly. “Let’s leave.” He stands from another box he was sitting on, grabbing my blindfold from the bed. He heads to a door and I quickly follow behind him not looking around the room.
 
   Once outside of the door I close it behind me. After it’s closed, I’m able to breathe and partially relax. I let go of a breath leaning against the nearest wall avoiding the door. My left arm is wrapped up, as well as my legs. I think there are some stitches over my chest and some in my back on my side. The pain isn’t as excruciating as it was but I’m not suffering.
 
   “Now that that’s over, how were you able to turn someone into ash with your blindfold on?”
 
   Tracey! Nathan calls alert. I put up a finger to Laine, telling him to wait a moment.
 
   Nathan, I say with excitement, not sure why. But I am happy to hear him.
 
   Hey. He calms, indulging in my mood.
 
   I smile unable to fight it, hearing his voice soothes me. Calm, without hurt, no anger, and it’s relieved even if it’s for no reason. That one word, ‘hey’, in that tone, changes everything. Hi.
 
   I love you.
 
   I lean my head back against the wall smiling from ear to ear. I love you.
 
   You were out for a couple of days, Laine is just now getting to you?
 
   Yes. You are okay?
 
   No, but I’m glad you sound okay. I found out my mother is being taken to where you are. I found out where she was and the next day they moved her.
 
   How did you find out?
 
   Someone that was on the inside. They killed him so that doesn’t matter anymore.
 
   Something happened today, well the other day when they were breaking my bones and not killing me. I saw through my blindfold and dusted this chick.
 
   Really, does anyone know?
 
   Yes, I’m pretty sure everyone knows. Laine is questioning me about it now.
 
   Why is he questioning you about anything? he asks irritated.
 
   I don’t know. He wants to be my friend.
 
   You don’t need him as a friend.
 
   Um, Mr. Overprotective I know that. He’s cool, he helps me, be cool. I would have dusted him when I first saw him but you said don’t and there was a good reason for it. Calm down, Nathan. He could never replace you, as my friend or more.
 
   I know that. That’s not my concern but he’s into you and I don’t like the way he touches you.
 
   Yeah, I know that.
 
   I’m about to go meet with another flunky of Lunis’. I’ll check in on you later. They keep trying to hurt you, dust them. Love you.
 
   I pull myself from the wall, looking at Laine lean against the opposite wall, staring at me. “I’m sorry, what were you asking me?”
 
   “He just reached out to you.” He pulls himself from the wall.
 
   “Uh, yeah.” I narrow my eye suspiciously at his question. “Why?”
 
   “You looked happy, for almost thirty seconds.”
 
   “I was.”
 
   “I noticed,” he says nonchalantly. “But I asked how you were able to turn someone into ash with your blindfold on.”
 
   “I don’t know.” It’s the truth, I don’t know.
 
   “Well, you got something started.”
 
   “Wait, before I hear how bad I made it. You were gone for two days?”
 
   “I was, I got to you as soon as I came back.”
 
   “Is it personal for me to ask where you went?” I don’t know why I care, him being gone that long seems unusual.
 
   He looks at me and away quickly. “It is,” he states, dropping the subject.
 
   I nod. “So where are we going now? And what have I gotten started?”
 
   “Shower, change, fruit. After, I’ll take you to another room and they plan on doing something worse to you and your mate then they have been.”
 
   “Do you know any details?”
 
   “Yes, but if your next question is for me to tell them to you, I cannot.”
 
   I nod, shrug, and then nod again. Not sure how to process the limited information. What could be worse then what they have already been putting us through? Hell, they could leave me in a room alone for all this time and me not seeing Nathan alone, is worse than them beating the shit out of me.
 
   The pain and the agony they cause is beneficial though, letting me know I am alive. Letting me know it’s real and I’m not somewhere in limbo hanging on between death and life. Their pain doesn’t compare to the pain I get from missing him or being away from him. Something they must not know I guess.
 
   “How do you feel?” Laine asks when we turn a corner.
 
   “Drained. I need a nap. But thanks to you I’m not in any severe pain.”
 
   We approach the door to the room with the three old ladies. “I’ll be back to get you in an hour.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He opens the door for me to walk in. “One hour, you all have with her. I’ll return at its closing,” he firmly states. The ladies smile and nod until the door closes behind me.
 
   The red head waves her hand at me toward the bathroom. “Go in there by myself?”
 
   “Yes, what are you going to do? Escape out of that tiny window.” Window?
 
   “No.” I scurry to the bathroom. “Towel?”
 
   “It is hanging over the tub, big and small.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Your clothes are in there as well. Be careful of your stitches.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   In the bathroom, I close the door and turn on the shower. The window is over the toilet, I have every intention on opening it, and I don’t know… Maybe breathing in the outside air, sticking my hand out, putting my chest to it. Something has to work.
 
   I carefully climb up, standing on the toilet seat. Unclasping the latch on the window, it pulls out and up. It’s small like the size of the large bricks that make the walls. The air from outside rushes into me and the smell of the fresh air is invigorating. I take in a deep breath, letting it back out. It’s freezing cold but worth it.
 
   Fuck, Tracey, he whispers relieved. Got it. I fucking love you.
 
   I quickly close the window, even though I love the fresh air’s smell. But it is cold and I don’t want them to be able to tell it was open.
 
   Happily, I take off my clothes, getting in the shower, ignoring the burn of the water against my cuts.
 
    
 
   Walking out of the bathroom, all three ladies look normal. Red head is pacing the room―as usual, the one with glasses sits at the end of the bed―as usual, and the other sits at the side of the bed―in her usual spot. “Can I use a brush?”
 
   Red head grabs a brush from the dresser she paces past and tosses it to me “This is the brush we use for your hair.”
 
   I catch it. “Thanks.” I take it to my head heavily, walking over to red head and the dresser. “Hair tie?” I ask with a smile.
 
   She opens a small case, pulling out a real hair tie. A thin black stretchy one. “Here, let me have a look at your injuries.” I show her my legs, feet, arms, and face. “Seems okay, I’ll spray something on them to help keep the pain away and keep them from getting infected. I’ll wrap them back up too.” I nod. She grabs a small bottle from the dresser spraying that hell raising shit on my body. It’s the worst, but nothing can ruin the happiness I have right now. As she tops the bottle, she grabs the gauze. She stares at me after wrapping my legs. Grabbing my arm, she wraps it slowly saying, “Laine will be back here in five minutes. You shouldn’t look so happy.” She looks at me with the corner of her mouth twitched upward and her eyebrow raised.
 
   Shit, she knows. She shakes her head, telling me I’m good. With a blank expression I whisper, “Thank you.”
 
   She nods, giving me a small smile. Quickly she hugs me. “Be careful,” she whispers near my ear. “And if your mate is who they say he is. Spare us.”
 
   I’m thrown off guard by her statement at first, but I nod, watching her walk away from me, back in her pace. I brush my hair up into a ponytail. The door open and Laine demands, “Let’s go.” I set the brush down on my way toward the door.
 
   In a basket next to the door, he grabs two oranges and an orange juice. I follow behind him out of the room.
 
   “Better?” he asks after I close the door.
 
   “Yes.” He hands me an orange. “Thank you.” I peel it as we walk.
 
   “We will go to the sunroom for a couple of hours and after I’ll take you to the other room.”
 
   I shrug. “Okay.” I have the orange fully peeled. “You want some?”
 
   “No, go ahead you need it.” We walk in silence until we get to the open room with the rock ground. “Ready?”
 
   I wipe my hands on my pants, getting ready to walk around him. “It will hurt you if you ride over on my back.” He moves me back in front of him with my back to him. “This may be better.” He lifts me from behind, carrying me by scooping under my thighs, one arm on me pulling me to his chest. “See this is better. I’m not touching your cuts and you don’t have to lean your chest against me.”
 
   “Yep, can you hurry up and walk across these rocks.” He walks swiftly the remainder of the way and sits me down on a table when we make it into the sunroom.
 
   I hear people talking throughout the halls today. They all sound mean and angry. Laine moves to hold up the wall beside the table I sit upon. It’s cloudy outside. There is no sun and the clouds are so dark they give the sky a dreary look.
 
   “Can I be a little personal with you, black eyes?”
 
   I look at him, his voice is too soft. “Sure.”
 
   He grabs my shoulders, sliding me around the table so that I am facing him. “Let me know if I get too personal.”
 
   “Okay,” I say skeptically.
 
   He leans back against the wall. “I can’t figure it out but something about you makes me have to care about you.” His voice is low. “I want you to know that I’ll never hurt you even though it is about to seem like it.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I’ll be in the room with you. I won’t hurt you, even after they require me to.”
 
   “You?” I say with exaggeration. “Rejects a demand? No,” I sing sarcastically.
 
   “Like I said, I won’t hurt you. I can’t. But I’m obligated to hold you while others hurt you.”
 
   “Like hold me down?”
 
   “Yes. But it was one or the other.”
 
   That doesn’t make sense to me. “So you won’t hurt me, but you will stand there and let me get hurt?”
 
   He gives me a look of confusion and disgust. “We are not friends, black eyes. And here you are chastising me as if we are, as if I have an obligation to you.” He points at me then drops his hand.
 
   He is right. “That’s not what I mean. I was just caught off guard by the information I never thought I would hear from you.”
 
   He moves from the wall, walking too close. “Don’t forget, I tried to be your friend. You declined. And again, my allegiance does not lie with you but with who has me.”
 
   I push him back by his chest. It’s not ripped under my touch but a hard chest. “And who would that be?”
 
   He takes the step back. “Only friends care.” 
 
   “Let’s say for conversation’s sake that I’m a friend.”
 
   He takes a single step closer, not yet allowing me to smell his metal and blood scent. “I want out of here too,” he starts, taking me by surprise with the change in topic. “The day I saw your memories, they showed me something I’d forgotten, that was replaced after the day I heard you laugh.”
 
   This is personal. “And that was?”
 
   “Happiness and love.” He steps closer. That uncomfortable feeling creeps in me. “All of which were stolen from me and it took for you to be brought here to remind me of them. Years later. A small girl with black eyes and a beautiful smile would spark my memory of feelings that I’d forgotten.”
 
   “You are really close and I―”
 
   “Really.” His head tilts to the side, as he gets closer.
 
   I lean back. “Laine, don’t do it.”
 
   “What?” Before I can move…
 
   I have never seen him move fast. In this long time I’ve been here, he has never moved quickly. But when I try to move away, he is much faster than me as his lips rest against mine. He has his hand in the middle of my back pushing me to him with the other hand on the side of my face.
 
   I’d forgotten what it felt like for lips to be felt by mine. My lips pull his, his upper lip over mine, and his bottom lip in between mine. His mouth is warm unlike his cold hands that match his breath. I breathe in and reality smacks me along with his metallic scent hinting of blood.
 
   I jerk back away from him. I push him away forcefully with heated hands. “What the fuck, Laine, do you have a death wish?” I jump down from the table, hurting my leg.
 
   He grabs my arm, pulling me to him. I jerk away not getting loose of his grip. “Wait, Tracey,” he says my name as if he’s use to using it.
 
   Weirdly enough it also sounds right coming from him. “Don’t call me that.” I don’t want to hear it. But he’s got my attention.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he says calmly but meaningfully. “But I needed to kiss you. I needed to know. No, that’s a lie.” He lets my arm go and I step back from him. “I needed to feel you. I’m attracted to you but I do not want a relationship with you. I needed to be for sure.”
 
   And now I’m insulted. “Next time you want a CPR dummy use one of those women that beats the shit out of people for the hell of it, not me.”
 
   “Allow me to clarify. If I could, I would, but you are mated, making you unavailable. But that doesn’t stop the way I feel about you, the fact that I care about you. But to insure that I can be around you and let that aspiration for you go. I needed to feel you, to kiss you. To prove to myself it is all in my head. It is like having an itch that needs to get scratched. After you scratch it, it no longer itches.” He walks to the windowed wall. “But if you don’t scratch it, it continues to itch. Irritating the fuck out of you.” He turns to look at me. “You were my itch.”
 
   “O-Kay.” I think he just compared me to an uncomfortable sensation on the skin. How rude. “Don’t do that anymore. Even though I don’t want to be your friend doesn’t mean I want you to die.” I sit in the chair at the table.
 
   He walks over sitting on the table across from me. “How will that happen?”
 
   “My mate is not fond of other guys kissing me, even if they are just testing a theory.”
 
   He laughs. “That’s a good way to describe it. I’m not afraid of your mate.”
 
   “You don’t have to be afraid to die.”
 
   “I would prove to you how much I care, but I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”
 
   What the hell is that supposed to mean. “You―”
 
   “Hey Laine,” a female’s voice cuts me off. “What are you doing in here by yourself?”
 
   “I’m not.” She walks around the corner, looking around before she eyes me.
 
   Her face turns up disgustedly. “Why are you here with a prisoner?”
 
   “Why are you concerned?”
 
   “Heard your voice, I wanted to see if you wanted to come to the circle before your next session.” This girl is huge, with a muscular build. She has black short hair that rests at the line of her shoulders. She has cute features but she looks mean as hell.
 
   “No, I’m not interested.” He stands. “Let’s go, black eyes.” He comes over and lifts me from the chair. We leave with him not saying anything else to muscles.
 
   “The circle?” I ask when he sets me down in the hallway.
 
   He looks at me weirdly. “Is that a question?”
 
   “Uh, Yes.”
 
   He starts walking and waves his hand for me to follow. “It’s a circled area where they, rather, we gather in to fight.”
 
   “Why? You all don’t get enough of that.”
 
   “What we do is not fighting. Sometimes it’s cool to get hit back.”
 
   “I could definitely hit them back.”
 
   “I’m sure that little punch that you possess will not affect anyone here.”
 
   I stop. “Wow, that was really insulting. How about I punch you and we see how affective it is.”
 
   “You would try to hurt me, black eyes?”
 
   “Only two men are safe from not being hurt by me.”
 
   He grabs my arm pulling me to walk. “When I become your friend, you’ll add me to that list.”
 
   “Probably not. You cross me, I’m done with you.”
 
   “Why would I cross you?”
 
   “Well, we are supposed to be friends and you kissed me.”
 
   He looks at me with a smirk. “It was bad?”
 
   “No, it just felt awkward, unexpected, and wrong.”
 
   “Wrong because you have a mate?”
 
   “And because I’m not into you like that.”
 
   “But you have to admit you like me.”
 
   “I’ll admit I appreciate you and that’s the only reason I didn’t blast a hole through your chest when you forced me to kiss you.”
 
   “But you didn’t move or prevent it.”
 
   Realizing his hand is still wrapped around my arm, I shake him loose. “I wasn’t provided the chance.”
 
   He stops. “I’m sure if you wanted me to move…” He grabs my arm quickly turning me around, pressing my back against the wall. Again, he moved faster than I’m used to for him. “… You would have moved me.” He steps closer holding my hands against the wall. He’s slouched so that his face is in front of mine. “So move me… Tracey,” he says charismatically, gazing into my eyes.
 
   My name, again. It’s weird how it doesn’t seem out of place hearing it from him. His lips twitch and discomfort rolls in my stomach. Trying to move my arms, he is strong as shit. They don’t budge, only wiggle uselessly like they want to get free. I move my leg to kick him and he holds them still with his. I take a breath and his scent of blood and metal hints a citrusy smell.
 
   “Or you could just move.” His head leans forward and I turn mine.
 
   He kisses my cheek. “I’m playing around, Tracey. I like how your face turns red and your breathing changes when I’m this close.” He backs away.
 
   The moment he lets go of my hands, I shove him into the concrete wall behind him. “I think you are really trying to piss us off!”
 
   “Ow!” He pulls himself from the wall. “Do I bring pain to you black eyes?”
 
   I fold my arms. “As a matter of fact, you do.”
 
   He chuckles. “Yeah, I guess you are right.” He starts to walk. “About both of those.”
 
   I follow keeping my distance. He is way too comfortable in my bubble. “That’s some bull shit.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “All of the above.”
 
   He slows and I get closer, so I slow. “You know I have no choice in the second. But for the first, I don’t like that your mate allowed you to get taken. And has forced me to bring you pain.”
 
   “What is with you and bashing my mate? Keep it up and I’m going to bash you.”
 
   “I’m not bashing him, I just don’t like him.”
 
   “You and an assload of other people.” Join the party.
 
   He stops walking until I’m at his side. “But not you.”
 
   “He may piss me off sometimes but no, I’ll always love him.”
 
   “Why does he piss you off?”
 
   “He has ways of doing things that don’t make sense to me and will claim them to be for my better,” I answer without thinking.
 
   “That makes sense to me.”
 
   “I’m sure it does. You think what you do here makes sense.”
 
   He pulls the orange juice from his back pocket and after opening it, he hands it to me. I take it. “I don’t expect it to make sense to you.”
 
   “What have they done for you, to make you want to give everything to them?” I drink it, finishing it without stopping.
 
   He looks at me as if I’m getting too personal. “Nothing, I don’t want to be here or do the things required of me. But rebel at the cost of it all happening to me. Reliving it all over again.”
 
   “So you remember you being here, living like me.”
 
   “No, not like you. Nobody cared to help me when I was here. I guess I don’t have the same effect on people like you do.” He sounds depressed, remembering what was.
 
   I grab his hand for comfort. I don’t like him making his moves on me, but I also don’t like seeing him upset. He has done a lot for me and consoling his depression is the way I have to thank him. He looks at our hands then at me.
 
   I look away from him down the hall. “It wasn’t for nothing, because of what you went through it made you a good person. For the most part,” I say with a shrug. He laces our fingers. “Don’t get too comfortable with me holding your hand.”
 
   “I am going to get totally comfortable. Feels like you care.”
 
   “I’m comforting you, I don’t care.”
 
   “You care. Your actions show it.” I try to move my hand but he grabs it tighter. “Don’t worry about it, I won’t tell anyone you have a soft side.”
 
   “It’s not my soft side you should be worried they find out about.”
 
   “Yes, please tell no one I have a soft side. I might get bullied.” I laugh. “That’s what made me remember among other things. That laugh.” He looks at me. “I’m sorry again for kissing you. I meant to do it, but it may have been a little inappropriate.”
 
   “A little?”
 
   “Yes, a little. But we can still be friends right? It won’t make us awkward around each other.”
 
   “Only if it meant something.”
 
   “Did it mean something?”
 
   “No.” It’s heartless.
 
   “Ouch. That hurt.”
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

16: Liberation
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   “I have to take you into the room now,” he says after we shared an orange and I finished another orange juice I didn’t see him stash. “This is going to be different and maybe more painful.”
 
   “Yeah, you won’t hurt me but hold me while others do.”
 
   “Right,” he says halfheartedly. “You’ll need to put on the blindfold.”
 
   I don’t need to be reminded of that. “Okay.”
 
   He stops. “Right here,” he whispers, pulling the blindfold from his back pocket. “Promise you won’t turn me into ash.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess not,” I say grabbing the blindfold. “Is this going to be a near death experience?” I tie the blindfold around my head.
 
   “No, you are going to wish you were dead.” My breath catches. “You ready?” he asks.
 
   I nod as he pushes the door open.
 
   Laine pushes me in the room forcefully, leading me by my shoulder. His grip is tight, hurting me. I walk across hard stone that scrapes at the bottom of my feet. He slams me down in a chair and the pop echoes through the room. He ties my arms back around the chair.
 
   Many people are in this room. If they plan on everyone beating on me, I’m pretty sure everybody is going to die today. Two more familiar presences fill the room before the heavy door closes. One is Lunis, I know his among anyone, I’ve felt it too often. The other I know but I cannot place, it’s soft and composed.
 
   There is shuffling before Lunis speaks. “Remove her blindfold.”
 
   No, do not remove my blindfold. I shake my head, feeling Laine’s hands on the sides of my face. “Chill, black eyes,” He mumbles very low. His fingertips brush my skin as the blindfold lifts from my eyes over my head.
 
   My eyes take seconds to adjust and when they do, focusing on the unexpected sight, I lose control of my body. I’m up from the chair hands behind me, running toward the woman sitting in another chair.
 
   Laine instantly grabs me roughly, pulling me back, he slams me down in the chair.
 
   Calm down Tracey, everything is going to be okay, she says in my head. I shake my head questioning her with hurtful eyes. No matter what happens, hold it together. They have something traitorous planned.
 
   I talked to Nathan, he’s coming.
 
   She looks at me with wide eyes, wearing an expression of shock. How, how is that possible? She shakes her head, eyes now narrowed. No matter what happens. Stay in control.
 
   What is supposed to happen?
 
   “Nathan, you know this woman don’t you?” I look for Lunis, I feel him in the room but I cannot see him. Only a light hangs from the ceiling between Natalia and me. She is ten feet away from me and I need to run to her and hug her.
 
   With this light over us, it shadows out the rest of the room. Only she and I sit in the circle of light. Looking out to the room it’s darker with the tint, I can’t see anything. I have not replied to Lunis. I won’t, he knows I know her. I hate people to play with me and when I get the moment, I’m going to get rid of him.
 
   “Nathan, speak to your mother. You haven’t seen her in a while.” He’s amused. It does nothing but fuel my fire making my hands heat. The vines that now cover my entire right arm, right side of my neck, my right ear, and some type of huge vine down my back starts moving fiercely. The thorns dig into my skin managing my anger. Laine’s hand moves away from my right shoulder and his grip on my left tightens as his thumb rubs me in a soothing motion.
 
   “You need to respond, Nathan, or she will get a taste of what you have been through here.”
 
   Laine taps me with his thumb. What makes him think he can persuade me to talk to a man that I want to murder, that brought my mate’s mother here to torture her. This is what Laine meant by this will be the worst.
 
   I jerk my shoulder forward and back, hinting to him I don’t give a shit. His other hand moves back to my right shoulder and my vines cover it. His grip tightens as he leans down by my ear. “Black eyes, don’t be difficult.” He massages my shoulders. “Relax, or it will get worse.”
 
   Looking at Natalia, she stares at us in question. I feel the need to explain myself but this may not be the right time. But her look is disapproving, filling me with guilt. He helps me, heals me after they nearly beat me to death.
 
   And Nathan?
 
   He knows, he said go with it but he doesn’t like it.
 
   My son is not going to approve of the way he touches you.
 
   He is―
 
   “Nathan, I’ll give you once more to respond.”
 
   Laine taps my damn shoulder again. “I’ve already spoken to her,” I say.
 
   “I didn’t hear you.”
 
   “You wouldn’t.”
 
   “Nathan, tonight I will break you,” he says wickedly. “I have enjoyed your strong stance, and the way you can take a punch. But tonight, you will cry out for him.”
 
   “You will cry out to him.”
 
   He makes a short growl and snaps his fingers once. Natalia cringes, her teeth grit and her eyes shut tightly. Her muscles are tight and her veins present themselves through her forehead.
 
   “Stop!” I shout. His fingers snap again. She relaxes.
 
   “Comments like that, Nathan, will kill her quickly.”
 
   Is he serious?! “Kill her!?” I ask in disdain.
 
   “Greet your mother, Nathan.”
 
   I stare into Natalia’s eyes. She looks relieved of the pain but knows it will return. “It’s okay,” she says with stress in her eyes. “Do it.” As if something bad is going to come from me greeting her. It makes me skeptical but I don’t want to see her hurt.
 
   I breathe through my distress about this situation. Nathan, get here. I know he won’t respond but he needs to know this may end badly. I take another look around the shadowed room. Seeing nothing.
 
   Laine rubs my back with his thumbs, I guess he thinks it’s comforting. It’s not. I look back at Natalia. I am happy to see her, just not seeing her here. I smile. “Hey Mom, I’m glad you’re okay.”
 
   “Hello daughter, I’m happier to see that you are well. And together.” She smiles, her eyes water. Seeing her like this breaks whatever blockage that has been holding back my tears. Instantly my eyes burn and I see a pool form at the bottom of them. And at the worse time. I will not let Lunis or any of them see me cry. I can’t display my hurt. It will only bring them more satisfaction to my pain.
 
   I tilt my head back looking at the ceiling. Laine looks down at me, his face is hard. He lowers his eyes to a squint. I roll my eyes looking away from him.
 
   “Now, call out to him,” Lunis states. That…I cannot do. I cannot say his name. I cannot bring him that pain. Hearing it is one thing. But if I say it, out loud, right now…
 
   There will be no holding it together. The emptiness I feel in the barrier that blocks and hollows the beat of my heart will be filled. I will start to feel the beat all over me, all the hurt will flood from me like an overfilled tub.
 
   I can’t do that. I look at Natalia with shaking eyes, trying to manage my tears from the hurt I know I’m about to inflict. It is so selfish of me to cause someone else pain to avoid my own.
 
   I know, Tracey, this is more than you calling out for him. That is for Lunis’ own guilty pleasure. To see you all hurt. A tear falls from her left eye, quickly down her cheek. There is more to this than he is letting on. They only brought me here so you and Nathan can watch me die.
 
   I look away from her, keeping my eyes from blinking. And that’s why this is supposed to be the worse of my pain since I’ve been here. I can’t allow that to happen. He will never forgive me.
 
   It’s not your fault, Tracey, Nathan knows that. Take care of my son, Tracey, control my family. Do not tell anyone of what happened here. I’m sorry of the trouble and the pain we have brought to you, but I love you more than just my son’s mate but as my daughter. You changed his life, and I thank you for that. Don’t let him stray back to where he’s come from. Promise me you’ll help him keep it together, he needs you more than he needs me or anything and anyone else. The feather presents on my cheek and I peek up at her seeing her stare at me.
 
   She sniffs before a sob breaks loose. It breaks my heart. I will, Natalia.
 
   Nathan, I love you and take care of Tracey. Lay down your life for her, because it is clear she will do it for you. Look out for our family, son. Do not blame yourself, Nathan. Nothing will come from that. You can only prevent what wasn’t meant for you to have…and go through. Not the things you do not have control over. Control this, no one can make your future. Change what they said will burden you. She clears her throat and states in a strong voice, “You will not make my daughter feel obligated to do anything, with threats of hurting me.” I look back at her. Her hands rest in her lap, her face is dry, and she looks content―accepting of what is to come.
 
   “Did you all just share a moment, Natalia?” Lunis says her name with an accent. “Shared a goodbye maybe? Did you give away my secret, Natalia? I wasn’t ready for Nathan to know that.”
 
   “What does it matter to you what we shared. Why don’t you step in the middle of this circle so that I can share something with you?”
 
   “Don’t get feisty, Nathan. A snap will cause you pain too.”
 
   “Snap away, I’m used to it.” Instantly my muscles contract and ache, making me want to take whatever is in them causing me the pain, out. I scream out―strained―against the pain starting to burn. My back arches inward, a stabbing pain attacking my spine. I scream again through gritted teeth. Counting to fifteen the pain hasn’t subsided.
 
   “That is enough,” Laine demands. The pain stops instantly. I slouch in the chair from relief. I grab his leg behind me to thank him.
 
   “Will you call out to him, Nathan?” Lunis asks.
 
   I straighten in the chair. “Yes…” I pant, catching my breath. “… After you.” Laine grunts behind me. Footsteps sound but no one presents themselves.
 
   Lunis grumbles in irritation somewhere near me. “Look at your mother, Nathan.” I look to my left and my right intentionally avoiding looking at her. “Make her look!” he shouts angrily.
 
   Laine grabs my jaw with his cold hand, forcing my head to face in her direction. He handles me roughly, which is foreign to me, his grip is way too tight, jerking my head where he wants it to go.
 
   I look at Natalia, she is looking at Laine. “Watch this, Nathan.” Lunis’ voice disgusts me with its enjoyment. There is a shuffle in the shadows then Natalia freezes. Her body is stiff. A knife sounds, footsteps follow stepping closer to our circle. I see the knife first. “She will not feel anything until they let her go.”
 
   Boots are next, pants, a waist, stomach, chest, and then the face of a bald man. He gets closer to Natalia, looking at me with his mischievous smirk. Without another second passing, I turn him into nothing. The knife clatters against the ground as gasps echo throughout the room.
 
   Natalia’s body relaxes, her face blank.
 
   “Tisk, tisk, tisk, Nathan. I knew it was you who has been ridding me of my workers.”
 
   “Your flunkies.”
 
   “Whatever floats your boat, Nathan. Why do you want to go against me?”
 
   Why does he play with me? “Why am I here?”
 
   “You do not take from me and think it will go ignored. Have you not heard of an eye for an eye? Two of mine were taken which results in two of his.”
 
   “No, one of yours was taken. The other was a tag along. And considering you murdered two of ours, you are overdue.”
 
   “There are consequences when you enter in places you were not invited and steal what’s not yours. I don’t take well to theft. You took out three of my best men. In order to become equal, I will take out your mother. And keep you until he dies. Using you to bring him pain, discomfort, and agony as we have been doing, every day.” His footsteps move around the light of the circle. “And later, you will forget him. Feeling that void of something missing but not being able to fill it because you don’t know what it is that is missing.”
 
   I turn my head in Laine’s hand looking up at him. His eyes are sober, he doesn’t look at me but there is a small twitch to his lips, recognizing the similarities in Lunis’ words. He rubs my neck with his thumb for his comfort, which doesn’t seem out of place at this moment. I can feel the hurt in his touch. But he knew, right?
 
   Turning back to the direction of Natalia, I straighten in my chair. “Well Lunis, I look forward to it. Let me know how that works out for you.”
 
   “For someone so weak, you have a strong mouth.”
 
   “Stop tying me up and let you and me be in a room together, so you can see how weak I really am.”
 
   “Oh, I do not need to be alone with you for me to see your weakness. Only this.” He snaps. A second later, I hear Natalia gasp for air.
 
   I look at her immediately, her head is shaking vigorously. The muscles in her arms and neck flex, tightening, showing her veins. Although she wears a vacant expression, I can see the agony in it. 
 
   Don’t…worry…in…
 
   What the hell does that mean? “No!” I yell lifting from my chair. Laine slams me back down in it hard. Natalia’s eyes turn blood shot red and her nose starts to bleed. I fight against Laine’s hold, pushing forward forcing his one arm to move from me.
 
   Natalia gasps again as her eyes drop red tears. Her bloody tears roll slowly down her cheeks that hold no wrinkles and a smooth expression reflecting her sons’. “Stop!” I shout, watching her head jerk back and then forward. Blood starts to stream slowly from her ears, rolling over her neck. “Stop!” I shout again, standing from my chair. I kick the chair behind me to keep Laine from catching me.
 
   Two feet from her, his arms are around me, pulling me back. Another man appears quickly―too quickly―behind her. Before I could think, he moved too fast grabbing her head with one arm in front, the other in the back and breaks her neck. Before he can move away, I dust him. Her head falls lifeless and blood streams from her face like a rushing river.
 
   My legs weaken and my tears fall regardless of my efforts to stave them. I cry out, my knees buckling under me. Laine’s arms wrap tighter around me but he doesn’t let me go to her. I cry out again in agony, pain, and disbelief jerking against his grip, trying to get a loose.
 
   He doesn’t let me, holding me as I pointlessly jump around and shout to be let go. Admitting defeat, I turn into him, slamming my head into his chest. He drags me back to the chair and the scene replays in my head. My chest quakes and I cry out louder from my hurt, face buried in his chest.
 
   Cries from the closed-door match mine, loud and agonizing screams begging to be left alone, begging to take away their misery. Shouts and threats repeal their fear. Until there are no more cries, no more screams, no more shouts. Silence strikes.
 
   My skin covers in goose bumps at the silence, many have stopped breathing, as we hear nothing but the wind whistling through the closed window. In that second the door off its hinges and into the room—flying over Natalia toward Laine and me. He moves us to the left out of the way before it can hit us. Another body replaces ours with an, “oomph” following the smash of the door hitting the wall and floor.
 
   Many rush to attack the huge dark figure at the door. Three rush toward me, Laine only leaves one arm wrapped around me and turns me out of the way of their grasps as he punches them or kicks them. I miss his attacks and theirs but looking at the bodies fall around me, his punches are effective.
 
   More come. Chaos erupts around us and beyond the door. Being turned around and bent over I see nothing. I only hear the flesh to flesh hits, the breaking of bones, gasps and bodies losing their breaths, evaporation of bodies sounding like small ‘poofs’ or ‘pops’, and growls. Deep angered throaty growls.
 
   The lights come on. I am facing a window seeing two bodies jumping out of it without looking back. Once they are gone, I feel Lunis’ presence gone from the room. I attempt to run to the window when I’m turned around again. Laine moves elbowing a girl in the back of her neck, it breaks under the impact and she hits the floor.
 
   Slow, heavy footsteps approach me and Laine moves me behind him before I can look up. Three more bodies hit the floor upon him nearing me. Two more steps and Nathan’s voice thunders, “Move.”
 
   Laine is tall and I can’t look over or around him. And the grip he holds me with I can’t break free. “No,” he says aggressively.
 
   “The only reason I have not killed you is because you helped her.” His voice is dark and threatening. I want so bad to get to him. I waggle around, jerk, and move but Laine won’t budge. “You will move.”
 
   “You are her mate?” Laine asks disputably.
 
   “Laine, please.” I beg not able to take it. “Please move.” He drops my arm and lets me go, reluctantly stepping to the side. Before he does I close my eyes, ready but not ready to see. Too prepared but not prepared enough for it to be real. For him to finally be standing in front of me.
 
   His hands are on my wrists untying my wraps. They fall to my sides. I take a deep breath just confirming it is him. He smells like rain, woods, and leather. An odd musk, but the small hint of his aroma makes it familiar. His hands grab mine pulling them up around his neck. He is not hard though his muscles are tense.
 
   He grabs my chin lifting my head up. “The screams and tortured cries were for you.” His thumb brushes over my lips. “Look at me, Tracey. It’s real.” He reassures, “I’m here.”
 
   I do, looking into his night-blue eyes swirl green and brown. I move my hands to touch the bottom of his face near his ears. Feeling him under my touch. “You found me?”
 
   His hands move to my lower back wrapping them around me. “I’m sorry I took so long.” The lump forms in my throat breaking instantly, my eyes water and tears stream. He lifts me up from the ground hugging me and I wrap around him. Hugging him as tight as I can. “Baby, stop crying.”
 
   It all hits me, all the pain from the beatings, being kept from him, the loss of our mom, to him coming here now. “Nathan, I am so sorry.”
 
   He rubs my back, filling me with the right kind of comfort. “Don’t worry about it, Tracey.”
 
   I pull back to look at him. He looks tired, dark circles around his eyes, skin flushed red. Even though his eyes have swirled from his demon color, the grey outlining remains. As if it has been there for so long, it’s going to take some time to go away. He looks pissed, but relieved.
 
   His hair is tousled around his head. I push my hands through it, pushing it back before kissing his lips that look as if he has been biting them nonstop. They are soft and remember mine. Relief seals our kiss.
 
   He pulls back, touching over my face. I feel my skin tighten as he glides along certain areas. Looking into my eyes he says, “I’m here.” He smirks. “Can I see you?” I scrunch my eyebrows confused. He lowers me to the ground. “You are still guarded.”
 
   “Oh.” Realizing he is talking about my eyes I blink the film away and look back into his. His eyes and his face softens but when Laine moves he instantly hardens with his eyes swirling night-blue.
 
   Nathan straightens, moving me behind him. 
 
   Laine chuckles. “I’m not going to hurt her.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean anything to me,” Nathan says calmly in his deep voice.
 
   “If I wanted to hurt her, I would have done so already. You can calm down.”
 
   “Maybe.” I lace my fingers through his hand that holds mine. Not getting enough of his touch. I rest my head on his back wishing his shirt were nonexistent so that I can feel his skin. My need to feel the comfort of his presence is overwhelming.
 
   “Maybe,” Laine condescends. “If it wasn’t for you, you wouldn’t have to be concerned about her getting hurt.”
 
   Nathan moves quickly out of my grasp to Laine. Punching him, not as hard as he can but enough to hurt him. Laine retaliates, fighting back. Nathan slams Laine on the ground. I run over to them grabbing his arm, holding back the fist he is about to use to crush Laine’s face. “Nathan, stop.” I pull him.
 
   He pulls back giving me a disapproving look as he straightens. He pushes Laine down as he pulls his arm away from the lower part of his neck. “You care?” he asks in disbelief.
 
   Laine stands, rubbing his neck. “Yes, she cares.” His accent is thick in those words.
 
   Nathan stalks forward but I grab his arm, stopping him. He whips his head around glaring at me. “Nathan, he’s cool. He helped. Let him go.”
 
   “He also touched you and kissed you. Neither having anything to do with helping you,” he states angrily. 
 
   “I do care, Nathan.” I admit. “Let him go. We’ll talk about it later. I want to get out of here.”
 
   Laine walks to the door. “Told you we were friends, black eyes,” he says and then he leaves.
 
   “Don’t push it, Jim Thompson.” I say to his back before I look at Nathan. “Come on, Nathan, let’s go,” I say softly. “I’ll explain later.”
 
   “No need to explain, Tracey, I already know.” He goes over to Natalia. “I’m not going to leave her here like this.” I walk to him kneeling down in front of her. I kneel down beside him placing my hand on his back.
 
   He touches her cheek lifting her head up. His sadness floods me, breaking me again. He stares at her for a long time before she obliterates. His fist balls in the air and slams against the chair her body once sat upon. The metal chair bends under the pressure of his punch to the floor and it cracks.
 
   He pulls me to him, holds me tight, and then kisses my head. “Let’s go, babe.” He pulls us from the floor.
 
   He leads us down the hallway lined with limp, mangled, or broken bodies. Some are alive but most are…not. We go back the way he came, I assume seeing bodies all the way to the door that leads us out of the ‘Castle of Torture’.
 
   Once out, he picks me up.
 
   “Hey!” Laine yells.
 
   Nathan grumps as he turns to him.
 
   “You are welcome black eye’s mate. And black eyes, thank you. I’ll miss you, you are life changing. Thanks for reminding me of what I’d forgotten.”
 
   In Nathan’s arms, I salute Laine and put up my index and middle finger making the piece sign for his goodbye.
 
   Nathan looks away from me to Laine. “Yeah, thank you for looking out for her. But you need your ass whooped for putting your lips on her.”
 
   Laine chuckles. “Yeah, I know. See you around, black eyes.” He strolls off with his back to us.
 
   Nathan looks down at me. “You will not see him around.” I smile, shaking my head at my jealous boyfriend.
 
   “You didn’t kill those ladies in that large room did you?” I ask, remembering them and the red head’s request.
 
   “No. I heard her ask you to be spared. I wouldn’t have killed them anyway. They got out before the screams started.”
 
   “Good, they were nice.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

17: Liberation
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   Nathan runs forever, my timing is off so it may not be as long as I think. But it seems he has been running for at least three hours. He stops when we make it to a hotel. The sky is lightening and it’s freezing out.
 
   We walk through the doors of the hotel to an elevator. The hotel is huge with a lobby full of people seeing me look like something Nathan just pulled off the street. We wait for the elevator and no one gets in with us as they stare at us disgustedly. I wave and smile at them as the door close.
 
   “Where are we?” Nathan pressed floor fifteen. The elevator rushes up the floors. 
 
   “London,” he answers coolly.
 
   “England?” I ask in exaggeration.
 
   The doors open. “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   We walk from the elevator taking a right down the hall. “It’s where you are.” Well, yeah, duh. “You asked.”
 
   “Only now am I okay with you being in my head.” Man, have I missed him.
 
   He approaches a door opening it with a key. I’m bum-rushed by Carmen, knocking me back once I walked in the door. “Oh my god, Tracey. I’m so happy you are okay.” She hugs me tight. “What did they do to you?” She pulls back looking me over. “You don’t look like you’ve been hurt.” She pulls me back into her hug. “You smell, but you look like you.”
 
   I push her away from me. “Do I smell?” I look at Nathan, he nods, walking over to a chair. “That is not okay.” Looking at Carmen, “Are you the only one here?”
 
   “Yes, I had to get on my hands and knees to grovel and beg Nathan to let me come. He only wanted to go by himself.”
 
   “Tracey,” Nathan interrupts Carmen as she was preparing to say something else. “Can you get in the shower so I can? I brought some clothes for you.”
 
   “And soap, shampoo, conditioner, and some shoes.” She looks down at my feet. “Seeing you are not wearing any, you might need those.” She pushes her hands over my hair. We stand in the middle of the hotel room’s floor. “He was certain this time he knew where you were. So we got everything we knew you would need.” Her voice cracks.
 
   “Don’t get sentimental on me, Carmen, I’m not finished crying and I can probably go another round right now,” I say with a smile.
 
   “No, no, don’t cry. Just go get in the shower.” She hugs me and lets me go quickly.
 
   I walk over to Nathan. “Are you going to bring me the clothes or tell me where they are?”
 
   “I’ll bring them to you.”
 
   “The soap and things are already in there,” Carmen tells me, walking over to the other bed in the room. 
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   I strip in front of the full-body mirror to look myself over. I look tired and stressed with dark circles around my eyes and my lips dry, in need of water. The scars I felt on my face are gone, thanks to Nathan. But the stitched injuries along my arms and legs look really bad. My skin has paled and I can barely recognize the girl staring back at me. 
 
   I look hungry. Hell… I feel hungry. My hair is in need of a good conditioning and blow dry. Maybe even a flat iron. No wonder those people were staring at me. I look a complete mess in need of help from everyone. The vines are dark and appear everywhere I felt them. Even the one that curves, trailing down my spine, its point stops at my tailbone. And it’s a thick vine with sharpened thorns and smaller thinner vines that grow off it.
 
   Disgusted by my reflection, I move away from the mirror to turn on the shower. It immediately turns hot, begging me to step in and breathe in the steam. I grab a towel as I do. I’m instantly made aware of how many stitched wounds and large scratches I have all over my body with the sting from the hot water. Luckily, the patter to it is soft, and doesn’t bang against my skin to worsen the effect.
 
   I wash myself, careful of these annoying sores. I finally feel clean and refreshed and I wash my hair. As I stand under the water, the door opens.
 
   Feeling Nathan enter, relief claims me. “I set you some clothes on the counter, Tracey.”
 
   “Thank you, Nathan. Don’t leave yet.”
 
   “Okay, Tracey.”
 
   I quickly rinse the remainder of the conditioner out of my hair and the soap from my body. I turn off the water, grabbing a big towel and I wrap it around me before stepping out. My eyes rest on him, holding a towel, awaiting my approach.
 
   I go to him with his arms spread, waiting for me. I fall into him, placing my head in his chest. One arm wraps around me and the other rubs the towel over my head. I cry until my tears dry. And he holds me, rubbing my back, loosening and tightening his grip around me. I’ve missed it…his hold.
 
   Once I pull myself together, I grab the towel from him ringing out my hair. “Get in the shower, I’m going to get dressed then go out and talk to Carmen.” He lifts my head by my chin between his thumb and index finger, and places the softest of a kiss to my lips as he stares into my eyes.
 
   His swirl into that bright orange-brown in the depth of his darkness. “I missed you like sorrow misses happiness.” The grey remains constant around his edges.
 
   I gaze in his eyes. “Me too.”
 
   “I’m sorry it happened. I felt the pain they put you through. I felt you hate me for it.”
 
   “I didn’t hate you for it.”
 
   “Didn’t you?”
 
   “No, I was angry and I wanted you to get me out. Hearing you made it worse. That I missed you and couldn’t have you hurt worse then what they did to me.”
 
   “I know, Tracey. I can’t apologize enough. I’m sorry will never be enough for what I did to you. I understood your anger.”
 
   “I was, it was horrible. I had no choice but to put all that pain in anger. But thank you for finding me.”
 
   His right eyebrow rises as he looks down at me. “I wasn’t going to leave you there. The moment you opened the window I had you. Best thing you could have done. So I thank you.”
 
   “Anytime, Nathan. Maybe tonight I can go to sleep lying down, next you, in your arms.”
 
   “After you eat, yes. Let me see your arms and legs.” He grabs my arm placing his lips over my stitched injury then squats down and kisses my legs and feet where my stitches are. That cool breeze I’ve associated with healing leaves his lips and saturates my skin. The wires fall to the floor. A painless healing with no more lingering pain. He rises and heals my chest and back. “There.” He walks around me going to turn on the water.
 
   “Thank you,” I tell him as he gets in the shower.
 
   The counter not only holds my clothes but a new toothbrush, toothpaste, floss, and mouthwash. The four of them beg me to use them. A sparkle catches my eyes as I grab the toothbrush. Nathan brought my bracelet with him. I quickly clasp it around my wrist. I love this bracelet. It is material, yes, but it means so much to me. He also brought my earrings and I quickly push them in.
 
   “I thought they’d make you feel better. So I grabbed them from the dresser when I was at the house. Figured you took them off when you took your last shower.”
 
   “They do make me feel better.” I look horrible, but I’m feeling a little better. 
 
   I brush my teeth for three minutes, floss for two, and use the mouthwash twice. I wash my face again feeling like the old me even though I don’t look the part.
 
   “After you eat and get a good night’s rest, you’ll be better.”
 
   I smile. “Thank you, Mr. Peeps.” I dress and avoid the full-body mirror as I leave the bathroom.
 
   Carmen sits up on the bed. “You feel better?” 
 
   “Yes, much.” I sit beside her on her bed. 
 
   “Here.” She hands me a menu. “Pick what you’re going to eat so we can order room service before they close.”
 
   I look it over. “I’ll wait for Nathan to come out and order me something.” I don’t feel like reading right now.
 
   She laughs. “Oh yeah, well, I don’t feel like looking it over either.” She takes the menu from me.
 
   I laugh at her, missing her too. “Thanks for coming with him.”
 
   She shakes her head. “Had to. Anyone crossed Nathan’s path either was killed or badly hurt, mostly killed. Even people that didn’t cross his path, Sephlems, Nemanites, Faylamen, some humans, others… He lost it, and on the days you wouldn’t respond he stayed consumed by his demon. It was bad. He was bad.” She sets the menu back on the nightstand. “I think what made it so much worse was that he couldn’t find you and he couldn’t figure out why.”
 
   “I didn’t make it any better on him either,” I admit. 
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   I look at my nails, feeling uncomfortable and guilty for his loss of control. “I made it his obligation to find me shutting him out because he couldn’t.”
 
   “That’s pretty harsh but it wasn’t his fault you know. We really could not find you. Something was blocking you off.”
 
   “I know. I feel bad about it but at the time, I was scared and upset. Every day that I was conscious was something different. Finding a different way to cause me pain and hurt me.”
 
   She holds up her hand. “Spare me the details, it was bad enough―one day―seeing Nathan cringe and fall to the floor, feeling the pain from you. I do not need to know the details because if it affected him it must have been near death for you.”
 
   “It was.”
 
   “With that being so… Why don’t you look like you’ve been tortured for months? You just look hungry and lack sleep.”
 
   I scrunch my mouth not sure how she is going to accept what I say. “Nathan healed my cuts. But, um, this guy there. He was able to help me.”
 
   Her head jerks back as she gives me a confused look. “How did that work?”
 
   I shrug. “He told me he could help me, and asked if he could. We told him yes, and once after I was beat up real bad he healed me and minimized the pain. He was there after every torture session. He looked out for me.”
 
   “Too bad he died, he sounds caring.”
 
   “He’s not dead and he was caring.”
 
   She gasps. “Nathan left him alive?” she asks in disbelief.
 
   I smile. “Not that he wanted to, but yes.”
 
   “Lucky for him and you for that matter. He could have been an ass and let you suffer.”
 
   “Yeah, he could have but he didn’t.” I think back on Laine, trying to find a reason for him helping me. I come up with nothing but me thinking he was attracted to me. “I think he liked me.”
 
   “You think,” Nathan says sarcastically, coming out of the bathroom. “He kissed her, Carmen, and she wouldn’t let me kill him.”
 
   “He kissed you!?” she asks flabbergasted, in a high-pitched tone. “How could you Tracey?”
 
   I jump back from her accusation. “Hey! I didn’t know he was going to do it. It was unexpected.”
 
   “I hope so. I don’t know much about this mate stuff. But if another girl kisses my mate, the bitch has to go.”
 
    “That’s true. This was a little different. I couldn’t let Nathan kill Laine. He had done too much for me.”
 
   “What has he done that spares his life?” she asks staggered. 
 
   “The biggest was that he, maybe, kept me alive. Bruises, broken bones, stitched my open wounds so I wouldn’t bleed out all over the floor. He took me for food, to shower and clothe me. He said the food, shower, and clothes were something he did every day. I wasn’t conscious most days but the proof was there.” Nathan picks me up from the bed moving me to the other to sit with him.
 
   He grabs the menu on the way over. “He also touched her in ways he shouldn’t have. He was too damn friendly.” He looks over the menu. “You might not want something too heavy because your stomach has been empty for so long. It will make you sick.”
 
   “Okay, Nathan, order me something.” That shower has relaxed me, making me tired.
 
   “Order me something with beef, buns, pickles, mustard, and ketchup.”
 
   “I think that describes a burger, Carmen.”
 
   She nods, grabbing the remote. “Even after all that, I’m glad you are safe. Now for one night we can all get a better night’s rest and find my aunt tomorrow.”
 
   Neither Nathan nor I respond to her statement. Natalia made me promise not to tell what happened. I honestly don’t know what to say anyway. And Nathan… I know he won’t show it in front of other people but I can feel his hurt and his sadness.
 
   I look to him knowing it has to be me. He nods, grabbing my hands as his body tenses. “She was where I was but didn’t make it.” Is all I can manage without saying more or adding any details.
 
   She sits up. “So…” I nod before she can let out another word. I don’t want to talk it and honestly, I know she cannot want to hear about it. Why is it that people like receiving depressing news anyway?
 
   The phone lifts from its cradle, numbers dialing. Nathan grabs it mid-air putting it to his ear. The person on the other line greets in a heavy British accent. Nathan quickly places our order. The phone floats back through the air―when he stops talking―and lands on its home.
 
   “How long?” I ask, after he pulls us back to the headboard.
 
   “Twenty, twenty-five minutes.” He sits with his knees up at my sides.
 
   I rub his mildly hairy legs missing the way he feels. His mood is mellow but sadness envelops him. If I were to look into his eyes, I know they would be black. The darkness of being empty from a loss. Another loss…
 
   We try but we can’t keep the hurt away. Can’t stop the pain, no matter where we go, what we avoid…it follows us. Mocking our happiness. The small two seconds of happiness we receive. Our Mom, the peace keeper― 
 
   Wait Mom!
 
   I jump up. “Nathan, I need your phone. I need to call my mom. She has got to be losing her mind.” My words rush out.
 
   He lifts his hips, pulling it from the pocket of his shorts. “I told her you have been gone on a trip to Mexico with Taylor and Carmen. You don’t get phone service, which is why you haven’t called her.”
 
   “She called you?”
 
   He nods. “Yes, like every day. I tell her I haven’t talked to you either.” He moves the other pillow behind his head. “Then she would ask twenty-one questions about how I knew you were okay and when you would be back.” He grabs my arm, pulling me back to him. “I told her soon.”
 
   I press the center button to wake up his phone. “You have forty-two missed calls.” He shrugs. “O-Kay.” I scroll through his contacts looking for my mom’s number. Locating it, I press the phone icon to call her.
 
   It rings four times before she answers. “Hello,” she says urgently.
 
   “Mom!” I say with excitement, glad to hear her voice.
 
   “Tracey, where have you been? I can’t reach you on your phone. I have been trying to reach you for months. Nathan said you were gone. How do you leave without telling your mother you are leaving?” she says in a stern voice but does not wait for me to answer. Her voice lightens. “How was it? Did you have a good time? Oh, honey I miss you so much. We were going to visit but you were gone.” She rambles with more questions.
 
   I cut her off. “Mom, one question at a time.”
 
   She chuckles. “I’m sorry, honey. I haven’t spoken to you in a while. Are you okay?”
 
   Almost. “Yes Mom, I’m fine. How are you, do you like it there?”
 
   “It is okay, it is taking some getting used to. But it’s okay. I’m fine. Your father just left to go back to work. How was your trip?”
 
   “Fine,” I say quickly not wanting to lie further. “How is Dad?”
 
   “He loves it here. Missing you of course. But he loves the job and the area. You all should visit soon. Considering with your parents gone, you take trips around the world.”
 
   She really has no idea. “Yeah, we will squeeze that in before school or something.”
 
   “I would really love that, Tracey.”
 
   A soft knock sounds from the door as a man’s voice says, “Room service.”
 
   Nathan moves, going to the door.
 
   “I know, Mom. We are about to eat. I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?”
 
   “Yes honey. I love you, tell Nathan I said hi.”
 
   “Love you back and I will.” Handing Nathan his phone, he hands me a plate with a top on it. I set the plate down in front of me removing the top. It’s two chicken breasts, asparagus, corn, and a leaf.
 
   Nathan and Carmen each have burgers. Nice, juicy looking burgers at that. I haven’t eaten anything besides fruit in so long, or eaten at all. Carmen grabs me a water from her bag while she and Nathan drink Coke.
 
   “I think this meal is not fair,” I say watching Carmen gulp down her delicious looking, quench your thirst Coke.
 
   She makes the ‘aww’ sound looking at her dark acidic beverage. Without touching it, I pick up the top and throw it at her head. “Ow, Tracey!”
 
   “You know it didn’t hurt. Stop drinking that Coke like it’s the best thing on the planet, knowing I don’t have one.”
 
   She laughs hard. “I’m sorry. It is good. It might make you sick though, that’s the only reason I didn’t offer you one.”
 
   I pick up my water, staring at it with no fizz and zero calories. “Yeah, I guess you are right.” We eat. They smack making their burgers sound better than they taste I’m sure. “Really?” I look at both of them. “You all are doing that on purpose.”
 
   They both laugh. “You want to taste it, babe?’’
 
   “Yes,” I sing with exaggeration. He holds out his burger. I go to grab it and he pulls back. “What?”
 
   “Bite it.”
 
   “Give me the burger, Nathan.” I grab at it again and he pulls it back out of my reach.
 
   “So he can feed you an apple but I can’t feed you a burger?”
 
   “Oh come on, Nathan.” He takes another bite. “You know the situation.”
 
   Carmen coughs. “Who fed you an apple?”
 
   Nathan answers her. I take his distraction to snatch his burger, catching him off guard. I bite into it, savoring all its greasy, beefy goodness. I hand it back to him chewing. It is so delicious.
 
   “So the guy, he fed you an apple? Was it a good apple?”
 
   Just to be an ass. “Yes, best apple ever.” Nathan pinches my side. “You should have thought about that before you teased me with a well-done cow.”
 
   “You let him feed you an apple.”
 
   “Let it go, Nathan.” I did let Laine feed me an apple but I was hungry and my hands were tied. It was innocent.
 
   I eat my ‘regain your energy’ meal feeling full after a few bites but I eat until my stomach hurts which doesn’t take long adding the water.
 
   When I finish, I go back to the bathroom to brush my teeth because the taste of the food being unfamiliar to me leaves a nasty palate in my mouth. I look like an abused cat that hasn’t been fed in years. My hair looks damaged in all its ugly frizz. I need some serious sun, maybe a scorching bath to bring some color into my skin and a good two gallons of water to drink.
 
   “Come on, Tracey,” Nathan calls from the room. Guess I’ve been in here staring at myself for too long and he wants to lie down. I know I do. 
 
   Carmen is stretched out on her bed ready to pass out. Her eyes keep closing as she fights to keep them open while she watches some investigation show on the television. She reminds me of a child not ready to go to sleep but her body gives her no choice as her eyes droop and she fights to keep them open.
 
   I climb in the bed next to Nathan. It feels weird lying down in a bed. I never thought that things you are used to can become unfamiliar in a short period. It doesn’t take long, fortunately, for my body to sink into the mattress.
 
   The light and the television shut off and Nathan pulls me to him. This is not unfamiliar. This is beyond comfortable. This is my closing to another bizarre day. I bury my face in his chest, his scent, that I am used to floods my nose dazing my head, forcing me to relax every bone, muscle, memory, doubt and hate.
 
   I unwind for the first time since the day we were in Nathan’s office. I kiss whatever part of him that is equal to my lips. Thank you, Nathan.
 
   He pulls me closer, wrapping me tighter. Thank you, Tracey. Don’t get taken anymore. He holds me as if he fears letting me go. As if I might float away if his grip loosened.
 
   It was my fault I was taken. Knowing I was being a bitch to Carmen and Lana. I should have left with them. I won’t.
 
   Letting my mind go, I flood in pain. A part of my life that I will never live down and will haunt me until I accept it. Those moments, what they put me through I will never accept. Laine’s weird version of friendship I will never forget. My blind beatings haunt every corner of my mind.
 
   “I got it, Tracey,” he says in a deep whisper. “Just relax.” He rubs my back forcing me to calm down and my mind fades to me floating in the clouds, staring at a blue sky with the sun warming my skin.
 
   


 
   
  
 

18: Reacquainted
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   “Please tell me we can go home today?”
 
   “Yes babe, we can go home today. There is about a five-hour time difference with us being ahead. We’ll leave by ten here to make it home by five.”
 
   “And it is now?”
 
   “Eleven.”
 
   “We couldn’t get an earlier flight?” I whine frustrated.
 
   “We needed a straight flight. I don’t like layovers.” Nathan sits at the edge of the bed going through his phone. Carmen is in the shower. We all woke up two hours ago and I can’t understand why we are not about to leave now.
 
   I’ve gained pacer syndrome, when I sit still my hands shake and I can’t keep my legs still. My mind keeps wanting me to kill someone because of the pain I was brought. And I walk to clear my head, to keep my hands still, and my legs busy. I can tell I’m driving Nathan crazy because he keeps looking at me from his phone with a ‘will you sit the hell down’ expression but he won’t say anything.
 
   He puts the phone down and looks at me. “You want to run?” he asks standing. “I got you some Nikes and yoga pants.” On my walk back he pulls me to him. “Be still.”
 
   “I can’t sit still. Running… That may be a good idea. Too clear my head.” I rush the words out, not pausing between my sentences. Then it hits me, again all too selfish. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Again, my life is bittersweet.” I can hear the wound in his voice.
 
   “I am so selfish, do you want to run?”
 
   “I do, but at a different speed.” His hands touch over my face, thumbs rub under my eyes to my lips, resting there. “You didn’t move when he kissed you.”
 
   Why do they say that? “I couldn’t move. I tried to. I pushed him away.”
 
   “You liked it?”
 
   “I missed you.”
 
   “So you substituted?”
 
   I will not admit that moment to him or myself. “I pushed him away.”
 
   “You can tell me if you liked it.” His thumb brushes over my mouth. He doesn’t sound interested or caring for the conversation.
 
   He steps closer. “I didn’t kiss him.”
 
   “But you let him kiss you.” He bends down, picking me up by my thighs unexpectedly. I grab his shoulders to keep from falling backward. “And you let him grab these thighs.” He grabs them forcefully, sending shudders through me.
 
   “I didn’t let him do anything.” I say, convulsing from his touch.
 
   He sets me down roughly on the long horizontal table that sits under the TV. It makes a loud plop sound. “You didn’t?” He closes the distance.
 
   I take deep breaths. He’s doing something to me. “I didn’t,” I say in a whisper.
 
   “When you didn’t want me to kiss you, you blasted me.” He’s right in front of my face and if I move an inch, our noses will touch. “You didn’t blast him.”
 
   “I thought about it.” His hand moves to my lower back and he pushes me forward, until I meet his hips.
 
   “But you didn’t.”
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   “And you liked it. Tell me the truth.” His voice is low.
 
   “I didn’t like it, I didn’t want it. I want you.”
 
   He kisses me aggressively. “Do not let another man kiss you…ever.”
 
   “I didn’t let him do anything,” I say looking into his dark eyes.
 
   “Tracey, don’t,” his deep voice demands. I missed that too.
 
   “Nathan, I―” He cuts me off pressing his lips to mine. Opening my mouth with his, reacquainting our tongues that haven’t felt each other longer than time should have permitted. His sweet taste sends my buds into a rapid frenzy, my body crazy, my mind blank only thinking about the overpowering feeling he gives me. His hand pressing against my lower back pushes me to him and the bulge in his pants presses against my center.
 
   He leans forward roughly forcing me to lean back, hand slamming against the wall behind me, steadying his weight. My head hits it, never breaking the kiss. Needing more I grab onto his neck pushing my fingers in his hair that I’ve missed touching. I pull him harder, closer to me though there’s no more space.
 
   I grab at his shirt, pulling it up so I can touch his smooth, well-built stomach, the cuts in his waist, and dips in his back. Dragging my nails along his skin, I fight the need to have him, here, on this table. I pull against his pull—rubbing and rolling my body in sequence with our kiss against him. Feeling the pleasure of his hardness against my sweetest spot that needs him desperately, not aware of the need until she felt him against her. Small sounds and harsh breaths pour from me. A deep growl rumbles in the back of his throat when he pulls back.
 
   I keep his contact at his retraction, not letting him go far, not wanting him to stop. Even if I can’t have him, I want this. His lips, his touch, his magical budded tongue, his closeness, his warmth, him―his other him―pressing against me and sending me through pleasurable, distant, throbbing spasms.
 
   I kiss his cheek, his ear, his neck. Letting my hands get familiar with every ridge, rise, and dip of his body. He aggressively grabs the back of my neck, yanking me away so he can kiss my mouth.
 
   He grunts pulling me to the very edge of the table, grabbing the shit out of my thigh. Squeezing then massaging it as I feel him try to hold back from ramming against me. But I want him too. I indulge deeper into his kiss as he’s lifting my legs by my thighs, pressing them against his sides, squeezing them both mercilessly then gently, massaging them up to my butt and back down.
 
   “Ahh, Nathan.” My mind empties, focusing on nothing but feeling his abrupt violent thrust against me. “Mm,” My body is thriving, craving him. Damn clothes. “Let me have you.” I need to feel his hands against me, him entering me with no―
 
   “Uh…think that will be more enjoyable with your close off.” Nathan and I break away. He takes a few steps back and I sit up straight on the table. “Sorry.” Carmen strolls past me smiling.
 
   I jump down from the table rubbing the back of my neck trying to calm myself down. “You are such an ass, Carmen.”
 
   “Tracey, I said sorry.” She flops down on the bed. Her face becomes depressed. “For more than just now.” Hurt is deep in her voice.
 
   I look at her, mood changing. “It’s fine, Carmen. It wasn’t you.”
 
   “Don’t get uncomfortable, Tracey. Nathan and I already fought about it. He’s over it, past it, probably not forgiven yet but he’s working on it.”
 
   I smirk. “You whooped his ass?”
 
   She laughs. “Thank you for being cool, Tracey.” She sobers. “But I am sorry.” I don’t blame Carmen for what happened. She is not my babysitter and shouldn’t feel like it was her fault. But I was an asshole to her. 
 
   I sit next to her on the bed. “Sorry for being a bitch to you and Lana. I owe her a huge apology.”
 
   “Yeah you were a real bitch to her. She cried when we left and when she found out you were taken. It was like seven days of nonstop crying.”
 
   “I’m sorry I put you through that,” I say with a smile.
 
   She stands. “We are even. I’m going to go down stairs, get some food. Give you two some privacy. Or is it like, once it’s interrupted it’s like a deflating balloon farting through the air until it flops on the ground.”
 
   Nathan laughs. 
 
   I push Carmen’s back. “You are so embarrassing.” She runs from the room.
 
   “You ready to go?” Nathan asks from the chair nearest the door. Another sits by the window next to the bed Carmen sleeps in.
 
   “Ready to go home? Yes.” I walk over to him. “I’m ready to lay in our bed, with you, and it finally feel comfortable.”
 
   “It wasn’t comfortable before?”
 
   “No, there was something missing.”
 
   “Like what?” Again, his voice is calm and distant.
 
   I look at him, his black eyes glare at me. “Are you going to be okay?” Now that we are alone, he’ll open up.
 
   “I miss her. I wish I could have saved both of you.”
 
   “You saw?” He pulls me to sit on his lap.
 
   “And heard everything. She knew, from the moment she walked in there. She knew what was going to happen. I could hear it in her voice.”
 
   “I sensed that too.”
 
   “I hate you had to see that.”
 
   “Not as much as I do.”
 
   “You had to go through a lot. And you were stronger than I expected you to be. You took…everything,” he utters.
 
   “You felt it.”
 
   “All of it. Every day you were conscious. Some when you weren’t.”
 
   “I felt you hurt. It made it worse.”
 
   Rubbing my arms he says, “I know. There is no way I can make it up to you.”
 
   “What you said to me, before… That’s done now, right?” He squints looking at me. “Just ask, Nathan, don’t dig.” That, I did not miss.
 
   He breathes before answering. I did not miss that either. “That’s relevant, Tracey.” He cuts me off when I open my mouth to speak. “But we don’t need to talk about that right now. It’s not happening today or tomorrow.”
 
   “Or period, Nathan. I can’t take it. Enough with this. What I went through was enough for the both of us.”
 
   “He killed my mother, Tracey,” he says offended, voice turning dark. “I am not going to let him live that down.” I lace my fingers through his and he calms. “He got away, knowing I was coming after him.”
 
   “I saw him and another jump from a window.”
 
   He nods. “He’ll show up and because he took you and my mother, plus her life. For him I’ll know no thoughts or words.”
 
   “I know you’re angry and you know I’m selfish. But please don’t leave me.”
 
   “Okay Tracey, let me be angry just for five seconds.” His mood shifts, turning a full three sixty. He’s pissed.
 
   I move from his lap to the bed, not sure what subject he’s about to talk about. “Ookay…” 
 
   “Why would you stay? Why wouldn’t you leave? Knowing I told you the reason I have to leave you is because he will come after you and my mother. Was the hint of me being gone trying to find our mother not enough for you?” He sits forward and I scoot back. “Her being taken was not hinted enough for you, that you could have been next.” He stands up, pushing his hands through his hair forcefully. Trying to calm himself down he takes a breath. “You just thought being in that big ass house by yourself was a good idea. Knowing the circumstances.” His voice is on the edge of yelling but he keeps it steady. But he wants to blow. Like he did with Taylor when she crossed us.
 
   I’m speechless not wanting to make it worse but not knowing what to say to make it better. I remain quiet not saying anything, watching him manage his anger. He looks at me after looking out the window as he spoke. His look, with narrow eyes and the corners of his mouth pinched implies that I’d better say something.
 
   He moves further away from me leaning against the closet. “You need to.” It’s dark and unintentionally threatening. It makes me uncomfortable.
 
   I glare at him. “Don’t be an asshole, Nathan.”
 
   “I’m just trying to comprehend why you thought staying alone was a good idea.”
 
   “Everyone was always around me, I―”
 
   “Everyone was always around you for a reason! You are fucking important, Tracey. Everyone looks out for you. If I’m not around, they are obligated to do so, insuring that you are safe. Anything happens to you, that’s the end of the world. And shit happened! You’ll never know the numbers of how many died! Guilty or innocent, while I was looking for you!”
 
   He’s loud shaking the air around me. “Nathan, stop yelling at me,” I cut in. “Yeah, I stayed at home. But Nathan, I didn’t tell them to come after me. I may have messed up by staying yeah, but do not make it seem like it was my entire fault for why I was kidnapped. Because it wasn’t.”
 
   He stares at me for a while without speaking. I look away becoming uncomfortable, feeling his anger charge off him like a roaring avalanche. This time it was my fault I was taken. I knew it wasn’t safe but I was selfish only thinking about myself. 
 
   “Tracey, I know you need me around. I understand it hurts when I’m not. But you shouldn’t have stayed…”
 
   “Nathan.” I stand, walking over to him. “You can’t blame me for this. Don’t be mad at me.” I grab his hands.
 
   He lets go of a harsh breath. “I’m trying really hard not to be.”
 
   “What? Do you want me to say I’m sorry? Stop trying.” His hands move from mine to my lower back. “I was angry Nathan, and sad. Only thinking about Tracey, I stayed. Cursed out Carmen and Lana forcing them to leave.” I move my hands under his shirt. “I let Laine feed me the apple and although I didn’t want him to kiss me, I guess I…didn’t mind it. I didn’t like it and it was uncomfortable. I moved him and you know I tried to avoid it.” I rise on my tiptoes to kiss his chin. “I’m sorry about all of that. Forgive me.”
 
   He studies me for a while. I wait.
 
   Letting out his annoyance in a rugged breath he says kindly with is blank expression remaining, “If you’ll forgive me. I’m sorry. You’re right. It’s not your fault.”
 
   “I do forgive you.”
 
   He stares at me. “Just…don’t say his name. You two were way too comfortable.”
 
   “What did you want me to do, Nathan?”
 
   “Not this.” He leans down quickly, bringing me up with him grabbing my thighs. Seducing me with his firm touch. They tingle and tighten feeling better than when Laine grabbed them.
 
   I let out a quiet breath from the feeling. “I had no control over that,” I say low in his face. Small butterflies awaken in the pit of my stomach.
 
   He moves fast pinning me to a wall. My feet fall to the floor and both of his arms are on either side of my face. He is super close, like Laine had me in the dark halls after he kissed me. “Not this.” He kisses my cheek. “Definitely not that.”
 
   “Were you there for everything?”
 
   He slightly backs away. “Every time your cheeks turned red.” Embarrassed my cheeks must now be red as a strawberry. “And your breath caught at his closeness.” And that’s the secret I was trying to hide from myself. If I didn’t think it, it didn’t exist. “Until I pointed it out.”
 
   “Nathan, it’s not like that.”
 
   “I know, it’s the principle.” He backs up further. “You were just too comfortable. And the fact that I couldn’t kill him and I wanted to. But you didn’t.”
 
   Yeah, didn’t think he would take it like that. I close our distance. “I do not want Laine, I do not give a damn about kissing him, and I left him alive because it was appropriate for what he did for me.” I shove him back to sit on the bed. He lets me, falling down making him and the bed bounce under his landing. “While I was locked away, I thought only about you. Only wanted you, and desired to kiss you.” I push him to lie down as I sit on top of him. “And for the record, he may have been attracted to me but he doesn’t want me. He said I was an itch that he needed to scratch so that I could leave him alone.” In so many words.
 
   He grabs my hips. “You can be irritating at times…like an itch.”
 
   I attempt to punch his chest but he grabs my wrist before it makes contact. I try to pull it away and he uses it to pull me down. His free hand moves under my shirt to my lower back, pushing me down against him. “I don’t like anyone being able to feel what’s mine. And I’m pissed he was able to make you blush.”
 
   “You make me blush.”
 
   My shirt comes over my head. “I know.” He looks down. “All of you.” His eyes remain dark when they look back into mine. The hand holding my wrist lets go moving to my neck.
 
   Without him pulling me, I lean down to kiss him. The hand on my back slips in my pants grabbing my ass. I break our kiss to pull off his shirt. Looking him over, he’s somehow new to my eyes. 
 
   Breaking my gaze, he sits up, kissing me.
 
   I lose myself somewhere in between me sitting on him and him now over me. “I missed you, Nathan.” He kisses across my jaw to my neck. “Please don’t let me get taken again.” I say, with the pleasure from him sounding in my words.
 
   He moves against me as I grab onto his sides. Stopping the kiss, he asks, “Can we…?”
 
   He’s asking me. The girl who forced him into it. I fight back my smile from my thoughts, giving him a simple nod as I pull him back down to me.
 
    
 
   His kiss is soft and wanting. But I can tell he doesn’t want to be soft. He wants to be aggressive, rough, to lose it, with the tightening of his grip yet loosening when he feels it hurt me. He kisses over my chest, grabs my breast firmly, and my body moves, pleased by his touch. Rolling, wanting to feel him places I haven’t in months.
 
   I take slow breaths calming myself, feeling him kiss over my stomach and his hands continue to massage my breast before moving to my sides, to my neck, and back. Traveling over me with indulgent tingles trailing his touch. His lips are soft and demanding. They settle my butterflies but erupt birds when he slowly pulls down my pants.
 
   “Calm down, Tracey,” he tells me now back in my face. “You’re going to make it hard for me to control myself.”
 
   I ignore him, lifting my lower body from the bed to feel his. Still in his jeans my frustration rises. “Aren’t you going to take those off?” I ask low, speaking to high would result in a weird moan that I need to let go of.
 
   “I am. Let me become reacquainted with your body first.” He lifts me up, taking off my bra. “Okay?” He lets me back down to the bed.
 
   Coming down with me, he takes the cusp of my left C-cup in his mouth. “Okay,” I respond, touching him where I can. I’m hot and every nerve ending on me pounds with my pulse. He moves to the other one as his hand travels down my body.
 
   I instantaneously heat as he takes off my panties and his lips move from my breast, slides over my rib cage, dips down with my navel, over my abdomen, lowering to his destination. I cry out, body ready to explode. But he stops before I can, kissing my thigh, and that takes me there. He hovers over me and I raise my legs to his sides feeling no barrier. Thank you, I think to myself, pulling him down against me, wanting to feel direct skin-to-skin contact. Just for a second, before we drown in the pleasure of each other, let me hold him and be swallowed by his warmth with the shrill of his body pulsating against me.
 
   He kisses my melt my soul spot behind my ear. And more than my soul melts when I pull him in.
 
   I utter a quiet moan next his ear and his body shivers. He briefly stalls, before he strokes against me, in and out, forcing me to sigh from his overpowered sensuality. His hands skim along my body, clutching my sides, touching my arms, feeling my hands, and grazing my neck as he struggles to maintain a moderate pace. He’s constantly shifting from fierce to gentle.
 
   I love it, unable to control myself, unable to keep up with what’s going on. It’s only him. Only us.
 
    
 
   “Say it, Tracey.” He turns me over. I open my mouth to speak but a sigh escapes again.
 
   His hands slowly glide up my back tracing that large vine―as his thrusts increase roughly, fingers pushing through my hair. “Say it, Tracey,” he repeats, grabbing my shoulder, pulling me back as he thrusts forward. The calm has gone.
 
   “Nathan,” I sigh with more control of my words. “I love you.” It’s not what he was requesting for me to say. But it’s what I wanted to say.
 
   He moves closer to me, never interrupting his pleasure-filled strokes. “I love you too. But that’s not right,” he says deeply yet breathless in my ear. I fall fast, exploding into shakes and shivers under him. “Do you mind?”
 
   I let him, opening up my mind and my feelings to him. I turn over, looking into his eyes, looking back at myself. I look better now, no more circles, no more paled skin. I look healthy, like the old me.
 
   “You look good, babe,” he says, lifting me from the bed. Staring in his eyes, I feel how good I feel to him. How lost in me he is as I am in him. And we indulge in each other, both having no control.
 
   


 
   
  
 

19: Going Home…
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   Carmen came back to the room conveniently after we finished a session in the shower. And I experienced something I never have before.
 
   “Where are you guys getting ready to go?” she asks, watching us tie our shoes.
 
   “For a quick run, to let off some steam.” No steam here.
 
   “Is this like a couples thing or can I come?”
 
   I stand, walking past her. “You can come. We’re just running.”
 
   “Cool,” she responds, headed to the bathroom.
 
   I stand in the mirror looking at myself look a hell of a lot better. Nathan comes behind me. “You do. You feel better?”
 
   “I do.” I look at him through the mirror. He looks better, yet his eyes remain dark. A small hint of colors swirls deep in the depths of them, but they’re obscure. “You feel better?”
 
   “Yes.” He turns me around lifting my head in his hands. “Seriously Tracey, don’t get taken again. And I want to be the only man kissing these lips for the rest of your life.”
 
   “Don’t leave me, so I won’t. And you will be.” He is going to tell me he wants to leave. I know it. He can’t let the Lunis thing go. I can understand but I’m selfish and fear him going through what I did. Waking up every day to torture, it’s not fair to anyone. “Nathan, don’t say―”
 
   Carmen cuts me off coming out of the bathroom. “Tracey, while I was downstairs I met this guy,” she says to me pushing me aside so she can grab her running shoes from the closet. “That’s what took me so long to come back up. Not that I believe either of you were worried about that.”
 
   She gives me a look that says I’m selfish for not checking on her. She’s right, I didn’t even think about her. 
 
   “He’s not my mate or anything. I don’t feel funny about him now that I am away from him. But he was extremely cute.” I smile at her going over her ‘I met a cute guy today’ story. “Anyway, he happens to be leaving for Vermont too. Not sure where he’s going in Vermont. But he’s leaving. And…on our flight.”
 
   “That’s interesting,” I say looking from Nathan standing in the window with his back to us.
 
   “It was, what a coincidence, I thought. But he was awkwardly hot and I didn’t care at the moment.”
 
   “What did he look like?” I ask out of curiosity.
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   “Oh, come on, Nathan. Get over this whole jealousy thing. You really have no reason to be jealous of anyone or anything. Not with me.” I nudge Carmen’s arm so she can answer the question.
 
   “He was tall with impeccably smooth skin, like a baby, no hair but in his dark blond eyebrows. A smooth voice with this extremely attractive give your heart to me accent. These amazing white eyes and a chain like earring in his face. That’s what grabbed my attention.”
 
   I stand from the bed. “No,” Nathan says from the window. “Get over him, Carmen. Where ever you are thinking about going with telling us about him. Let that shit go. That’s not happening.”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “He sounds like the guy who helped me when I was gone. We could be wrong. But white eyes, accent, and a face chain is not common and pretty hard to forget.”
 
   “Um, I doubt that he’s the same guy. I hope he’s not anyway. I guess we will see when we are on the plane.” She stands. “Come on let’s go.” She heads for the door and I follow behind her.
 
   Nathan slowly follows behind. “Tracey, if it’s him. I’m not going to be able to sit there and he stay alive.”
 
   “It’s not him, Nathan, couldn’t be.” Laine could not be gone and back. Why would he be going to Vermont? I don’t know him that well to say, but this, here, seems like his home. But then, he did say he was there for seventy years right? Maybe he was somewhere else and brought here.
 
   Carmen presses the lobby button when we pile in the elevator. Neither of us speak as we wait for the doors to reopen. I’m over this run now that my nerves have calmed. The elevator dings and the doors open. The crowd is thick walking toward us trying to get in as we walk forward to get out. Mid-way through, I spot Laine walking forward, coming in. He stops, eyes widening when we make eye contact.
 
   He smiles wide. “Hey, black eyes.”
 
   My stomach kicks and critters start crawling excitedly and dreadfully at the sight of him. The corners of my mouth twitch but before I can think to respond, Carmen nudges me. “I guess it is him then.”
 
   Nathan pulls me to him wrapping his arm around the front of my chest. “Good move, Mate,” Laine says eyeing Nathan. “You don’t have to worry about her. I told you I wouldn’t hurt her.”
 
   Nathan pushes us to walk past him. “Um hum, I am not worried about you hurting her.” To look back tempts me. Carmen also has not caught up yet.
 
   “Hey, wait,” Carmen says, running to my side. We stop. “So no?”
 
   “If your heart doesn’t beat in his chest, that’s a no,” Nathan states impassively.
 
   She rolls her pretty blue-brown eyes and looks at me. “I feel the same Carmen. I’m sorry.”
 
   “I understand he was their doing the bad stuff, but you said he helped you. That makes him not a bad guy.” She looks behind her, probably to him. “Why can’t my heart beat in his chest?” she says quietly more to herself, displaying her sadness.
 
   “Shit Carmen, why him?”
 
   “Why not, Nathan? The universe chose Tracey for you. And I’m choosing him for me.” She moves to stand in front of me. “Tracey, you know he is not bad. You both do. He just happens to be related to a bad experience. But you know he is not a bad person. And seeing that he is gone from there, that shows he’s not with that guy any more. So please?” She carries the please like a child begging their parents for ice cream.
 
   I shrug. “We can’t tell you what to do.” She doesn’t get it. “So do what you want.”
 
   She looks at Nathan. “You cool?”
 
   “Hell no. But like she said, do you. It’s not my place. I don’t care.” He moves from behind me to my side, my hand in his. “Come on.”
 
   “Tracey, talk to him for me.” Everyone always needs Nathan’s approval to make them feel better about doing something. They are all adults and should make their own decisions.
 
   “What’s wrong, black eyes?” Laine comes to Carmen’s side looking at me.
 
   “Nothing, Laine. Why are you here?”
 
   He smiles. “Oh.” he throws his hand to his chest. “Black eyes, you didn’t miss me?”
 
   Nathan sniggers darkly. “Don’t push your luck.”
 
   Laine raises his hands in surrender. “I’m joking, Mate. It’s in my blood to fuck with people.”
 
   “No it’s not,” I say, “You were conditioned that way.” Nathan shoots me a look of disbelief. It says I’m way too comfortable around Laine. He’s right. But how can I not be.
 
   Laine nods. “Maybe.” He waggles his finger. “You may be on to something. But I thought the things we discussed were only between us.” He steps back as he says, “You are breaking a serious friend code.”
 
   I smile shaking my head, he makes me comfortable. “You’re right,” I say pulling Nathan to walk away. “Be careful, Carmen.”
 
   “Wait, I thought we were going for a run.”
 
   “Not with him,” I say hearing Nathan think the same thing.
 
   Laine tells Carmen my mate doesn’t like him and that she can go. She declines, saying she prefers to hang around with him. I shake my head thinking about Carmen’s choice—choosing Laine over us. It doesn’t make sense to me.
 
   We walk out of the back doors of this hotel. “Where do we run?” I ask looking behind me at Nathan’s pissed face. “Get over it, Nathan.”
 
   “You are too comfortable with him, Tracey. And she doesn’t care.” I trail behind him as he walks away from the hotel.
 
   “Okay, I shouldn’t have to, but I’m going to explain this. I’m going to be comfortable with him—for months he was the only person I talked to. He would have been cool with you too if he had not kissed me.”
 
   “And how would you feel about him, if you knew he was the one who took our mother? Bringing her there on promises to kill her.”
 
   “Is this a general question to see what I think about him? Or are you telling me that?” I stop walking.
 
   “Both.”
 
   I can believe that, I actually expected it considering he was gone for two days. Then came back and Natalia was there. Him warning me also makes me believe that. “I would answer, but you would think that I am defending him.”
 
   “That is your answer.”
 
   “Should I explain further?” I’m at a loss for words. Anything I say is going to be the wrong thing.
 
   “If you want to, Tracey.” We approach a paved trail that passes a tennis court and pool first, and then it heads through a small field.
 
   I stretch, excited about this run, now that I smell the fresh air. “Well I don’t want to.”
 
   “That will work for me too.”
 
   I ignore him starting in a jog. He’s at my side picking up speed. I match him. It feels good to stretch my muscles. It’s cold but I will be able to stand it once my body heats up. Quickly my muscles tighten in my legs. I slow, feeling them lock up.
 
   “You okay.” Nathan asks running backward at my jog.
 
   I move my legs lifting my knees as I slow more. They are really locking up. “No, my legs hurt.”
 
   “You should have stretched longer before you ran off on me.” Smart ass.
 
   Nothing is working. I step down to move from the path getting a Charlie horse in the calf of my right leg. Almost falling, Nathan catches me. “Thanks,” I say, as he helps me sit on the ground. Charlie horses are the worse feeling ever. Maybe not ever, but they are extremely painful.
 
   “Don’t move. Stay right here. I’ll be right back.” I watch him walk in the trees out of sight. Adrenaline then relief comes over me from him.
 
   Two minutes later, he walks back to me. “You feel better?”
 
   “No, but it helped.”
 
   “Why don’t you just run from here back home?”
 
   “Because you can’t run from here to back home. And now knowing Laine is going to be taking this trip with us, you alone on this flight is definitely not happening.”
 
   I stretch out my leg feeling it loosen. “I’m not going to comment on that.”
 
   “We need to eat then we’ll have a few hours before we should get ready. Are you going to be okay to keep going?”
 
   “Yes, let’s keep going,” I say, stretching.
 
   “You want me to take it away?”
 
   “No, it’s going away.” Sometimes it feels good to let things run their course the human way.
 
   He puts his hand out to help me up. I grab it and he pulls me to my feet and immediately starts running again. I run next to him focusing on the positioning and stretch of my legs. Making sure to avoid anything that will trigger another cramp.
 
   Nathan is calm on the outside. But when I dig into his feelings, he is covered with pain. The hurt is eating him alive. I’ll have to work on that. I know. There is no way that I can replace his loss but I can at least fill that void.
 
   How does a family that is complete, pull together when the only stitch holding them comes loose? How do we tell them that stitch has come a loose? What happens from here? What happens when we get back home? I miss our home and I doubt that we will be going back there immediately.
 
   The run path is short. We have passed the tennis courts twice. Hitting the curve where we can see the hotel doors, Carmen and Laine are coming out, both looking around. She caught me off guard with her interest in him. I thought after we confirmed who he was she would no longer be interested.
 
   Laine is cool, but sketchy. The things that he did for me and his reasons why he did do not make sense to me. But I honestly appreciated what he did. He truly came off as a friend while I was there but I struggle trusting him.
 
   Nathan doesn’t like him, and with good reason. Carmen shouldn’t like him. I don’t think that Laine has a true interest in her. And I doubt that Nathan will give me the opportunity to talk to him and find out why he is going to Vermont, and at the same time we happen to be going.
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   The plane is spacious but full. Nathan and I are in one row and Carmen and Laine are in another not in view of us, but we can keep an eye on them. “Can Nemanites change the mind? Like how they can view into it and take things away?” I ask Nathan after the pilot announces we will be taking off in five minutes.
 
   He slouches down in his seat getting comfortable, after he checks my seatbelt then buckles his. Mr. Overprotective, like the flight attendant isn’t going to come by and do the same thing. “Possibly. When they are advanced in their ability.”
 
   “I think he may have done that.”
 
   “I wouldn’t put it past him. What makes you feel that way?”
 
   “That’s not like her. She usually doesn’t care. She’s like you, the you before me. Family over anything.”
 
   “That is her.” He turns his head looking at me with selfless eyes. But they are still dark. “You want to talk to him?”
 
   I look away from him toward the screen that flickers showing safety procedures. “Not if you don’t want me to.”
 
   “When we get back. On our walk out of the airport, talk to him then. I’ll check in Carmen to see if that may have been the case. Plus, I want to talk to her anyway.”
 
   That was simpler than I thought it would be. “Check in Carmen. Like get inside her head?”
 
   “Yes.” He pulls me to him, kissing my forehead. “Get some rest so it won’t be so hard for you to adjust to the time difference.”
 
   “Babe, I don’t even recognize time. All the days blend together, the rising and the setting of the sun is not even beneficial to me.”
 
   He presses the button that lets my seat back. “I know. Relax. Everything will be back to normal in a couple of days.” I grab his hand when he moves it from the button on the armrest. I lace our fingers. My touch is more for him than his is for me.
 
   I know things are jumbled in his mind right now, and even after he rescued me, he cannot relax. Or let things go—enjoying a day of rest. He sighs, slouching back in his seat. His thumb rubs over my hand. “Thank you.”
 
   “Any time, Nathan,” I say sweetly feeling my eyes get heavy. The plane starts moving and I force myself to sleep faster not wanting to feel it take off. I’m not afraid of flying but I don’t like it. It’s not something I want to experience awake.
 
    
 
   The plane shakes waking me for the third time. This is supposed to be a seven-hour flight. I think seven hours is way too long to be sitting on a plane. Nathan’s eyes are closed but by the tingle in my palm from his hand, he’s not asleep.
 
   “Do you want me to help you go back to sleep?” he whispers. The plane is quiet. Most are asleep and the light comes from a movie playing on the screen.
 
   The plane shakes again. “Yes.” I say with a raised heart rate. “You’re not resting?”
 
   “No, I’ll sleep when we get home.”
 
   “Then I’ll stay up with you.” He nods, eyes closed. I push the button, letting up my seat. “How are things with the new office?” I ask for conversation’s sake.
 
   “I have no idea. Last time I check was when Roseland left with Ann and the twins. And that was before you were taken.”
 
   “You suspect everything is fine?”
 
   “Only two to three voicemails a day lets me know everything is okay. So I’m okay with that for now until I’m able to pull everything together the way I like it.”
 
   “Has he called you?” I shouldn’t ask but I need to know.
 
   His eyes open, there is a pause before his answer. “Yes.”
 
   “Are you going to give me any more than just a ‘yes’?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Please.”
 
   Tracey, it will hurt to know. “Not right now. Please.”
 
   It will hurt to know. Those words hurt to know. “Okay.” I let it go. “How’s Olar and Lana?”
 
   “I haven’t talked to anyone for a few weeks.”
 
   “You need some alone time?”
 
   “A little, but I have several months of time to make up with you first.” He says it as if it’s nothing, but it makes me smile. “And you?”
 
   “I don’t know. Not sure. Confused.”
 
   “You want to talk about it?” He’s only asking for me.
 
   “I want to talk, but not about why I’m confused.”
 
   “Hey.” Laine stands in the aisle, leaning on the seat in front of us. “Can I talk to black eyes?” he asks, looking at Nathan.
 
   Nathan looks at me with an irritated expression. I turn from him, looking out of the dark window. “We just talked about this, Nate.”
 
   “I know, Tracey,” he says, reluctantly getting up. I turn watching him give Laine a ‘don’t fuck up’ look. “Keep your hands to yourself. And your lips.” He walks past him down the aisle to Carmen.
 
   Laine sits with a smile. “I don’t think your mate likes me very much, black eyes.”
 
   “I’m sure he doesn’t. It goes without saying.”
 
   He nudges my arm. “Let him know I’m sorry. No hard feelings. I wouldn’t try to take his woman.”
 
   “Speaking of taking women. Why the interest in Carmen?”
 
   “I don’t feel comfortable telling you things any longer. You broke our friend code.”
 
   “I’m sorry. You are right. I shouldn’t have said that earlier.”
 
   “The least you can do is keep your word. I’ve kept mine.”
 
   “I said I was sorry, forgive me and let it go. Or go sit back by Carmen.” He gives me an antagonizing look, I cool off being an ass. “Okay, what’s going on? What did you need to talk about?”
 
   “Checking on you, making sure you are better.”
 
   “I am fine. How do you like the world outside of brick walls and torture?”
 
   “I always see the world outside of brick walls. And to torture is what I live for. I miss it. But I’m fine, thanks for caring.” I open my mouth. “And don’t say you don’t care. I know you do.” I smile. He returns it. “If you didn’t you would have let your mate kill me.”
 
   “I would have,” I confirm. “Now tell me what you’re up to with my cousin.”
 
   “There is no attraction there. But I think she likes me.”
 
   I turn in my seat to face him. “So what’s your point?”
 
   “Keeping an eye on you.”
 
   “I don’t need you to keep an eye on me. Nathan’s pair and many other eyes I will have on me when we get back are enough.” An entire family that doesn’t take their eyes off me.
 
   “I need to tell you something, but if you’re not mad enough at me after I tell. I’ll then need to talk to you about something else.”
 
   Lowering my voice, I lean toward his ear. “If you’re going to tell me you brought my mother there to get killed. I already know that.”
 
   He nods. “Okay good, that is what I was going to tell you.”
 
   “Now what?”
 
   “He is going to come back after you both.”
 
   Duh. “It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure that out, Laine.”
 
   He shakes his head. “He’s linked up with those beyond what we are. With those who shouldn’t be dealt with,” he says quietly near my ear. He backs away. “And with that. We wonder what’s next.”
 
   I’ve been wondering that since the day I saw Nathan rip the heart out of that guy at the beach. “I’ve never stopped wondering what’s next. And I already know that too.”
 
   “What else do you know?”
 
   “I know you have not been completely honest with me. And that your allegiance does not lie with me but your leader.”
 
   “My allegiance has changed. And you have not been completely honest with me.”
 
   “How haven’t I?”
 
   “You got outside.”
 
   I smile. “How do you know that?”
 
   “I felt it on you after you did.”
 
   What!? “You felt it on me?”
 
   “Yes, like how you can feel someone’s presence. I can sense your energy.”
 
   “What the hell does that mean?” My voice raises and I’m shushed by a few sleepers. “Sorry,” I whisper loudly.
 
   “You know, happy, angry, sad. Eagerness, hope, desire, despair.” He moves back to my ear whispering, “Like how I knew you wanted me to kiss you.” He backs away. “And how you were cool about us being friends.”
 
   “What is it with you and us being friends? And don’t repeat that, that’s not what happened?”
 
   He shrugs. “I told you everyone needs someone.”
 
   “And I told you―”
 
   He puts his hand up cutting me off. “I know…you have someone. But everyone needs someone who they can talk to who doesn’t already know what they are going to say. And aren’t always in their head.” He points to his head.
 
   That intrigues me and somehow increases my comfort level in him. I look at him with different eyes now. But he won’t know that. “I suppose so. So what else is there?”
 
   “Time’s up.” Nathan pops up out of nowhere.
 
   Laine nudges my arm. “We’ll finish later, black eyes.” He looks at Nathan then back at me. “Actually, most of the things I wanted to tell, you seem you already know. So I think we have nothing else to talk about.”
 
   “We do because you still have not answered my questions. But later.” I nod knowing he will not say anything around Nathan.
 
   He nudges my arm again. “Yes, later.” He gets up making sure not to bump into Nathan as he moves from the chair around him, into the aisle.
 
   Nathan sits. “If he keeps touching you, he won’t have a mouth to talk with.”
 
   “It’s harmless, Nathan.”
 
   “I’m sure, and make note that you two have no secrets.” No shit. Thanks for reminding me of that. “I will continue to remind you if he keeps whispering in your ear. And you keep whispering in his.”
 
   The pit of my stomach crawls with nervous creepers. Am I doing something against us? I can’t understand why I feel so guilty about Laine. It’s not like I’m into him or I’m interested in him. He’s not even attractive to me. Maybe it’s just the way Nathan feels about him affecting my feelings.
 
   


 
   
  
 

20: Superfluous
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   We land in Vermont at 5:32 p.m. It feels like I missed a whole day. I’m tired although I slept the last four hours of the flight. Nathan and I argued soundlessly about his and my feelings on Laine. I think he probably put me to sleep because I remember talking before I passed out. I was irritating him, I know. But I wanted to explain.
 
   “Nathan, let me come to you all’s house,” Carmen requests getting in the car, Laine following behind her. Nathan is incredibly pissed about that.
 
   I look at Nathan for him to respond. His jaw is tight not looking like he is planning to move it or speak. I let go of an irritated breath watching him start the car. Everyone is waiting for him to answer.
 
   “Yes Carmen,” I say after he pulls off. He shakes his head in aggravation.
 
   Now I have to let him in our house?
 
   “Nathan,” I say out loud, questioning him with my tone.
 
   “Don’t Tracey.” He continues to shake his head.
 
   I throw my head against the headrest of the rental car. I hate those two words. My hand heats causing the tips of my fingers to spark.
 
   “Do not set this car on fire,” he warns sternly. “Calm down.”
 
   “You need to calm down,” I mumble low.
 
   Baby, you’re pushing it. He’s calmed. You’re acting like it’s cool to have him around and it’s not.
 
   I’m not acting like it is cool. Where else is he going to go?
 
   I don’t give a shit where he goes. But I don’t want it to be our home. That shit is too damn comfortable.
 
   I turn from him and look out the window. It’s better for me to keep my head clear then to think about how I really feel.
 
   Or you can just say how you really feel.
 
   And piss you off? No.
 
   I’m already pissed off. Just say it.
 
   He’s fine, Nathan. I trust him. He was wrong for what he did but you need to calm down. He’s not into me like that and you and I both can tell. He does shit just to fuck with you.
 
   And you think that’s okay? For him to piss me off―on purpose?
 
   No babe, that’s not what I’m saying. It’s not okay.
 
   It’s fine, Tracey. Fuck it.
 
   It’s fine Tracey, fuck it. Exactly what I wanted to avoid. Him being pissed. Us coming back to our safe zone in destruction. There is enough going on in our lives. We don’t need to be each other’s enemy. I grab his hand resting on the gearshift.
 
   He looks at our hands, then to me―only for a second―then back to the road.
 
   Arriving at our house, Nathan pulls into the drive but doesn’t cut off the car. “Come on, Laine, we should get out,” Carmen says, opening the door.
 
   “Right behind you,” he replies solemnly.
 
   After the doors close I say, “Nathan if you want him to go he can. I’ll never choose him over you. Or anyone else for that matter.”
 
   “You trust him?” he questions calmly.
 
   “I do. Why would he do the things he did for me if I couldn’t? He didn’t know me from anyone else they brought in there, and for some reason he chose to help me.”
 
   “He was attracted to you.”
 
   “He may have been, but now knowing I was only an itch—as he referred to me—that is no longer an issue. He is genuine. I can read it in him. Grant it, I do not know why he is here and I don’t know what he wants. But it’s for a reason.”
 
   “What happens when his reasons are not what you expect?”
 
   “We take care of it.”
 
   “And if it’s too late. Now, considering he’s in my house.” He points to the house with his hand in aggression. “Our home.”
 
   “Nathan, everything is going to be fine.” It doesn’t sound as convincing as when he says it to me. But I think it got my point across. “We will talk to him. Find out what’s going on.”
 
   “That we will.” He gets out.
 
   I get out, not waiting on him. “Don’t go in here being super Hulk. Calm down. He’s not after me.”
 
   “We don’t know that.”
 
   “I know that.”
 
   He stops and looks at me. “When did your we become an I? I thought we were in this together. Isn’t that what you told me?” he asks, his eyes narrowing in on my face. “It was no longer me in this alone but us. Isn’t that what you required of me? Practically demanded.”
 
   I’m frozen, cut by his insinuated question and tight voice. “I―you. We…” I fumble over my words unsure of how to reply.
 
   He turns, stalking away from me into the house. I kick myself on every step I take, through the door, and to the kitchen where Carmen and Laine are. “Nathan,” I say sulkily at his side.
 
   “Don’t worry about it, Tracey,” he says expressionless. It kills me. “Laine, you need to tell me what’s going on. Why are you here?”
 
   Laine looks at me and I look away from him. “I’m not sure I can trust you.”
 
   “Then that’s your exit.” Nathan turns and walks away, going upstairs.
 
   I watch him until he is no longer in sight. Climbing on top of the island, I look at Laine and Carmen. She’s googly eyed, staring at him and he’s looking at me. “Carmen, can I talk to Laine please?”
 
   “Um.” She stands from her leaned-over position. “Yeah, sure. I’m going to see if anyone else is here.”
 
   “Thanks.” I wait for her to walk away before turning back to Laine. “You can’t be here and not want to talk to him. I can’t play sides.”
 
   “Why would you need to play sides?” He leans over the counter top of the island like Carmen was.
 
   “You think he would let you come to our house without convincing?”
 
   “Yes,” he says with a smirk.
 
   I roll my eyes. “This is serious, Laine.” And my voice proves it. “He wants to know what’s going on and hear it from you. Trusting me is trusting him, even if he wants to kill you.”
 
   “Anything I have to say to him I can say to you, and I have nothing to say to him.”
 
   “He has things he wants to say to you.”
 
   He shrugs. “I’m not here for him.”
 
   “Laine, stop it. It’s not a him or me it’s an us.”
 
   “It wasn’t an us when you were captured. It was a you, alone. You were taken alone and you were in there alone. He talked to you so you didn’t feel it. But every time I walked in those rooms, I only saw you. Only you and I walked down those halls. Not the three of us.”
 
   I lean my head back looking at the ceiling. What the hell is wrong with the two of them? Neither of them is willing to work with me in this. “Please,” I beg, looking back at him. “I am trying here. To be a friend. See if it’s you that needs our help or us that needs your help.” I put on a begging face. “Can you please make this a little more easier on me?”
 
   “A friend?” His smirk reappears.
 
   I smile. “Yes Laine, a friend.”
 
   “You want me and your mate to be cool and that’s not going to happen. But I’ll talk to him.”
 
   “Honestly?”
 
   “Yes,” He nods with a shrug. “I have no reason to lie. My allegiance no longer lies with the one it once did.”
 
   “And since you brought that up. Why has that changed?”
 
   “I remembered why and how I ended up there. And like it was torture for your mate with you being there—it was torture for my mother with me being there. Her execution was too, in front of me.” His head falls. “But being that I didn’t remember her, he made me perform it.” My stomach drops listening as he continues, “They made me kill her with my bare hands. And I didn’t mind until I remembered her, after I kissed you. She knew me, watched me do it until her life was gone.”
 
   I stare at him as I whisper, “You hold your emotions well.” That had to kill him remembering that. 
 
   “I should.”
 
   I nod, he’s right. “That sucks.”
 
   “It did, it’s over now and was long ago. But because of the memory, I’m now my own person.” He looks up. “Are we finish being personal and talking about the bad stuff.”
 
   I crack a small smile, nodding. “Yeah, I’m cool with not talking about the bad stuff. And done with the personal. Only why you’re here and what you want. But before you answer, I’m going to get Nathan so we can talk.”
 
   “I messed up things by being here?”
 
   I get down from the island. “Nope, you’re just another inconvenience in our life of unexpected events.”
 
   “Inconvenience?”
 
   “Yep, you don’t like him. He doesn’t like you. But you’re here, not leaving and I won’t let him kill you. So with that, it causes some disruptions in our relationship but I’m going to try to fix it.”
 
   “I’m sure your mate loves you enough to not let me get in between you two.” He walks over to me. “Just remind him. I helped him take out some that were in that room too, when he came to rescue you. And it was equally for your protection—it was not to have you.” He nudges my arm. “No offense, black eyes, but I don’t want you. Your memory, bringing back kisses and soft lips were nice, but I don’t want you.”
 
   I lower my eyes. “Yeah… I’m sure he’ll be enthused to hear that,” I say sarcastically. Walking to the stairs, I turn back. “Don’t explore the house. Just sit here. If someone that may resemble him or may be bigger than you comes in and tries to kill you…” I shrug, trailing off. “Tell them you’re with me. Hopefully that will work.”
 
   “And if it doesn’t?” His white eyes widen for exaggeration as his hand rises to his chest as if he’s afraid. 
 
   “You’ll just be dead,” I say with a shrug running to the stairs. Hitting the landing, I look down the hall at our closed doors. Okay, talk number two. This one though, will take a little more work.
 
   It’s hard when he knows what I’m going to say and I have no idea what he is thinking. I open one door taking in a breath for preparation. Nathan comes out of the closet in a towel. I let it out slowly, closing the door. He just got out of the shower and didn’t dry his hair or his body. The water is rolling quickly and slowly down his back, shoulders, chest, and every ripple of his stomach.
 
   What was it I needed…?
 
   “The shower heats up fast here. And it has good water flow.” I lean against the door, listening to him, unable to look away from him as he walks to the dresser. “Are you finished talking?”
 
   “Talking about what?” Why does he look like that? The walk is what draws me in, his sway, upper body moving opposite of his footsteps. The dominance in his stance, strong chest, ripped stomach, body still wet.
 
   I haven’t moved. He is nearer, not close enough for his scent to take possession of my nose but close enough to see each drop of water fall from his hair. “Your talk with your friend.”
 
   I walk to him. “What friend?” I ask, before kissing a big drop of water from his chest. It wouldn’t move, only sat there above his nipple saying, ‘Tracey, come, taste me.’ And I did, tasting first with my tongue then sucking it in as I covered its area with my lips. I move back a couple of inches, looking over him. Searching for another.
 
   He grabs my face with one hand lifting it to face his. “Baby, focus,” he says with a smile.
 
   “I am focused.” I reach up around his neck pulling him down to me. He bites his lip before it meets mine.
 
   One kiss, he gives me. And then pulls back. “Tracey.” What!? Why!? “Focus.”
 
   “On what?” I ask in aggression. Why just give me a taste? What could be more important?
 
   “Your friend is downstairs. You finished talking to him and wanted to talk to me.”
 
   Ohh yeah, that’s what I came here for. But… “Yes, that may be so.” Why did he have to look like this when I came to talk? Who wouldn’t forget?
 
   “What did you want to talk about?” He walks away from me to the closet.
 
   The fire in me. “Wait Nathan.” I follow him in the closet. “I don’t know. Something about us talking. But we should talk first.” Without words.
 
   “Calm down, Tracey.” He looks at me standing in the doorway. “Are you going to stand there while I get dressed?”
 
   Uh, yeah. “Do you have a problem with me seeing you naked now?”
 
   “Nope,” He moves his towel from his waist to his hair while he looks through a few hanging shirts. “Just didn’t want you to jump me.”
 
   Yeah that’s definitely going to happen. I cross the room―too quickly―tackling him to the floor. He falls, saying my name in a laugh. “If you didn’t want to get jumped, you should have come out of the bathroom with clothes on.” I kiss his chin.
 
   He moves me to look at him. “If I knew I was going to end up tackled by a girl, asshole naked, in a closet, I would have.”
 
   I kiss him. “I’m not just a girl.”
 
   “You’re right, love.” He grabs my waist. “You are my girl. You just remember that.”
 
   “I couldn’t forget.” I lean on him, elbows on his chest. “Now that that is reiterated, can we move on to what guys do with their girls?”
 
   “We could do that.” He pauses. “If…you didn’t have company downstairs.”
 
   Damn. I forgot about white eyes. I laugh at my thought. Standing, I say, “You’re right.” I walk from the closet. “So, you’ll talk?”
 
   “I’ll talk Tracey.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t thank me. Because I do not want to do it.” I walk back to the closet needing to see his expression. He’s halfway dressed with his back to me. “I’m not into it at all. But I do know there is more to this and I’m okay with finding that out.” He pulls his shirt over his head coming, over to me. “And further more. Even though you’re in this on your own, I’ll still stand by your side.”
 
   “Thank you, and I’m not in this own my own. If you don’t want it then neither do I.”
 
   “Those aren’t your real feelings.”
 
   “They are not.”
 
   “So…” He walks around me toward the doors.
 
   “So, you’re being understanding and going against your own judgment to do what I want you to do.”
 
   “You are an excellent observer,” he states sarcastically. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

21: Recognition
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   In the kitchen, Carmen is back in Laine’s face. “No one is here,” she says to us.
 
   “They are probably at the other house. We’ll go over too. But not now.” He pulls me from the kitchen moving me to walk in front of him to the family room. He kisses the top of my head.
 
   “They get intimate after they have sex. You’ll get used to it,” Carmen whispers after we turn the corner of the stairs.
 
   “We did not have sex,” I tell her. “And don’t say things like that.”
 
   “And she gets embarrassed when we talk about them having sex.”
 
   “Carmen!”
 
   “What, Tracey?”
 
   Nathan pulls me down on the couch with him. “Carmen, come in here with your and Tracey’s friend.”
 
   “Don’t be an ass, Nathan.”
 
   “I’m not, babe. He’s still here so you should think I’m being nice.” 
 
   I do.
 
   Carmen and Laine come from the opposite direction we did. “Nathan?” Laine starts, making sure Nathan is okay with his address.
 
   Nathan nods. “Laine.”
 
   He outreaches his hand for Nathan to shake it.
 
   Both of Nathan’s arms are around me and the fingers of the hand he would move to shake Laine’s taps against my side. He reaches out. Their hands meet ―clasping―but they do not shake.
 
   Laine looks at me. “Good.”
 
   More relaxed I lean against Nathan. He and Carmen take the couch across from us.
 
   “You’re here, and I know my cousin has nothing to do with that.” Nathan starts after we all sit in silence for ten minutes, I think. I still do not understand time. It may have only been three. “And before you tell me you’re here for Tracey—I’m sure you know I can take care of her alone.”
 
   Laine leans back in the couch. “That is why I’m here. I can’t change that. I’m not sure of anything.”
 
   Nathan laces our fingers with his hand over the top of mine. His leg props up beside me. “Okay.” His voice goes smooth. “You want to look out for her, why?”
 
   “When you all let me heal her, it also made me protective over her.”
 
   “You never told me that,” I say sitting forward. “You didn’t think that was valuable information.”
 
   “You told me to be honest with him. I said I wouldn’t lie.”
 
   “So lie to me?” I accuse.
 
   “I didn’t lie to you, I only withheld information.”
 
   “Oh my gosh! You sound like him.” I chuck my thumb back and point at Nathan. Nathan taps my hip with his hand that rests on my waist. I sit back. I cannot believe that.
 
   “A Nemanite,” Nathan states.
 
   “I am,” Laine confirms with a nod. “I don’t want her. I only want to make sure she is okay.”
 
   “She is okay,” Nathan reassures.
 
   “You may feel that way but considering she was taken under your protection. I doubt that you have control over that.”
 
   Nathan moves quickly from around me, I grab his arm before he gets up. He stays seated leaning forward. “I told you it wasn’t his fault, the reason I got taken.”
 
   “Don’t Tracey,” he states sternly with darkness to his voice. I flinch away, startled. “Sorry,” he says calmer. “I didn’t mean for that to come out like that. But don’t explain anything to him.” He sits back, cooling off.
 
   “Nathan was out trying to save my aunt―their mother. I was supposed to look out for Tracey. She pissed me off and I left.”
 
   “Carmen, he does not need an explanation,” Nathan says pissed.
 
   She shrugs. “You can stop Tracey, Nate, but not me. He’s not going to make you kill him all because he doesn’t know.”
 
   “He holds no importance. And I will not kill him, not right now or just because he can’t control his mouth.”
 
   “I am not threatened nor intimidated by you, Nathan,” Laine says, sitting forward. “I only have one purpose being here.”
 
   Nathan shifts, moving to the edge of the couch. “Fuck your purpose.”
 
   “Nathan, calm down.” I scoot closer to him. He is mad and this may not end well. “Please calm down,” I say, feeling him get hard under my touch. We do not want to destroy the house right now. I look at Laine. “Be cool, I am not in the mood to break up a fight between a burdened Sephlem and an obligated Nemanite.”
 
   “Black eyes, I’m being cool. I only want to let your mate know that his actions are only actions. They do not affect me.”
 
   “There are no actions. Just you and your mouth and my mate.”
 
   “Babe, people talk,” I say softly. “Nothing but words, remember.” I use his logic. He sits back rubbing his hand over my thigh before resting between them―mid-way to my knees. Laine really gets under his hard skin. “Laine, you don’t need an explanation. But you’re here and I’m assuming for a reason. Let’s keep all the bashing and the insinuations held back for another time. Outside of the house.”
 
   “Okay, black eyes.” Laine sits back. “I’m protective over you and knowing Lunis will seek revenge I would prefer to stick around. None of you has to like it. But I don’t have a choice. And believe me, Tracey, there are other things I want to do.” It’s in the way he says my name, that’s what makes me trust him. Meaningful. Maybe because he doesn’t say it often.
 
   Nathan leaves. “Where are you going?” I ask him.
 
   “Make a couple of phone calls.” Get whatever the fuck this protective shit is he’s talking about, off you. “I’ll be back in a minute.”
 
   This is so frustrating. “Really, Laine?”
 
   “We talked, we were cool.”
 
   “That’s cool?” Carmen asks mockingly.
 
   “Wait, tell me more about this obligation to protect me.”
 
   He gets up, coming over to sit next to me. “You told me to help you. But I don’t have to always be around you. I’ll just check on you and keep my ears open for things pertaining to you. I don’t want to piss off your mate.”
 
   “You already pissed him off.”
 
   “Yes, that’s because I don’t like that he left you alone and vulnerable. Even if you were with someone else.” He stands. “I’ll leave and come by―”
 
   The doorbell rings cutting him off. It’s loud and I realize I’ve never heard it ring. I hear Nathan open it. I feel Olar and Lana walk in. “Everything okay?” Olar asks at the close of the door.
 
   “I got Tracey.” Nathan is short. It’s silent momentarily before anyone responds.
 
   “Oh,” is all Olar responds followed by footsteps coming in our direction. I look to Olar ready to greet him after not seeing him for so long. He never looks at me as animosity fills his face, eyes locked on Laine.
 
   Shit instantly hits the fan.
 
   Olar charges forward, tackling Laine. Laine’s foot kicks me in the chest on his way to the floor. Caught in the cross fire the air is knocked out of me. I gasp for air, falling on to the couch, trying to catch my breath.
 
   Nathan grabs me, pulling me out of the Olar and Laine danger zone.
 
   Olar is whaling on Laine. “Olar stop!” Carmen and I yell at the same time.
 
   “He’s one of the guys that grabbed Olar,” Lana says quietly.
 
   “Damn,” I say rubbing my hair back. “Nathan, stop him.”
 
   “I will not,” he says in amusement.
 
   Carmen moves fast to Olar trying to yank him off Laine. He pushes her hard making her fly backward into the wall cracking it. “Ahh!” she yells in pain.
 
   I rush over to her. “Are you okay?”
 
   After five seconds pass, she replies calmly, “Yeah.” Then yells, “Nathan, stop him, he’s turning!”
 
   I turn back to the fight. Olar has taken on his demon. He reaches out for Laine’s neck getting a kick from him before he can make contact. Olar flies back hitting the wall over us, going through it, tumbling down the stairs.
 
   He’s back in seconds. Carmen and I rush to the front of Laine. Olar hesitates before charging toward us. Nathan grabs him less than a foot away.
 
   Olar pushes Nathan out of his way. I move not about to take a hit from Olar for Laine. I’ve seen how hard Olar can punch. He shoves Carmen again not as hard and she stumbles to the side from its force. Laine delivers a punch to Olar causing him to stumble backward. It doesn’t take long before he regains his balance going back to Laine. They go back and forth throwing face-crushing punches.
 
   I move to Nathan’s side. “Can you please stop this before the house gets worse?”
 
   He casually strolls to them taking his time. “Oh my gosh, Nathan!” I yell, irritated he won’t hurry to stop them.
 
   He grabs Olar. Olar vanishes out of his grasp reappearing behind Laine taking him by his neck. Laine struggles before flipping over Olar getting him in the same position.
 
   “Olar, take that shit outside!” Nathan yells not putting forth any effort to stop them. Olar vanishes again, reappearing in front of Laine, kicking him through the plaster and brick wall to the outside. He follows him through the hole. “Use the damn door,” Nathan utters to himself.
 
   Carmen follows through the hole. I look at the three new holes that welcomed themselves into our home before looking at Nathan. Carmen is screaming outside at Olar and Laine. “You didn’t want to stop them before they bust up the house, huh?”
 
   “Tracey, I don’t want to stop them period. I’ll get the walls fixed. But that has nothing to do with me.”
 
   “Can you please stop him? Before he beats the shit out of Carmen and kills Laine.”
 
   “I don’t understand why you care so much,” he says going through the hole outside.
 
   “Thank you.” I yell behind him. I turn to Lana. “Sorry about before. I shouldn’t have treated you like that.”
 
   She smiles. “It’s okay, Tracey. I’m happy your home safe and sound. And I understand why you were upset.”
 
   “Great, let’s go stop your mate from killing my friend.” She gives me a weird look before nodding. We go out through the hole.
 
   Carmen is being tossed, again. Nathan is trying to separate them, no effort used. Olar is dark red, Laine has taken on a blue tint and his white eyes are bright and electric. Laine pushes the shit out of Nathan, charging Olar, taking him down. I watch Nathan fly back and hit the ground, turning red.
 
   Crap!
 
   He’s up immediately, yanking Laine from Olar throwing him back. Before Laine touches ground, Nathan grabs him and slams him to the down. “Get Olar, Lana!” I yell running over to Nathan watching him get the face he gets when he takes over someone.
 
   Laine struggles against it. “Nathan!” I yell at my approach. I stop not getting too close. I don’t want Nathan, while in this zone, to think I’m trying to take Laine’s side over his side.
 
   Nathan looks up at me. Laine takes that second to hit him with a face-crushing punch. My hands heat as the film covers my eyes. I blast Laine at his rise. It hits him knocking him to the ground. He’s down long enough for me to run in between him and Nathan.
 
   “Tracey, move,” Nathan demands.
 
   “Nathan, don’t make me move, just calm down.” Carmen comes to my side, watching a pissed but regular Olar approach.
 
   When I turn back to a dark red and taller Nathan, he is right in front of me. “Tracey, move,” he demands in a demonic voice sending chills through me. I’m grabbed quickly being moved behind Laine, he’s standing between Nathan and me. No, protecting me from Nathan.
 
   Why? Just why did he have to do that?
 
   Laine is hit, body flying over me. I don’t watch were he lands because I am caught in the trance of Nathan’s glare. “You will stand before him?” He points. “You will protect him from me?” He comes closer. “You will side with the enemy…over me?”
 
   My throat chokes. I claw at my neck, trying to remove the nonexistent hand. Nathan, stop! I think to him, trying to breathe.
 
   Olar grabs me tossing me to the side. The choke is gone. “Nathan, it’s Tracey. Calm down!” he yells pushing Nathan. “You do not want to hurt Tracey.”
 
   Nathan growls. 
 
   I stand from the ground walking back over to them. “Tracey, stay back,” Olar calls to me.
 
   “I got it, Olar.” A foot away Laine grabs me again pushing me aside.
 
   He moves in front of me. “Black eyes, you need to stay back. He will hurt you,” he warns.
 
   I know what he will do, he’s my mate. “Move Laine.” I push him. “He will not hurt me. If you keep blocking me from him. He will hurt you. Just stand aside!” I yell at him. He doesn’t move. I push him and he still doesn’t move. It’s irritating.
 
   Olar drops. I see Lana from my peripherals run to him. Nathan, now towering over Laine shows up behind him. He takes him by his neck and Laine drops to his knees. Nathan looks down at him.
 
   I touch the side of Nathan’s neck. “Baby, stop please,” I beg calmly. He drops Laine with a skull crushing punch to the side of his head. I grab his now free hand pulling him away. It takes all my strength to get him to move.
 
   Turning him to me, I stare into his night-blue grey outlined eyes. I grab his face. Thankfully, he turns back to his calmer self. “Hear me Nathan, calm down.” He grabs my waist. “You tried to kill me.”
 
   “I did,” he confirms. His hands push over my head. “Again…” Disappointment sticks deep in his tone. He kisses my forehead and runs off, faster than I can keep up with.
 
   I drop in the grass looking over at everyone staring at me. Again, all eyes on Tracey Warren. I run in the house to our room with the doors closed. I want to call him, tell him to come home. But he needs the release. Too much stuff is built up in him and he can’t control himself. I’m familiar with this part of him, I know he needs to release this alone.
 
   The door knocks. I ignore it, getting up to walk to the bathroom. It opens when I hit the closet’s entrance. “Sorry to barge in, Black eyes.”
 
   I rush to him pushing him out into the hallway. “Never enter my room.”
 
   “Hey.” He moves my hands away from him. “I said sorry. Keep your hands in your pockets. Those things you hit me with hurt.”
 
   “That’s the point. Be happy you didn’t join the dirt.”
 
   “Thank you for not turning me into ash,” he says with a crooked smile.
 
   “How are you able to touch her?” Olar asks pissed, coming down the hall toward us.
 
   Meeting Olar half way I hold out my hands stopping him. “Olar don’t flip out. You already busted up the living room.”
 
   “How can he touch you?” he asks me, peering at Laine with a face that says he wants to rip Laine’s brain out. “Why is he touching you okay with you?” he asks as if he’s my brother.
 
   “He’s cool Olar, back off.”
 
   “He is not cool, Tracey!” he yells. “He’s the cause of this!” I step away from Olar. If he goes demon, there is nothing in him that will keep him from ripping my head off.
 
   “Okay, Olar,” I say with both hands raised in surrender. “He was with me when I was taken. He offered to help me. We told him he could and somehow he’s able to touch me and it’s okay.”
 
   “Why is he around if you’re no longer taken? And where the hell is Nathan and why the fuck is he allowing this?” His face shows all of his disgust that bleeds from his voice. Lana needs to calm him down.
 
   Laine grabs my arm pulling me back more. I don’t realize it initially; it feeling natural. “Where is Lana?” I ask.
 
   “Talking to Carmen,” he says, pushing me to the side as he grabs my arm from Laine’s hand. “She is not yours to protect. And I wouldn’t hurt her.”
 
   “You burdened will hurt any and everything that causes you an inconvenience.” Laine steps around him back to me.
 
   “You are causing me an inconvenience.”
 
   Laine looks at me and I shake my head looking at Olar. “He has something where he has to be protective over me. I don’t know but that’s why he’s here.”
 
   “No, he’s here because we can’t get him to leave,” Nathan says coming up the stairs. He moves quickly taking me from Laine’s grasp. Reluctantly, Laine lets go. I am a cloth at this point in life, not a human, with her limbs being pushed and pulled by the three of them. “He’s a Nemanite and because we gave him permission to heal and help Tracey, with the extent of how long he had to do it. Also kissing her.” Olar gives a devastating look as if Nathan just said he killed me and brought me back to life. “He is obligated to her.”
 
   “I am not obligated to her,” Laine starts low, looking between Nathan and Olar. He may be crazy but he’s not stupid enough to challenge two with only him. “I can leave when I want. Which was what I was preparing to do.”
 
   Nathan steps aside moving from the middle of the hall. “Greet your exit.” It stands alone, no tone or emotion. Just words. But to me they held a threat behind them.
 
   “Black eyes, I’ll check on you later.”
 
   Nathan growls in aggravation. “You just don’t know what’s the wrong thing to say.”
 
   “That’s the truth. I will be checking on her. Wouldn’t want you to run off to save someone else and leave your mate defenseless. Making me obligated to stand in for you, as her mate.”
 
   My mouth falls open. That was harsh and I almost let Nathan hit him. Instead―making the wrong move―I jumped in front of Laine. Nathan stops mid-punch and takes on the face of hate and shock.
 
   Half-squinted eyes, parted lips, and a flared nose glare at me with so much anger.
 
   He walks backward until his back is against the wall, never taking his eyes from mine; they swirl into a deep red. Deceit…
 
   My body moves unconsciencously toward him. At my approach he says, “Whose chest does your heart beat in?” His voice is low and deadly. It gives me the chills hearing it directed toward me.
 
   “Nathan I―”
 
   “Whose?” he asks as if I’m a child, demanding I answer.
 
   I look at him, the deep red slowly swirling night-blue. Why is he going this far? Out of force, reluctantly I answer, “Yours. But you―”
 
   “You would risk your life, for him?” His eyes narrow into a thin slit as his head slightly tilts left. A completely evil look and that scares me, adding the tip of his sharpened teeth peeking behind his parted lips.
 
   “I wouldn’t but you―”
 
   “Leave, Laine.” He’s fucking up my home. Nathan’s thoughts seep into my head.
 
   Laine taps my arm. “Okay black eyes?”
 
   “Yes okay?” Olar responds. “Get out. Before I take you out.”
 
   “Calm down Batman, I’m leaving.” He does.
 
   After the front door closes, Olar blows. “How the fuck could you let that happen? You knew that was going to happen. And you allowed him to do that.”
 
   “I didn’t know he was going to kiss her.” No, that’s not right he thinks to himself. “I didn’t know she was going to kiss him.” They talk over my head, as if I’m not standing here. A simple cloth, lying in the floor.
 
   “You’re adding new additions to the family,” Olar accuses. “He’s not going to stay away and everyday he’s around…” He looks at me. “He will get attacked. And I will do the most I can that doesn’t kill him.”
 
   “Olar, he helped me.”
 
   “That’s the problem!” he yells. “He shouldn’t have fucking helped you!”
 
   “Back the fuck off Olar!” Nathan yells, pushing him away from me. “It’s not her fault. They fucked her up in there. I had no choice. You want someone to blame, someone to yell at. Go yell at your mate not mine.”
 
   “You need to yell at your mate.” He walks past us. “Make sure she’s not choosing to defend another over you.” He hits the stairs still going. “For the third time today. Oh… And glad you’re back, Tracey.” Asshole.
 
   Without looking at Nathan, I move from in front of him to the sitting room that’s opposite to our bedroom. Sitting in the chair, I sink down. Why am I also protective over Laine? I could have just let Nathan punch him. Hell, he let those people punch me. Only stopping me from being tortured further, twice. I feel like I owe him, for helping me.
 
   “Tracey,” Nathan calls softly. “Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t apologize, Nathan. You were wrong, but I feel your betrayal. Your apology is for me, not for you. And I don’t except it.” She’s right, I’m not sorry it’s just what she expects of me. His thoughts again pierce my mind, coming like my own. I don’t like it when he does that demanding me crap. Making me answer like a father requires of a child.
 
   “Let me explain something to you.”
 
   I throw my hand out over my head so he can continue. He’s standing behind me. The chair I’m sitting in faces a couch that he could have sat upon.
 
   “You know how I feel about him. And I tried. I lost it when he pushed me, yes. Yes, I was choking you. But that was an accident. You know I would never purposely hurt you. That I am sorry about.”
 
   “You tried to kill me, Nathan,” I say quietly. That realization hits me and breaks my heart. Although before his actions were only thoughts and he managed to restrain it, but today he acted upon it.
 
   He appears in front of me, kneeling down before me. “I know. I lost control.” He reaches for me and I flinch away. He moves back. “But I wouldn’t kill you, Tracey. I couldn’t.”
 
   “But you can and you will. With ease.” I want to be angry, not hurt. But another lump forms in my throat and fear creeps up my spine as I feel the vines quiver, like the cold of winter sucking them dry. I shudder from their feeling of fear.
 
   He sits in the floor. I keep from making eye contact. Looking at him, I’ll break. I withhold my feelings and my thoughts. I feel a barrier form around me. “Don’t do that, Tracey.”
 
   I will and this is how I’ll remain. Blocked from him. Keeping him out of my head and incoherent of my feelings. I will be what he is to me. A mystery. A puzzle with tiny pieces wondering what the picture is.
 
   “You’ll block yourself from me, Tracey?”
 
   “Am I blocked Nathan?” I ask emotionless.
 
   “Yes,” he utters.
 
   “That’s your answer. Now take your exit.” I turn into the chair getting comfortable—what will look like comfort to him, but I am not approaching comfortable. He leaves without another word, slamming the door.
 
   


 
   
  
 

22: Blocked
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   At Natalia’s house, everyone sits in silence. Nathan has broken the news. The whole of the family is broken. I sit with Nicholas in my lap. He looks six but is mature like a fourteen-year old.
 
   Only at times when he buries his face in my neck or my chest do I relate his looks to the age he portrays. Soothingly, I rub his back as he breaks and pulls it together periodically.
 
   Nathan takes the seat next to me and my free hand I use to rub the back of his neck with his forehead against the side of my head. He takes in deep breaths, calming himself.
 
   I remain blocked from him, and the darkness in his eyes, when he looks at me, shows it’s killing him.
 
   Little Nathan comes to my other side, laying his head against my shoulder. The hand I use to rub Nicholas’s back, I use to soothingly rub his hand. Tears have not stopped falling from his eyes since he saw Nathan’s face, when we first walked in this morning.
 
   Roseland, Ann and their beautiful children crowd together holding each other. And the others, those who are immediate family to each other, do the same. I hear whimpers, quiet sobs and soft sniffles. A few heartbeats quicken and slow, as if they are trying to manage their emotions.
 
   I’m crowded by her boys, with the exception of Roseland. All of them resembling her, with small features of their father who is now a distant―unwanted―memory. It hurts as I try to comfort them. I want to break down too. Again, I want to let my misery consume me. But this is no time for that, right now we―no―I…have to comfort.
 
   I move my hand from Nathan to Nicholas when he starts again―to cringe and sob. Wrapping my arm around him, I slowly rub his back until he calms. Nathan’s arm snakes around my back holding me. His grip is tight.
 
   I watch the room, silently, wondering. Why would Lunis have done this? To hurt Nathan? This…this is more than hurting Nathan. This hurts an entire family and Nathan has done nothing for Lunis to need to inflict pain such as this on our entire family.
 
   It doesn’t make sense. It’s not adding up. You take her and me. Torture me and kill her. Now that I am thinking about it, Natalia did not look to be tortured. She looked well, but tired. I don’t understand it.
 
   This room is nowhere near the size of the great room. We are not cramped but the space is confined with all of us in here.
 
   “Tracey,” Nicholas breathes in my chest. “Thank you for staying.” He leans back looking at me. I wipe the tears from his cheeks.
 
   My eyes fill, watching his do the same. “What do you mean, Nick? Why would I leave you?”
 
   He blinks and big tears fall, two from the right eye three from the left. He quickly wipes them away. “We have treated you wrong. You love my brother, I know. But he leaves the choice available for you to leave. And even through the worse. You stayed.”
 
   “Yeah, Tracey, thanks for staying,” Little Nathan adds. I lean my head against his as I pull Nicholas back to me.
 
   They feel like family. Like I’ve been with them forever, funny how the two of them cling to me as if I’m the stitch to the open wound. “I don’t have anywhere to go guys.” No matter how pissed Nathan makes me. “You all are stuck with me.”
 
   Nathan moves to whisper in my ear. “Thank you for staying.” The breaths in his words and they dance across my ear faintly. “I love you.”
 
   I want to look at him. To tell him I love him back. But, I don’t. I refrain from my inner urges, that pull he has on me, to cling to him. To surround myself in him. To indulge in him.
 
   Now I realize, selfish is what I was before. Pushing him into bonding when he wasn’t ready, all because it was what I wanted. Forcing him to change and give up things for me while I gave up nothing. He warned me about this, how he’d change, how I would change, and I didn’t care. I should have cared.
 
   Carmen once said the bond is like taking away your freedom as an individual. ‘Not when your freedom is in the individual you’re bound with’ I told her. My freedom is in Nathan, but absent-minded, I never thought for a moment if his freedom was in me.
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   “I think Nathan is going to make something for everyone to eat,” I tell Taylor. She has not sat down since everyone finished sulking in their sorrow.
 
   “But he needs me to help. I need to help. I can…maybe…wash something. Maybe I can season something.” I watch her walk back and forth opening and closing cabinets and drawers throughout the kitchen. Same size as their old kitchen. There is no island, but more counter and cabinet space.
 
   She searches for things, opening cabinets, drawers, the fridge, the stove―nothing is in the stove. She continues saying, “I have to help him.” She searches again, the same drawers and cabinets. I pull out a chair from the large table that sits in the middle of the floor.
 
   I grab her as she walks pass me again, moving her quickly to sit in the chair. “Please Taylor, you need to calm down. If Nathan needs something, he will let you know,” I say kindly.
 
   She breaks―something I was trying to avoid being around for. Just her and I are in the kitchen and I cannot bring myself to comfort Taylor. “It’s my entire fault, Tracey,” she sobs. “I should have been there. I should have helped him. I need to help him.” She leans over forward in the chair with her face in her hands―wailing.
 
   I leave from the kitchen. Not Taylor, I cannot console Taylor.
 
   There is a knock at the front door. I hesitate, waiting for someone to answer it. No one comes. Cautiously walking to the door, I listen for someone on the other side. A radio a cop would come accompanied with sounds quietly before it is turned off.
 
   I answer the door wondering why the police would be here. Through the opening the size of my body width I say, “Can I help you officer?”
 
   “Good morning, I’m Officer Thomas. I need to speak with a Nathan Newcomb.” A tall dark-skinned man with a hat and black police uniform replies to me in a smooth voice.
 
   “Which one?”
 
   He gives me a weird look, judging how to answer. “The…one who may be about your age,” he says slowly.
 
   I return his look. “Umm, that’s not much information to go by.”
 
   “How about you get all of them, young lady.” he says with a half-smile making his nose spread. He nods.
 
   I watch my reflection move in his glasses, nodding as he does. Turning from him into the house, I call softly, “Nathan, Little Nathan too. There is a police officer at the door.” I push the door partially closed in case they decide to hyper speed to me.
 
   And they do, both of them. “Why?” Little Nathan asks low.
 
   “What did you do?” Nathan asks calmly, with a slight interest behind it. I move from the door as he grabs it opening it wider. “Can I help you with something, Officer?”
 
   “Yes, I’m looking for a Nathan Newcomb. Would that be you? Or maybe you?” He gestures to Little Nathan, tilting down his glasses, revealing his grey eyes and long lashes. “You seem to fit the description more.”
 
   “May I ask what’s going on?” Nathan asks, stepping in front of Little Nathan.
 
   “Who are you?” Officer Thomas pushes his glasses back up.
 
   “More interested in knowing why you are here.” He looks at Little Nathan and Little Nathan moves away from the door.
 
   I’ve concluded this has everything to do with him. “Don’t go too far young man,” he calls over Nathan’s shoulder. “That young man is wanted for arson. Suspected to have started a fire at a few houses over this past year.” He pulls out a pad of paper. “The school has found relevant things that require for us to bring him in for questioning.” Officer Thomas takes a step back. I can’t see his eyes with the glasses on. “He is also prime suspect in an ongoing investigation for a few missing girl cases. I’m sorry but he has to come with us.” Behind him, another officer approaches.
 
   “Where did you all get this address?” I ask at Nathan’s side. Little Nathan is not registered over here.
 
   Both of them stare at me. I must have asked it in the wrong language. At least I thought, until the other officer, covered head to toe, nothing but his pointed straight nose showing replies, “That is none of your concern.” My eyes demand me to blink.
 
   I put my hand to my forehead, dragging it down my face. Why, just why?
 
   I blink and the thin film covers my eyes but nothing happens. They only look back at me, until the one in the back moves the covering from his mouth, revealing stained black lips. He mouths, “We will take him, and you will allow this. There is no other choice.”
 
   I blink multiple times and the man looks like he hasn’t moved. He nods slightly not drawing attention to himself. I see Nathan look at me from my peripheral vision.
 
   “One moment.” He closes the door. Turning me to him, he asks in a low voice. “What was that?”
 
   Little Nathan is at his side. I’m stunned. A human police officer just did that. He spoke to me and knows that I saw him. What was that?
 
   “Tracey,” Nathan says sternly.
 
   “Um,” is all I muster until I can pull it together. “He spoke to me.”
 
   “Can I see?” he asks softly. It sounds embarrassed.
 
   I’m not ready to open up to him. “No,” I say looking away from him. “I’ll just tell you.”
 
   “Why do you have to ask?” Little Nathan asks Nathan but looks at me.
 
   Nathan doesn’t answer, so I continue, “The film covered my eyes. He mouthed to me Nathan has to go and we have to let him go.”
 
   “Why?” Little Nathan asks concerned. The door knocks again. It’s rough and demanding.
 
   Nathan opens the door without answering. “We’ll go,” he says to the police officers.
 
   “No,” he answers with a strong tone. “Only him. You can go to the station. They will have more information for you when you arrive.”
 
   Nathan looks at me. I look at Little Nathan. Something in me tells me he should go. “Nathan, go with them. We’ll be right behind you.”
 
   “What are you saying?” He backs away from the door. “No!” he shouts.
 
   “Don’t resist,” Officer Thomas says, pulling out his handcuffs.
 
   Nathan turns to Little Nathan. “Go, I’ll be right down to get you out.” He stares at him, maybe saying something in his head.
 
   Little Nathan shakes his head as he walks forward. “Don’t let them keep me. Come right down.” Officer Thomas grabs him too roughly. He jerks away. “Calm down,” Little Nathan orders in a deeper voice then I’ve heard him use.
 
   He turns letting the officer handcuff him. They pull him away to the car peacefully. We watch him until they close the back door. “Grab my keys, Tracey, so we can go.”
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   The receptionist at the police station is less than helpful. “Excuse me, for the third time.” Nathan’s patience has worn and he is ready to shed his human kindness. “Tell me where my brother is.” He slams his hand on the counter.
 
   The receptionist jumps, startled. “Sir, you need to relax.”
 
   “I have been standing here for over fifteen minutes while you ramble on the phone and to your friend back there.” He points behind her to a young girl stacking papers. “And now that I have your attention, tell me where he is,” he says aggressively.
 
   “Where who is?” she asks with a smirk. She is being an ass.
 
   A low rumble sounds from Nathan’s chest. I push him to the side before this woman gets obliterated. “Nathan Newcomb,” I say in a soft voice, trying to sound nice and innocent. “He was brought down here and we are here to pick him up.”
 
   She taps a pin to her lip. She looks to be older than she should. The corners of her eyebrows and mouth are wrinkled but her cheeks are tight. “Nathan Newcomb, huh?”
 
   The young girl in the back steps forward staring at Nathan. “I’m not sure we have heard that name. But you…” She points to Nathan. “You can Nathan my new-cum.”
 
   Nathan closes his eyes as he rolls them shaking his head. “Don’t go there,” I say to her controlling my urge to slap her face. I look nothing like him so she can’t think I’m his sister.
 
   She chuckles. “You too.” She smiles at me leaning over the counter then winks. Yep, she needs to be slapped.
 
   But instead of sending my fist into her face, I focus my attention on the older looking lady. “Can you check your computer for my brother? I’ve told you his name and now have wasted more than twenty minutes going back and forth with the two of you.”
 
   She types, looks, and then says uninterested, “Yes…Nathan Newcomb. He is being held. Currently he is in questioning. No bond has been set.” She clicks her mouse. “Looks like there is no scheduled release. They are going to hold him.”
 
   “Hold him for what?” Nathan asks, before she got the last word out.
 
   “I am not at liberty to discuss that with you. Wait over there.” She points to a few chairs by a door that requires a sliding key and a keypad. “I’ll call someone to speak with you.”
 
   Nathan opens his mouth and I cut him off. “Thank you.” I push him to the chairs.
 
   “He’s not staying in here,” he says after five minutes of nothing.
 
   “We are not going to leave him in here, Nathan. We just have to find out what’s going on.” He doesn’t respond. “Just wait.”
 
   Time slowly ticks by and Nathan’s leg starts jumping impatiently. I’ve never seen him this irked. “Why is it taking so long?”
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” I say low, keeping the two nosey ladies―who have not stopped looking at us―from hearing.
 
   He stills and looks at me disbelievingly, then away as the door finally open. He stands. “You are here for Nathan Newcomb?” A police officer, he may be the chief, he’s dressed in a beige shirt with small star badges on the collar. He has grey hair matching his eyebrows.
 
   “Yes. Where is he?”
 
   “Mr. Newcomb is being held for further questioning.”
 
   Nathan’s hands ball into fists. “Questioning about what?”
 
   “Your brother has been accused of arson and the kidnapping and death of a few girls that has gone missing at the school he attends. The arson we could have possibly set a bond for but considering the circumstances of the other accusation, we cannot until he sees a judge.” This chief’s voice is non-caring and he doesn’t look at him when he answers.
 
   I feel Nathan’s anger roll off of him like hot water. I stand asking, “Can we see him?”
 
   The chief looks at Nathan after taking a quick glance at me. Standing I see his badge, Sheriff Plucinski. Oh, he’s a sheriff, okay. “I don’t see the harm in that. Amy,” he calls. “Get them some visitors’ passes.”
 
   We walk back to the counter. Amy―the younger one holds two orange visitor badges. “Can I put on your visitor’s pass?” she asks Nathan flirtatiously.
 
   I roll my eyes, snatching the badge. “Give me that damn pass.”
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   “Nathan, they aren’t letting you go. Something about you kidnapping and killing some girls.” Nathan’s words are rushed like some he says aloud but others he doesn’t.
 
   “I didn’t kill any girls.” Little Nathan’s eyes shift between Nathan and me constantly.
 
   Nathan says nothing at first and then says, “They won’t let me get you until after you see a judge.”
 
   “No, Nathan.” He looks at him with telling eyes. “Do not let them keep me.” He shakes his head. “It’s not right.”
 
   Nathan looks at me then back at him. He says through is teeth, “My hands are tied.”
 
   A bulky officer comes up grabbing Little Nathan’s arm. “Time’s up.”
 
   “Wait!” he yells. The officer doesn’t wait. “It’s not right, Nathan!” he continues to yell as they take him away. “Get me out! It’s not right!”
 
   Nathan is standing, the sides of his fists pressed against the glass. One moves hitting the glass softly. So much restraint.
 
   Little Nathan’s words chant through my head. What’s not right? Nathan turns, pulling me from the chair.
 
   


 
   
  
 

23: Out of the Blue
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   “I’m not leaving him in there.” Nathan breaks the silence. It’s early, before eleven. This is the first time he has spoken since we got home. He sits at one side of the kitchen’s island and me on the other. “He said there was a mixture. Humans and Sephlem. He thinks.”
 
   “What does that mean?” A mixture of humans and Sephlem. “They are working together?”
 
   “I don’t know yet, but it confirms what Cesar was telling me.”
 
   As if on cue, he walks in the kitchen. “Telling you what? That your aunt has been working for the other team. Or that our kind seems to be working with those we are to remain nonexistent to.” He sits. I can’t figure him out. Friend or foe?
 
   “Both,” Nathan answers Cesar honestly.
 
   “What does that mean? Why would Sephlems need humans?” I ask Nathan curiously.
 
   Cesar shakes his head. “Why would humans need Sephlems? Should be your question. Humans want what?” He doesn’t leave time for me to answer. “Power,” he answers with the rise of his right eyebrow. “With something stronger with more capabilities, the overtaking of Sephlems provides that.”
 
   I look at Nathan, nodding toward Cesar to make sure I can talk to him. He is still the only person I have to do that with.
 
   Nathan nods.
 
   “It’s more likely for humans to fear something stronger or more capable of doing things they cannot.” I’m confused. “It’s why we act before finding out what the enemy wants.”
 
   “Not if someone offers something before they can.”
 
   “Offer something like what?”
 
   “That power. We have some that go beyond what they have created mutants to do. Our abilities. Imagine putting something like us in a fight. Or in an interrogation room. Using us for a lie detector test. The possibilities for control over humanity are endless. You will have…” he continues, “everything at your fingertips.”
 
   “But why would Sephlems want to give into that? To be controlled by humans.” Because that’s what it sounds like. Humans call the shots, Sephlems follow instruction. What are they gaining?
 
   “That’s what we have to figure out,” Nathan says, face in his phone. “But it is a theory,” he says half-doubtful.
 
   “Nate, you know it is more than just a theory.”
 
   “Maybe.” He stands. “I’m going to get Nathan in a few hours.” He looks at me. “Are you coming?”
 
   No, I’m going to stay here. Why ask that stupid question. I look at him expectant of his response from my thoughts. I get nothing, but him looking at me. “Well, are you?” he asks as his eyebrows rise.
 
   I smile, content with him not being in my head. “Yes, Nathan.”
 
   He leaves. I wonder why I wasn’t able to do this before. What I would have given to keep him out of my head a lot of the times.
 
   The doorbell rings. Cesar looks at me with questionable eyes. They ask if I’m going to answer the door. “Do you want to get it?” I ask giving him the same look.
 
   “It’s not my house.”
 
   “And the person’s whose house it is will get the door.”
 
   “Tracey,” Nathan calls.
 
   “Yes.” I step to his side looking at Laine. “Hi,” I say to him evenly.
 
   “Hey black eyes. I stopped by to talk to you and Nathan.” He stands on the other side of the door.
 
   I look at Nathan. “Now is not a good time,” he says, looking at Laine.
 
   “It won’t take long, Mate.”
 
   “Okay, what is it?” I ask, getting an aggravated breath from Nathan.
 
   Laine shifts, putting all his weight on his left foot. I feel Cesar come behind me. Laine looks over my shoulder straightening, eyes showing recognition. “I’ll come back later.” He turns but stops before his back is to us. “Your brother, I think, was arrested. It wouldn’t be wise to go in after him,” he finishes.
 
   Cesar pushes past us grabbing his shoulder as Laine is turning to leave. Laine shakes it off roughly. “You’ll explain further,” Cesar demands.
 
   “There is nothing further to explain,” Laine responds, without turning around.
 
   “You came around here offering information.” It sounds questioning but it’s not. “You saw me…” His voice now accusing. “And decided to no longer inform?” There is the question.
 
   Laine turns fully, eyes looking electric. I hate to think it―but they look hot. “You had no effect on my decision.” Not him, just his eyes.
 
   Cesar gestures to us with an outstretched hand pointing behind him. “Then inform,” he says smoothly.
 
   Laine looks at me then back to Cesar. “Black eyes,” he starts informative. “I’ll be back later to speak with you and your mate.” His eyes shift to Nathan. “Remember what I said.”
 
   Cesar stands back, letting him walk away. Once Laine hits the sidewalk, he turns to us. “How do you all know him?”
 
   “Better question,” Nathan starts. “How do you?”
 
   Cesar walks away without answering, in the direction Laine did. I contemplate following and staying here. When Nathan pulls me back into the house. I choose to stay. “Can we talk?” he asks, sounding like me. Something I have asked him when I had a hard time trying to figure him out.
 
   I push the door closed. I have no interest in talking to Nathan. Walking up the stairs I say, “Talk about what, Nathan?”
 
   “Tracey, please.” The softness and hurt in his voice makes me stumble.
 
   That tone caught me off guard. He knows how to get to me in or out of my head. I hit the landing and he’s behind me. Hands in my hands, chin on my shoulder, chest to my back, his heart beat echoing mine.
 
   Restraint. Restraint is what I need. Pulling away hurts more than him lying, than his secrets, even more than him trying to kill me. But I do it. I pull away.
 
   I move away gently, so my heart doesn’t ache to the point my whole body hurts. Just my rejection of him pings at it. My head falls feeling his hurt as I walk into the room. I push the door closed but I don’t hear it click.
 
   “Tracey,” The door closes. “This. This I can’t take,” he says slowly as he lets out a breath. It’s quiet but I hear it clearly.
 
   I want to lie down but I stay away from the bed. Laying on it would be a bad idea. I sit in the chair in a corner of the room. 
 
   “Nathan, I don’t want to talk.”
 
   He kneels in front of me. “Don’t make me beg you, Tracey.” He looks at me with black eyes. They have been that way for too long. It pings at my chest.
 
   “You don’t have to beg, Nathan. You only have to leave me alone.” I look away from him when our eyes meet. I’ll give in, if I see him that way too long. I don’t want to give in. “I don’t want to talk about us. We can discuss what’s going on and what we are going to do about Little Nathan. But not me and you.”
 
   He grabs my calves, moving up to my thighs. I feel their warmth through my jeans, it’s unfortunately comforting. They travel to my waist. Making it there, they rest, waiting for me to move them. I can tell it’s what he expects. But with the comfort they give, I’m too selfish to move them. “Then talk to me about Nathan.” He kisses my knee.
 
   I have nothing to say about Little Nathan. Only that we need a plan to get him. And Laine may need to be a part of that. But I don’t want to talk about him either.
 
   His grips on my sides tighten then loosen. “Tracey, give me something. I’m not used to the silence.”
 
   “I am.” I’ve been in silence since day one. “It’s selfish of you, Nathan. To want for you something you won’t give me.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “I wanted.”
 
   “What was it that you wanted, Tracey?”
 
   “You know, Nathan.” How did I make this about us?
 
   He’s silent. After seconds slowly pass he says, “You can’t touch me?”
 
   “No.” I want to. I need to touch him more than I need to breathe. And I will, later, when it’s time for us to sleep.
 
   “I’m sorry about the other day, Tracey. Understand I wouldn’t hurt you. I mean…” He grumbles, “I hurt you but I would never kill you. You wouldn’t let that happen.”
 
   “You shouldn’t let that happen.”
 
   “You knew the possibilities, Tracey. You knew the risks. You made promises knowing it could happen.” He pulls me to the edge of the chair closer to him. He’s looking up at me but I avoid eye contact. “I’m not trying to justify what I did.” He makes my head turn and my eyes meet his. “I’m sorry, okay?” His hands rub to my back, comfort flowing me over. “Forgive me. It won’t happen again. Just keep me down, help me control it.” His eyes soften. “Like you promised.”
 
   I did promise that. And somehow, he has flipped it making me feel bad. How am I feeling bad? “It’s not like I’m going anywhere, Nathan.” I move his hands. Try to move his hands.
 
   “Stop, Tracey.” He grabs me tighter and the tension of my muscles where he squeezes loosen. “You know you need it like I do.”
 
   “I may need you, yes. But that doesn’t mean I want you.” I force his hands away. That was a lie. I need every ounce of him.
 
   I stand from the chair moving around him. When I hit the door he says, “This shit is killing me, Tracey. You blocked, keeping me at a distance. Not talking to me, and coming off uncaring. It’s making it worse. I can’t understand what it is you’re mad at me for. I’m under an ass load of stress, and it gets harder for me to control. You know that and you aren’t helping.”
 
   “Nathan, I get that.” With him losing our mom and then Laine, and probably more stuff I know nothing about. “I’m not angry. I’m stressed and overwhelmed, I’m lost and confused. I can’t get a grip on life. I hate the dark. I got freaking tortured for half a year and when I get home I’m still getting tortured. Nathan, I know it wasn’t on purpose. I’m upset about it, but I’m not sticking to myself as punishment to you. I’m sticking to myself because I want my privacy. I don’t want you in my head. I want to cope with this on my own. Figure me out for myself. Understand my own feelings and grasp life without you changing the way I feel, because you can’t take my sadness. I don’t want you in my head right now.”
 
   “Tracey, you can’t do that. Not right now.”
 
   I ignore him. “Are we going to get Nathan or listen to Laine?”
 
   He walks past me out the room. “I’ll be back with your answer.” He’s gone and the back door opens and closes.
 
    
 
   I join Olar, Lana, and Carmen in the family room. Olar is still pissed with me. He leaves with Lana following behind him. Carmen watches them leave. 
 
   Someone enters through the back door.
 
   Around the corner comes Laine. “You all patched up the walls I see.”
 
   “You just welcome yourself in my house I see.”
 
   “What did your mate say?” He sits next to me on the couch, too close.
 
   I lean back against the couch. “Nothing, yet. What’s going on?”
 
   He looks at Carmen then back to me questioning if she’s okay. I nod. “They are expecting him to come, it’s a set up.”
 
   “Set up how?”
 
   “Your mate, he’s one a lot want?” He says it as if he’s confirming it for himself but looks at me for an answer.
 
   I will not confirm or deny. I trust Laine but only to an extent. “Not sure.”
 
   “You’re sure, Tracey,” he states factually. “I’m sure. I don’t know the full details on what they plan to do. But I know Lunis has been working with a group of individuals in central intelligence. That’s how they come off, but I think it is more to it.”
 
   “Why? What more?”
 
   “Unfortunately I didn’t stick around long enough to find out. But your brother is bait. If he goes in all supernatural, they are expecting it.”
 
   “They can’t stop him,” I state.
 
   “Maybe, but maybe not.”
 
   “Your information is not sufficient.”
 
   “I’m giving you what I have.” None of this is making any sense to me. What more could be to a human? It’s what we are.
 
   Someone else comes through the back door. Laine moves over. Nathan walks around the corner eyes glaring at Laine and me. “Move,” he says to Laine.
 
   Respectfully, Laine gets up going over to sit beside Carmen. Nathan sits next to me. “Two things,” he starts. “Faylamen seems to have something to do with the human power Cesar was talking about earlier. Sephlems are working with humans but they are under the impression they are only humans.”
 
   “Where did you get that information?” Laine questions, all too interested.
 
   Cesar comes in sitting in the loveseat near the fireplace. “It is the information that matters. Not it’s source.”
 
   The doorbell rings loudly. “There has got to be a turn down button to that thing.” I get up to get the door. It rings again. “What!?” I open the door.
 
   The girl standing on the other side jumps back. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “No, I’m sorry. Our doorbell is just really annoying.” I did answer too harshly. “Can I help you with something?”
 
   “Yes… I know he lives here.”
 
   I stare at this girl looking vaguely familiar. “Who lives here?”
 
   “Olar,” she states firmly.
 
   O-Kay… “Who are you?”
 
   “Faye.”
 
   That’s right, the red head from the restaurant. Her hair is a different color now, a purple with black streaks. She has one of those face piercings like Laine. “Right, you were the one at that restaurant with the weird words.”
 
   “Weird words?”
 
   “Never mind.” I shouldn’t have said that. “No he’s not here. Sorry.”
 
   “He is,” she says aggressively. “I can smell him.”
 
   I look at her disgustedly. “What?”
 
   “Olar!” she shouts loudly.
 
   Oh hell no. “Nathan,” I call. I’m not handling this. He comes to me closing the door. Right in Faye’s face. “Why didn’t I think of that?”
 
   “I wouldn’t know.”
 
   Faye loudly bangs on the door. I roll my eyes.
 
   “Hello,” she says calmly through the door. “If you could get him for me I would appreciate it.” We don’t respond, staying quiet. “I can hear you two breathing,” she sings.
 
   I scrunch my nose, chucking my thumb toward the door, questioning Nathan. He shrugs giving me the same look shaking his head. She screams Olar’s name again.
 
   He comes down the stairs―alone. “What the hell is that?”
 
   “Olay!” she sings in excitement.
 
   Who is that? he asks us again.
 
   Nathan shrugs. The crazy girl who’s been after you.
 
   What does she want?
 
   How the hell are we supposed to know? I ask.
 
   Make her go away, Olar states.
 
   No, you make her go away, Nathan responds.
 
   He moves us from in front of the door. Faye continues to sing Olar’s name. Lana hasn’t come down stairs. Olar rolls his eyes and his head as he roughly yanks the door open. Faye is in mid-call when he asks, “What?”
 
   “Olar,” she sings satisfied. “I knew I would find you here.”
 
   “How did you find me here?”
 
   “I can smell you.” I don’t get that… Like a dog?
 
   “You can’t be here. You need to go. I’ve explained to you I’m involved.”
 
   “It will end.”
 
   “It will not.”
 
   “You will end it. I know you and when you find out what she holds you’ll leave.”
 
   She is still on the outside of the door. “She is my mate, Faye, it’s not some fling.” So she’s not human. Well that explains her sniffing him out.
 
   “Your mate?” She shakes her head. “She can’t be. She can’t mate.” Excuse me?
 
   “What?” Olar questions.
 
   She smiles. “You didn’t get my message?”
 
   “Stop fucking with me, Faye.”
 
   “What’s done cannot justify for what will be. I gave it to your cousins.” She points to us.
 
   Olar turns his attention to us. Nathan and I shake our heads with our eyebrows pulled together as if we have no idea what she is talking about. “What’s that supposed to mean, Faye?” he questions, looking back at her.
 
   “Lana your mate, she―”
 
   “‘Lana his mate’ what?” Lana descends the stairs. I look at Nathan, he nods for us to go. I shake mine wanting to stay. This is about to get interesting.
 
   Faye smiles. “Long time no see, Lana.”
 
   “Apparently not long enough. Why are you here? In our home?” Lana’s annoying voice has taken on a new tone. Authoritative, like her brother’s. She takes Olar’s side.
 
   Faye’s smile disappears. “You have played your part for far too long. Have gotten too comfortable in what you think you are. What he thinks you are.” She glares at Lana, eyes darkening. “What you have done cannot justify for what will come.”
 
   “Nothing is coming.”
 
   “You’re right” Faye half-laughs, there is no humor in it. “It’s now.”
 
   Lana start to speak, Faye reaches in her mouth ripping out her tongue. At the same moment, Olar goes in for a crush to her head. She moves out of his reach and slashes Lana’s throat. She moved quickly, like a Katana warrior pulling her sword from its scabbard on her waist. One swift motion she whips it and Lana’s head falls backward off her neck, only hanging on by her neck skin and minimum muscles and nerves. Blood leaks from the openings, rushing onto the floor.
 
   I gasp, it taking away all my breath when Olar looks at us, and Nathan grabs my arm. His eyes widen. I scream ‘no’, knowing what’s to come. Lana falls to the floor next to him. We slowly walk forward as Olar looks at her.
 
   My scream trails off confoundedly, seeing Olar still alive. Olar leans down to Lana’s limp dead body in the floor. I look at Faye in the door. No, Lana at the door. Wait, Lana is in the floor. I look back to the floor seeing red head Faye. Olar jumps back.
 
   “Wait.” I pull Olar back away from both of them. Nathan helps him from the floor. “Why are you still alive?” I ask.
 
   “I’m still alive.” He touches over himself. Then he looks at Faye-Lana in the doorway.
 
   I am so confused my hands start to heat and the vines show, traveling along their parts of my body. “Lana?” I question since Olar has yet to speak. She nods. “How long have you been Lana? I mean, not been Lana?” I’m not making sense. 
 
   “At what point did Faye take over?” Nathan helps.
 
   Lana steps in the house. “Some time while Tracey was taken.”
 
   “How in the hell was that possible?” I ask. Olar hasn’t spoken, stupidly staring into space.
 
   “She was my sister. And he’s already had her, sometime in the past. She has an ability to imprint impersonation. Where she can take on the image of another giving them hers.” She steps closer and the three of us step back. “Only death can eradicate it. And that she wanted him.” What she means to say is had him. She now sounds like annoying voice Lana.
 
   I look at Olar, he is dumbfounded. Nathan bumps him and he shakes his head. “I…” he manages. “I…” He looks at Nathan.
 
   “You didn’t…know?”
 
   “I…” He holds his mouth open, not releasing sound. “I didn’t,” he says stupidly.
 
   “I mean, like, you couldn’t…tell the difference?” Nathan asks, with confused scrunched eyebrows.
 
   “I…” Olar shrugs then chuckles. “It was familiar,” he states stupider.
 
   “O-Kay,” I start, interrupting their guy talk. “Um.” I scratch my head also thrown for a loop. “Well, Lana…uh. Welcome…back,” I say awkwardly, sounding dumber than Olar.
 
   Olar crosses the floor to her. He touches her face with two fingers, as if he’s testing it first. His shoulders slump and he dives into deep a kiss. Olar presses against her, catching her before she almost falls backward. He pushes her back against him. Lana’s posture looks a little awkward.
 
   “So you all are going to explain that to us later right?” I ask, looking over their kiss. Lana giggles but when she tries to pull away, Olar doesn’t let her. He moves her lower body against his and she moans out.
 
   Eww. That’s our exit. “Make sure you clean the floor, Olar,” Nathan calls over his shoulder as we leave them.
 
   


 
   
  
 

24: Reflection
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   Everyone looks at us as we return to the couch we’d left moments before. All I can think of is Lana being Lana then being Faye and turning into Lana. I don’t get it. How could Olar not know that she wasn’t Faye? Or that she wasn’t Lana? Or… I don’t know.
 
   “Black eyes,” Laine calls. I look at him. “Can I talk to you?”
 
   Flabbergasted, “I… I don’t think I can take anymore today,” I say dazed. I look at Nathan and he looks confused too. “I don’t get it.”
 
   “Me either, babe,” he says shaking his head. “I don’t get it either.”
 
   “What are you two not getting?” Carmen asks.
 
   “I don’t know,” we say, sounding as confused as we feel.
 
   “Black eyes, two minutes.”
 
   I revert my attention back to him. “What is it?” I ask. It’s not harsh.
 
   He speaks being cut off by Cesar. “I believe she doesn’t want to talk.”
 
   “I wasn’t addressing you,” Laine responds.
 
   “I think you all should stop bickering like children. Considering I’m the youngest person in this room.” The doorbell rings. “Nathan, I’m not getting it. This is way too many visitors in one day.”
 
    “Tell me about it.” He leaves to the door.
 
   “What happened with Olar and Lana?” Carmen asks.
 
   “It’s a long story Lana will sit back and tell us after she talks to Olar.”
 
   “You screamed,” Cesar states.
 
   “I thought something was going to happen, but it didn’t happen,” I answer.
 
   “Then what happened?” Laine probes.
 
   I fiddle my thumbs, feeling bombarded with questions. “Um, nothing,” I answer honestly.
 
   “So why did you scream?” Laine continues.
 
   I give him a look that says calm down. He is really acting like Nathan with this over-protective stuff. “Because,” I say with finality. “What did you want to talk about?”
 
   “Where is Tracey?” I hear from the door.
 
   I stand going to the voice, meeting Nathan and Mrs. Waturstrom. “Tracey is right here,” I answer.
 
   She embraces me. “It is good that you are safe. I’m sorry you had to suffer through that.” Her voice is mellow as usual when I see her out of school. “You are okay?”
 
   “I am,” I answer not wanting to engage in conversation with her. Between my dream, Cesar’s statement, and Laine’s confirmation. I’m not comfortable.
 
   Mrs. Waturstrom looks to Nathan. “And you?”
 
   “I am not,” he answers in a confronting voice. “There are things being said and I think they should be addressed.” Well, there is no beating around the bush with that one.
 
   “Things of what nature, of what cause?” she asks.
 
   “That you have affiliations with Lunis. And could be the reason behind the taking of Tracey and my mother. Maybe more.”
 
   Her expression doesn’t change. It doesn’t show concern, doesn’t express realization, no remorse, nothing. She’s like a miniature Nathan.
 
   “I’m not following you,” she says.
 
   “I would first like to let you know that my mother is dead. Thanks to Lunis. And before you consider going forward with your answer I want to let you know something.” He pauses. “No one but Tracey is safe from me avenging her death. Friend, family, or foe.”
 
   “I don’t doubt that, Nathan. It too, pains me… The loss of my sister. But I had nothing to do with it.” For her to find out her sister is dead, there is no falter in her expression. No hurt in her eyes.
 
   Everyone from the living room comes to the area we are standing. “Who died?” Cesar asks.
 
   I turn to him and he’s looking in the floor. “This girl named Faye.”
 
   He looks disgusted. “Why is she still on the floor?”
 
   “Because no one has cleaned her up yet.”
 
   “You all are talking over her headless body?” he asks with gloom.
 
   I look down at the body, almost barfing. I turn my back to it breathing slowly. “Um, he has a point. Can we move?” I ask with my back to Mrs. Waturstrom and Nathan.
 
    
 
   In the family room where there is more seating, Mrs. Waturstrom tells Nathan about why she was seen coming from one of Lunis’ location. “I didn’t know I was being watched,” she says with a slight attitude. “But if you all must know.” Her hands begin shaking. “They have Donald.” Nathan and Carmen sit forward. “Have always had him.” Who the hell is Donald?
 
   “How?” Nathan asks.
 
   “He is not dead.”
 
   “No, he is dead. We saw him dead,” Nathan argues.
 
   Olar and Lana walk in. I look at her seeing Faye. The chain like Laine’s she still wears. “We saw who dead?” Olar asks.
 
   “Donald,” Carmen answers.
 
   That was years ago. Why are we talking about it now?” Olar responds.
 
   Carmen points to Mrs. Waturstrom. “She is saying that he is not dead.”
 
   “Yes, he is. We saw him dead,” Olar states.
 
   “Right,” Carmen agrees.
 
   I put my hand out in front of me focusing on something else. They are confusing me with their talk of undead people who are supposed to be dead. And people who aren’t the people I see them being. Hell, I don’t even understand what I’m saying. My palm is still black, the vines cover the back of my entire hand, up to my fingers, like well-designed tattoos. I desire for them to go away and they slowly start to fade.
 
   Unable to take my blaring confusion, I cut off Olar. “Okay, so your dead husband is alive and you visit him,” I say to Mrs. Waturstrom. Not waiting for her to respond, I turn to Lana. “And you are Lana…now?” She nods. Before Olar speaks, I turn to Laine. “You are around because you have a need to keep me protected.” He half-nods seeming indecisive. “And you are here because you want to help Nathan?” I ask Cesar. He opens his mouth but I put my hand up cutting him off. Cesar nods answering my question.
 
   I need to get an understanding of what is going on. Without Nathan being in my head my unanswered questions do not get answers and I miss his clarity in this confusing, weird ass world.
 
   Unable to take anymore burdening information I pull Nathan from the couch and we leave out the back door. I need relief from everyone. Too many people in there.
 
   “You okay?” he questions, not touching me.
 
   “No, I don’t get it. Why would someone that has been dead for so long now be alive? And how couldn’t she know if he was dead?”
 
   “She would know.”
 
   I shake my head. “Is that making any sense to you?”
 
   “No, she’s lying about something.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “Kill her.”
 
   “Nathan!” He didn’t hesitate before he answered.
 
   We walk out of the backyard toward the small man-made lake. There is a boating dock to it. I think it is just for show because no boat would go out there. It’s not that big.
 
   “How do you want me to handle it?” he asks.
 
   “You can’t just kill your aunt, Nathan.”
 
   “If she got my mother killed, yes I can. If she would give the life of her own sister, what makes you think she would have any sympathy for the rest of us?” he says angrily.
 
   “I don’t think that.”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   The question catches me off guard never hearing him ask that before. “I think we should talk to her, just you and I. But not today. After that whole Lana, Faye, and Olar fiasco I’m done.”
 
   “Yeah, that was crazy.”
 
   “It was. What are we doing about Little Nathan?”
 
   “You think we should go get him?” I like him asking me what I think.
 
   I consider my answer. “If it’s true, what Laine said, then we may make things worse. But if it is not true, what do you think they will do to him.”
 
   “From what I’ve gotten it’s not the humans we have to worry about. It’s them being possessed, it is supposed to be what makes them threatening.”
 
   “Wait, so you’re saying the demons possessed the humans and are working with Lunis.”
 
   “That’s what I think. And―”
 
   “And that’s why Lunis is helping. Because he wants you and they want us. Something about the seeing and death thing.”
 
   “Maybe.” He gives me a hurtful look, eyes still dark. We sit on the dock and he moves me to sit in front of him. My legs laid over his, his under mine facing in the opposite direction as we face each other.
 
   “What are you going to say, Nathan?” He only stares at me. Eyes speaking but mouth staying closed.
 
   “I need you, Tracey. You are not making this control stuff easy on me. I―I’m sorry. I don’t know what else you want me to say. What else do you want me to do?” His eyes make my heart cry. How we jump from the intense to the sentimental? I don’t know. “Just touch me,” he requests.
 
   Unable to hold back I do. Touching the side of his face, wanting to pull it to me to press my lips against his. But I refrain from doing so. “Feel better?”
 
   “No.” Moving too fast his lips are against mine, filling my body with fire. The steam will soon escape from my ears and whistle like a teakettle.
 
   I scoot closer. His hands rub along the curves of my upper body driving my nerves insane. His lips taking mine, tongue tasting mine, exchanging breaths. It all takes me to another world. And we are in the water instead of sitting near it.
 
   My legs wrapped around his waist and he moves to the beat of our kisses, of his touches. My chest against his, I feel his heart beating demanding the match of my own.
 
   Nathan jerks back and the bright sun, warm air, and dry land brings me back to reality. “What did you just do?” he asks.
 
   I look around me then back at him. “What did you see?” I ask suspiciously. I don’t know what I did besides get lost in a kiss.
 
   “I saw nothing.”
 
   “Why did you stop?”
 
   “You were too in it.”
 
   I stand up. “Nothing, I think my eyes are just playing tricks on me. Come on,” I say, dropping the subject because I have no answer. “Let’s go see where the conversation went with your aunt.”
 
   “My Aunt?”
 
   “Yes, I do not claim the deceivers. You know, like your sister Taylor. Our brother Nathan.”
 
   “Maybe we could say forget that for right now. And let me rekindle our relationship.”
 
   “You don’t like the silent treatment, huh?”
 
   “No, but it’s more than that. I can’t feel you at all, and that is what I don’t like.”
 
   “Then I’ll open up my feelings and leave my mind closed off.”
 
   He stops. “Or…” He picks me up and wind rushes around us as I bury my head in his chest. When I reopen my eyes, I’m lying in a field of yellow and green like a dream I’ve had. It smells of flowers and trees. “I could do this.” I breathe him in―taking too deep of a breath as he kisses me. Instantly my head dizzies. His body moves against mine and I close my eyes, getting high off Nathan.
 
   His hands in my hands push them over my head, sliding in the grass brushing against the flowers. I’m melting along with my barrier. I pull back.
 
   “Don’t Nathan,” I say watching his eyes finally swirl out of that hurtful black into that deep forest green.
 
   “Don’t what, Tracey?” I stare into the swirl of his eyes as I softly kiss him again. They continue to swirl, changing into the bright orange. The same brown staying around his pupils. It has been so long since I’ve seen either of those colors. They make me remember each time I fell in love with them.
 
   I pull one of my hands from his. “Nothing,” I say, pulling him back down to me, placing my lips back against his. Opening his mouth with mine, I brush my tongue against his. His taste is still sweet and I savor it as I feel his hand roam over my ribcage.
 
   His touch sends my body through tremors. I let out a revitalizing breath feeling him finally relax after weeks, months even. “Please let me in, Tracey.”
 
   “Nathan,” I say halfheartedly.
 
   “Please,” he begs with another kiss.
 
   “I am weak to you,” I say breaking down my walls, unable to deny him his want or mine.
 
   His forehead falls against mine. “I can’t hurt you. Stand by your promise to me and my mother.” He breathes me in. “I need you and right now is hard for me.”
 
   I remember promising Natalia I would hold Nathan together, and our family. And the multiple promises I’ve made to him. “Nathan, I have no choice but to be with you. Not saying that I want to choose otherwise. But this needs to get better.”
 
   “What do you want to get better?”
 
   “Would it be selfish of me to say everything?”
 
   He leans back. “Not selfish, but you’re asking for the impossible. I can’t promise things beyond my control. But this, us, we will work on.”
 
   “You go dark, you try to kill me.”
 
   He moves from me completely and like a magnet, I go with him, not wanting him to get away. He sits and I sit on his lap.
 
   “Look Tracey, I am sorry about that. You and him piss me off. And your need to protect him from me, willing to get hurt for him enrages me. You are not his you are mine. He could have healed you a thousand times over, and I still wouldn’t give a shit.”
 
   “That’s not fair.”
 
   “I don’t give a shit about that either. I’m accepting because you want me to be. But you know I don’t like it.” He shakes his head. “I don’t like hurting you mentally or physically and I need you as my level. And if that means him being around…alive…” He shrugs. “You got it.” It is remorseful and not his true feelings. But he means it.
 
   “I don’t want Laine. But I do look to him as a friend.”
 
   “I know you don’t want him. Have your friend. Just let me have you.”
 
   I smile. “You got it.”
 
   He flips us, my back is back against the grass, and he’s over me. “So…” He smirks. “The woods?”
 
   I laugh feeling my shirt slowly rise and the grass tickles my lower back. Tilting my head back, I look around us seeing trees and the sky. The smell of the freshly sprouted leaves and blooming flowers fill my nose. Realizing it’s spring again, Nathan and I have been together for over a year now.
 
   “Yeah,” he says kissing my neck. “And we have some missed time to make up for.”
 
   “You were gone for a while.”
 
   My joggers slowly creep down. “Yeah, then you were gone for a while.”
 
   I grab his hands stopping him. “Really, outside in the woods?”
 
   He gives me a serious look with piercing eyes, nodding. “Outside…in the woods. With the creepers watching.” I laugh as he leans in.
 
   


 
   
  
 

25: Intermission
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   We walk in the house. I’m trying to pull flower petals, grass, leaves, and stems from my hair. Yeah…the woods. I saw it in a completely new light. The leaves in the trees turned the yellow of the flowers. The flowers danced, stroking with his body. And the pink and purple blades of grass tickled my back causing me to arch against his thrusts.
 
   “Where were you two?” Carmen asks. “And what happened to your hair?”
 
   I pull a hand full of hair in front of my face so I can see, feeling stuff still in it. “I got into a fight with a bush,” I say picking out a stem and seeing more grass.
 
   “It was bad,” Nathan adds sarcastically.
 
   “You threw her in a bush?” Carmen asks.
 
   “Nah, it kind of just came out of nowhere and attacked her.” We move through the kitchen toward the stairs. “But she won.”
 
   “Won what?” Olar asks coming up on us.
 
   “The fight with the bush,” Carmen answers.
 
   “How did you get in a fight with a bush?” he asks.
 
   I shake my head. “Let’s just forget about the bush.”
 
   “What bush?” Cesar asks also walking with us to the stairs.
 
   Nathan laughs. Olar answers, “She got attacked by a bush.”
 
   Cesar looks at me. “Did you win?”
 
   I laugh. “Yeah, she won,” Carmen answers.
 
   “Good. So Cynt just left.”
 
   “Oh, yeah.” Nathan and I say together. “That’s right.” He continues, “Uh, what happened with that?” Because we clearly forgot about the task at hand.
 
   “Like she said, the only reason she was going there was to see Donald.”
 
   “Can we confirm Donald is alive?” We stop walking when we reach the stairs.
 
   “We are going to go there,” Olar says with Lana nodding at his side.
 
   “Go there?” I question. They cannot be serious. No one should want to go there. Not where I was, and not where Olar and Lana were. Nowhere known to Lunis.
 
   “To see what’s going on. We need to―”
 
   Taylor and Justin knock as they open the door, coming in. “Hi,” Taylor greets in a better mood. “Why are you all standing by the door?” Her head jerks back when she looks at me with astonishment. “And what happened to your hair?”
 
   “Nathan threw her in a bush,” Olar and Carmen respond.
 
   “What bush and why?”
 
   “I did not throw her in a bush. She got into a fight with one. Nothing at all to do with me,” he says trying to push pass Olar and Lana to head upstairs.
 
   “Wait, what are we going to do about Nathan?”
 
   “We are going to go,” Nathan answers.
 
   “Wait,” I say turning to face him. “I thought we decided not to go.”
 
   “We decided not to get him.”
 
   “No, we decided not to go.”
 
   “Sitting here, we won’t know what they are doing to him there.”
 
   “So, what then?” I say shrugging my shoulders.
 
   Nathan looks toward Olar and Lana as they walk out the door. “If you don’t come back, do you expect a rescue team?” he asks ignoring me.
 
   “We’re coming back,” Lana says looking at me. “Don’t worry, okay. He won’t be where they assume Donald to be.”
 
   “So why are you all leaving? Why are you going there?” I ask, not understanding why anyone would want to go there willingly. Knowing what could happen.
 
   “To confirm Cynt’s story,” Olar responds bleakly. “If Donald is alive, that will confirm why she has been going there and minimize our suspicions of her working with the other team.”
 
   “Donald is not alive,” Taylor says factually.
 
   “Well, based on what Aunt Cynt said, he is,” Carmen mutters.
 
   “Are you serious?” she asks Nathan.
 
   He shrugs. “That’s what she said.”
 
   “Where is it that you two are going?” Taylor asks Lana and Olar.
 
   “To one of Lunis’ spots,” Olar answers.
 
   “Like the one you were held in?” Taylor asks condescendingly.
 
   “Yeah, that one exactly. Nate, keep me updated on Little Nathan. Call me if you need me.”
 
   “Don’t get killed,” Nathan says casually, as if he was telling him to be safe going to the park.
 
   “Same.” They leave closing the open door Taylor and Justin left open.
 
   None of us say anything for a while. Something about them leaving doesn’t feel right. It’s not like Olar to go into danger, without Nathan and with Lana. They’re lying about something and we unfortunately don’t have time to figure it out.
 
   Knocks continue on the door. It’s Laine. I can feel his familiar presence through the door. Justin turns, answering it.
 
   “Who are you?” he asks squaring his shoulders.
 
   Laine laughs walking past him into the house. “Hey black eyes, Mate.” He greets me and Nathan walking to Carmen.
 
   “I thought you were already here. What’s going on?” I ask him. His white eyes look around the room. They rest on Cesar. He nods his head for him to follow―also ignoring me. Cesar follows him through the house and I hear them walk out the backdoor.
 
   I start to follow them, stopped by Nathan grabbing my arm back. “Where are you going?” he asks, with anger in his tightly pulled together brows. His touch matching his voice.
 
   “You’re not curious about what he needs to talk to him about?”
 
   “No, I’m not.” He glares at me, eyes swirling dark. “We just talked about this, Tracey.” He is not your business and you will not run up behind him. He walks up to me―close, his huge body towering over mine as he looks down at me. “Remember, you are whose?” he asks in a deep voice giving me mixed feelings.
 
   “Yours,” I say reluctantly, looking up at him, obligated to answer―again.
 
   “Remember that.”
 
   “I don’t like it when you do that,” I say in a low voice, hoping the others can’t hear me. My own actions embarrassing me.
 
   “I don’t like it when you do that.” He backs up. “He’ll probably come tell you what happened anyway.”
 
   “Either of you mind telling me who he is?” Taylor asks, slowly walking up the stairs.
 
   “I’m sure Tracey would. Carmen too,” Nathan says sardonically. “He’s their friend.” He pushes past Taylor and he is in the room in the next second slamming the door.
 
   He is being such a child. And he’s pissing me off with that dominating me shit. I’m better at controlling this bond stuff but that gets me every damn time.
 
   “He’s the guy that helped Tracey while she was captured. He’s sticking around, looking out for her.,” Carmen says walking to the kitchen.
 
   “And you have him in our house?” Justin asks me, walking past Taylor. “No wonder Nathan’s pissed. ‘Xcuse me, baby.” He quickly walks up the stairs into their room on the other end of the hall from ours.
 
   “Tracey!” Nathan yells unnecessarily. “Your mom is on the phone.” I’m going to punch him for being an ass.
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   “Hey Mom, how are you?” I sound happier than I feel.
 
   “Well.” She’s excited about something. “I have some good news.”
 
   I smile hearing the cheer in her voice. “Okay, what is it?”
 
   “We’re coming up there next week honey!”
 
   I’m struck silent―smile gone. “Huh?” I cough up.
 
   “Are you not happy, Tracey?” Her excitement slowly starts to dissolve.
 
   Again! This cruel world opens its biggest grey cloud and rains, no…pours down on me.
 
   “Tracey, are you there?” Now, she really sounds sad.
 
   “Um, yes Mom.” I manage a perky tone. “That’s great news.” I look for Nathan. “Next week, huh?”
 
   “Yes, is that okay? You don’t sound too thrilled about my news.”
 
   “Oh no Mom, I’m thrilled. I can’t wait.” Do I tell her not to come? Now is not a good time but I don’t know when will be. If I tell her no, she’ll think I don’t want her to be here. If I say come, I feel like I’ll be walking them into the storm.
 
   Torn, I plop down in my chair. Nathan walks out of the closet brushing his teeth. “Great news, Nathan, my mom and dad are coming here next week,” I say excitedly for my mom, bulging my eyes at him. She chuckles on the other end.
 
   He rolls his eyes and head toward the ceiling. “Great…” He carries on excitedly but his look says we’re about to be in hell.
 
   “Oh Tracey, I can’t wait to see you. It has been too long.”
 
   “I know Mom, it really has. Well keep me updated on the dates you all are coming and if you need us to pick you all up from the airport.”
 
   “Okay honey, I love you and we will see you soon,” she sings.
 
   “Okay Mom.” I end the call wanting to throw the phone against the nearest wall and watch it scatter into a million pieces. My hand heats and instead I melt it.
 
   “Really, Tracey!” Nathan comes over taking it from me. The screen flickers through different colors before it completely blackens and cracks.
 
   I look at my hand then at him. “Oh my gosh, babe. I am so sorry. That was a total accident.”
 
   “I bet it was. You still don’t have that shit under control yet?” he asks with attitude.
 
   That pisses me off. “How long have you been burdened, Nathan?” I ask calmly.
 
   His frustrated look grows perplexed. “All my life, why?”
 
   “And you still don’t have that going demon shit under control yet?” I say, mocking his attitude.
 
   “That was low, Tracey,” he says wretchedly, walking back to the closet.
 
   It was but so was his. I follow him into the bathroom. “So we are going to go see about Nathan?” I ask, watching him take out his razor he uses to shave his face.
 
   “Yes,” he answers smoothly, turning on the water.
 
   “Were you going to tell me, or was this something you just came up with?” I ask, watching him wash his face then dry it.
 
   He rubs shaving cream over his cheeks and under his jawline. “Something I just came up with.”
 
   “So what’s the plan?”
 
   “Oh,” he states riveted with a vacant expression. “You’re interested. Thought you would want to stay here with Laine. See what he has going on.”
 
   I slap his face causing the shaving cream to splatter everywhere. “You…are an asshole,” I say calmly.
 
   He looks at me dumbfounded. “You just hit me,” he states factually with surprise.
 
   “I’m going to walk away before you get hit again or I set your face on fire with shaving cream being flammable.” I walk to the shower cutting on the water. He laughs not taking me serious. It boils my blood.
 
   “I take you serious, Tracey,” he says with amusement.
 
   “Get out so I can get in the shower.” I turn looking at him through the mirror. He shaves his face, leaving the parts he usually doesn’t shave untouched.
 
   The edges of the mirror start to fog. He finishes as the mirror completely fogs and rewashes his face. Drying it off with a towel he left on the sink, he turns around looking at me.
 
   “Go ahead,” he says. “Get in the shower.” He leans against the counter of the sink.
 
   “I will, after you get out,” I say harshly.
 
   He smirks. “What’s wrong? You don’t want me to see you naked.”
 
   “I don’t give a shit about you seeing me naked.”
 
   “Okay.” He throws the towel on his shoulder. “Then go ahead, strip…so you can get in the shower.”
 
   “Don’t be a dick, Nathan. Just get out.”
 
   That smirk grows wider. “Is that what I’m doing, being a dick?” He glares at me.
 
   I go to speak but stop when my hands grab the hem of my shirt and slowly pull it up over my head. It’s tossed to the side. They touch me, I touch me rubbing my hands over my neck, then my breast, and then down my sides to my pants.
 
   He bites his bottom lip. 
 
   I try to maintain my anger. “You are such a dick.” My hands slowly push my pants down and my body bends over as they are pushed to my ankles. I rise stepping out of them, kicking them off to the side.
 
   “No, I’m not a dick yet,” he says mischievously, just staring at me.
 
   I crack a smile as my hands squeeze my thighs the way he does. I shake it away wanting to remain angry and pissed he has taken control over me. “Nathan, stop.” My body steps back leaning against the wall by the shower.
 
   My hand travels up my inner thigh between my legs and I touch myself. My other hand travels up my body to my neck as the other massages my sweetest spot. My teeth bite into my bottom lip. And now I’m pissed. I peer at him, angrily.
 
   “Now… I’m being a dick,” he says low and intrigued, eyes watching my hands and my body movements as I please myself through his touch with my hands.
 
   “I hate you,” I say softly, with harsh intensions.
 
   He moves from the sink coming behind me. “You don’t like it?” he asks with his hand finding mine, sliding beneath it, in my panties.
 
   “Are you going to let me go?” I ask in pleasure.
 
   His fingers fondle me under mine. “Do you want me to?” he asks seductively as a couple of them slide in me, moving in, out, and against me.
 
   I part my lips to say yes, but instead a long, soft “Aww” escapes and my head leans back against him. I feel the smoothness of his freshly shaved cheek, then the scruff of his trimmed beard. He gently kisses over my collarbone.
 
   He moves next to my ear and aggressively manipulates me causing my legs to tremble. “Mmm, you still mad?” he whispers.
 
   Mad about what, I think, feeling his lips kiss under my ear. He caresses stronger and quicker. Soft moans, trembling legs, and the pulsing of her clutching at him results in the calmest yet ratifying climax I’ve ever experienced.
 
   Moving his gratifying, and remarkably skillful hand from me, he slides down my panties. I step out of them as he takes off my bra. I stumble into the shower, sitting down in the tub, trying to make sense of what just happened.
 
   Where does he get this stuff?
 
   


 
   
  
 

26: Possessed
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   I wash my hair and me when my legs remember how to stand strong on their own. I style my hair in loose curls and dress in a sporty dress with gym shoes. “Nathan,” I call walking down the stairs.
 
   “Tracey.” He returns my call from the basement. Through the living room, I go to the basement. It was finished before I was taken. Constructed specifically for Little Nathan. A bedroom the size of Nathan’s old room, a regular-sized bathroom, a small fridge and microwave, a lounge area where we set up a couple of couches and a TV so he wouldn’t stay cooped up in his room, but when he doesn’t want to be around people he has someplace to chill.
 
   Nathan, Laine, Cesar and Carmen are sitting in those couches. I sit across Nathan. The couches aren’t that big down here. Carmen and Laine are taking up one, Cesar sits on the couch with Nathan. I didn’t want to sit next to Cesar.
 
   “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you all to go at all,” Laine says.
 
   I move my arm behind Nathan as he responds. “I’m not leaving my brother there and not know what’s going on with him.”
 
   “I don’t know, Nate. He may be on to something. And you would take Tracey with you. That may not be the safest move right now. With what he is saying is going on, that may be walking you both into danger,” Cesar rebuttals.
 
   Nathan shakes his head. He’s right I can’t take you there but I can’t leave you here.
 
   “What is it that’s going on?” I ask feeling as if I missed a part of the conversation.
 
   “The Faylamen are working with the humans. Sephlems are being taken over by them. The Faylamen are possessing them as well,” Laine states. “That’s what made it seem like Sephlems have been linking up with the humans. It’s actually the Faylamen working with each other.”
 
   “Wait. So like Michael? He’s getting into Sephlems, possessing them like what happened to me?” I ask Nathan.
 
   “When were you possessed?” Laine asks, a little too protective.
 
   Nathan sits forward moving me with him. “When was what goes on with her any of your concern?” I rub his neck to calm him and he sits back.
 
   Laine sits back. “You’re right, Mate, my apologies. Black eyes, you know I didn’t mean it like that. Just as a friend, I’m concerned.”
 
   I look at Nathan asking without words if he minds that I tell him. He simply shrugs his shoulders, looking away from me. “This happened before I was captured. It was something that just happened when I fell asleep. We think it has something to do with my ex.”
 
   “Your ex was a Faylaman?” Laine asks. “The short, small guy with the curly hair.”
 
   I first wonder how he knew that, then remembering he had access to my memories. I hate people being in my head.
 
   “Me too,” Nathan says low.
 
   “That goes for you too,” I say without anger. There is nothing he can say or do that can make me pissed at him―not right now anyway. I turn back to Laine, definitely irritated with him. “Was there anything you didn’t see?”
 
   “I’m sure there was a lot I didn’t see, black eyes. I was asking because I know the face. I’ve seen him a few times. But I thought he was human, I didn’t know he was a Faylaman.”
 
   “Well that makes two of us,” I say agreeing with him.
 
   “Three of us,” Nathan adds then asks, “Where have you seen him?”
 
   “Around what used to be my home then the day we came back here. After I left from here,” Lain answers.
 
   “Where around here?” I ask hoping it’s not near our home.
 
   “Not here, around this house. But here, in this area. There is a house that I assume may have burned up from a house fire. He was around there.” He sits forward. “I noticed him and greeted him wondering why he was out here. I thought he lived in London. But he told me he was from here.”
 
   I look at Nathan. “Why would Michael be by the old house?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he answers. “But now knowing that they have been possessing humans and influencing them that may explain the bomb we found.”
 
   “One moment,” Laine says cutting Nathan off before he could say something else. “That house was yours?” he asks Nathan.
 
   “It was,” Nathan answers. “Why?”
 
   Laine shakes his head. “I don’t think your ex-boyfriend knows you’re alive,” he says to me.
 
   “What makes you say that?” I ask.
 
   “No, he knows she is alive,” Nathan interjects. “He saw me after the house blew up. He has to know she is alive.”
 
   “Maybe,” Laine responds bleakly. “But by what he said, I don’t think so.” He looks away from us. “He said something like…” He contemplates, his white eyes travel the room for the words. “A love lost…” He pauses thinking. “She was supposed to come home and now she burned in what she thought was her home.” He shrugs. “Something like that. I may have his words confused.”
 
   “You may because I don’t get it.” Carmen says, leaning forward.
 
   “No. That’s Michael. When I would get upset with him or leave him, he would say that, he calls himself my home.” I think for a minute trying to make Laine’s words make sense. Make his words sound like something Michael would say. The way he said it isn’t Michael’s words, but the meaning behind it is. I think back on things he’s said to me in the past.
 
   One day he and I got into this argument after school about this guy who liked me. I may have been being a little flirty but nothing was going to come from it. After he finished yelling about it he said, “Your heart will burn inside of someone else. But in me, your heart is at home and home is always comfortable. Always the right temperatures welcoming you to trust, relax, and know I’ll always have you. Always come home, Tracey, because I never want to see you burn in the home of someone else.” The look in his eyes showed he meant every word. And it was the first time we said I love you. And I promised I’d come home if he promised he would hold my heart next to his and make sure it doesn’t burn in its new home. That sorry ass teenage first love mumbo jumbo.
 
   And now I don’t know if any of that was true and how much of it no longer matters because he was a lie. A lie I gave everything to and I regret it. I shake a way my discomfort and focus back on the people sitting around me.
 
   “Close Laine,” I start. “Maybe it sounded more like…in me she was home, and now has burned in the home of someone else.”
 
   “Yes, that’s a little more like it. It sounds more like him but missing a few words,” Laine responds.
 
   “Yeah, he doesn’t think I’m dead. The home is a metaphor. Like ‘home is where the heart is’. He’s referring to himself and Nathan as the home. The ‘she’ is me, my heart. And because I’m not with him, maybe, he’s referring to my heart in Nathan as burned.”
 
   “But you are not burned. You’re fine and alive. So that doesn’t make sense,” Carmen says. “That sounds like he thinks you’re dead.”
 
   “Or maybe he wasn’t talking about right now,” Cesar starts. “Maybe he was referring to something else.” He scoots to the edge of the couch as he unravels his thoughts. “If he saw Nate, there is no way he doesn’t know Tracey is alive. Everyone knows male, mated Sephlems cannot live without the female.” He thinks for a minute, staring out at the TV on the wall in front of us. “Maybe it was more of threat, then remorse,” he says after seconds slowly ticked by.
 
   “A threat to whom?” Nathan asks half-amused.
 
   Cesar snorts. “A threat to the home her heart is in.” They both laugh. I don’t get the joke.
 
   “Shut up for a minute. Olar and Lana are going to go to Lunis right?” Carmen continues not waiting for an answer. “What happens if that happens to them, you know. Like if they get possessed.”
 
   Everyone is quiet, thinking about what she said. I assume. But that thought leads to Little Nathan saying, ‘It’s not right. They’re not right.’ Saying they are not right. The officers aren’t right, possibly possessed…?
 
   I turn to Nathan, he is looking at me. “We gotta get him out of there,” we both whisper together.
 
   “What?” Carmen asks.
 
   “We need to get Nathan out of there.” As I say it, I remember the human police officer speaking to me when the film covered my eyes. Oh my gosh. That proves what they’re saying. Why didn’t I see it before?
 
   Nathan and I immediately jump up together, running upstairs. The others follow.
 
   “Where are you all going?” Carmen asks.
 
   We continue toward the front door, neither of us answering her. Cesar and Laine appear in front of us.
 
   “Move,” Nathan says, deep and threatening.
 
   “Wait a second, Nate, tell me what’s going on,” Cesar says.
 
   “Just move!” I shout.
 
   Taylor and Justin come rushing down the stairs. “What’s wrong?” Taylor asks.
 
   “We need to get Nathan now,” Nathan tells her.
 
   Taylor shoots forward, shoving Cesar and Laine from the door. They fly into the kitchen. We rush out the house, jumping in Nathan’s truck. As we pull away, I watch Carmen get in the car with Taylor and Justin and they follow behind us.
 
   My nerves kick start in fear for Nathan. “What if they already have him?” I ask, folding my hands together to keep them from shaking.
 
   “Taylor should be able to handle that. She should be able to remove it,” Nathan responds.
 
   I nod, remembering Taylor’s ability. “Okay are we going to just bust in there?”
 
   “I don’t know yet. I’m working on figuring that out now.”
 
   We drive to the police station. The five of us walk in, the same woman and young girl are behind the counters. Taylor walks to the counter with Justin at her side. “I need to see Nathan Newcomb,” she says with authority.
 
   The woman laughs at her saying, “I bet. But Nathan Newcomb is no longer allowed any visitors.” She looks at Nathan and me then back to Taylor.
 
   She’s a human with one of them in her. A guy, Taylor tells us.
 
   What about the girl? Nathan asks.
 
   I’m not sure, she responds. The girl isn’t looking at us. She rambles through a file cabinet with her back to us.
 
   “Can you call an officer here that I can speak with?” Taylor asks the woman.
 
   “I could,” the woman responds. “But I’m not going to.”
 
   I’ve had enough of this. I run to the counter grabbing the woman by her neck and yank her from behind it. As I slam her in the floor, the film tints my eyes and her eyes grow wide. The Faylaman inside her reveals itself. It is a guy with the same kind of hard skin as Michael’s, rough and scaly and his yellow eyes beam up at me.
 
   “Where is my brother?” I ask it.
 
   He smiles at me. “He’s gone now,” he laughs.
 
   I’m pulled from him and before I can rip my hands from his neck, he’s dust. That was an accident. I look at Nathan. “I didn’t mean to do that,” I say walking to him. I just destroyed an innocent woman…
 
   The girl behind the counter screams. Carmen jumps behind the counter clamping her hand over her mouth. With her other hand she covers her nose stopping the girl from breathing, she passes out in seconds. Carmen drops the girl in the floor before coming back around the counter.
 
   “We need to get Nathan,” I say, looking at the ash.
 
   “What happened?” Justin asks. “What did you see?”
 
   I shake my head, “It was a guy he laughed and said Nathan was gone,” I respond quickly.
 
   As I finish, three officers rush through the now unsealed door, Cesar and Laine come through the door from which we entered.
 
   The film over my eyes reveals them as Faylamen. Nathan pushes me behind him. “They are too,” Taylor says in a rush. And then shit hits the fan.
 
   They rush toward us. Laine pulls me to the side. Taylor, Nathan, and Cesar fight them. Justin replaces Taylor after she’s hit hard in the face.
 
   Justin moves smoothly as he fights, every move seems calculated with the way his body winds and dodges punches. Unlike Nathan and Cesar who takes the punches, not trying to dodge them. Instead, they hold their ground, allowing them to apply solid punches to their demon-possessed opponents.
 
   The three half-humans fall. They drag their bodies around the counter joining the body of the girl. Taylor follows, there are cringes, gasps, scrapes against the floor, and a couple of cracking bones.
 
   Just now realizing Laine still has me in his grasp, I move out of it as Nathan comes back around the counter. He comes over to us shoving Laine back. “Stop touching her,” he says calmly, moving me to his side.
 
   Laine doesn’t retaliate, only shakes his head as he takes another step back.
 
   “Okay,” Caesar starts. “Are we assuming Nathan is possessed?”
 
   “Yes,” I answer. “And we need to get to him.”
 
   Taylor goes to the sealed door using one of the officer’s keys, unlocking it. “Let’s go get him.” She walks through the door.
 
   We follow her into the hall. There is a door and glass to our left. “Call him, Tracey,” Nathan tells me.
 
   Little Nathan! I yell.
 
   Tracey. Tracey! his words rush urgently.
 
   Little Nathan, where are you? Have they tried to do something to you? Are you okay? Are you alone? I ask nervously, scared for him.
 
   Wait. That’s a lot. I’m behind bars. They have tried to do something to me. No, I’m not okay, because I am behind bars and because they keep trying to get in me. And yes, I’m alone, he answers sarcastically.
 
   Here I am worried and he’s taking it as a joke. Nathan, we are here to get you. Nathan joins in the conversation. Tell us how to get to you from the front door.
 
   Down the hall, through a door that needs a key, to the left at the first left corner. Bars, that are operated by an officer behind a glass window. From those bars, there are holding cells. I’m in one of those. You can see me from the hall containing the cells. There is no sarcasm as he speaks to Nathan, just straight to the point and serious.
 
   Okay.
 
   “How do we get past the man at the window?” I ask.
 
   “What man at what window?” Carmen asks.
 
   “From the directions we got from Nathan,” Taylor states. “After we make it through the halls there will be a man we need to open the bars to holding cells. He’ll be at the window.”
 
   Three officers come out of a door we come up on. Before the first can ask, why we are here, they get three quick knock-out punches. I walk past them seeing they are fully humans. Never thought I would need these tinted eyes to show me if a human was a human or not.
 
   We come to the first door. Taylor uses the officer’s key again. I still wonder how we are going to get past the guy at the window.
 
   “I’ll take care of the guy at the window,” Nathan says to me.
 
   The hall after the door is empty. The corner to the left is directly after the door. And a few feet down is the window with a skinny man who looks as if I punched him he would buckle over.
 
   He stands immediately panicking, his image falters showing he is possessed by a Faylaman woman who looks like one of the woman-like-man I saw when I was captured.
 
   Images and the feeling of being punched and kicked smack me into me when she jumps toward me. I fight back hitting nothing but air. Panic rises in me as I feel multiple punches applied to my face. I fall to the floor scrambling to be set free of rib-crushing kicks attacking my sides.
 
   Nathan grabs me, pulling me. “Tracey. It’s not real, focus on me.” I continue to swat the air as my vision clears. Immediately the tint leaves my eyes and I see him. I breathe roughly grabbing hold of him.
 
   He grabs my face. “Okay?”
 
   I shake my head. “No,” I whisper scared, shaking, feeling the pain. “I’m not okay,” I cry.
 
   “Okay baby, pull it together.” He looks in my eyes. There is the sound of breaking glass around us, punches, and a few screams.
 
   I’m oblivious to it looking in his eyes. “Focus on me, Tracey.” He nods at me. I stare. “Tracey, stay with me. I’ll stay open. Just focus on me. I move, you move, okay?” He nods and as he nods, my head nods with him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

27: Internally Destroyed
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   Nathan
 
   They have handled the guy behind the glass. I look up from Tracey seeing Cesar reach inside the broken window to press a green button that opens the hall’s celled entry. I pull Tracey from the floor with me, headed to the cell Nathan’s waving from.
 
   He hurries me to him yelling, “Get me out of here!”
 
   I make it to the cell yanking the barred door so hard it breaks the lock and rams to the left against the other beside it.
 
   The wall explodes.
 
   Five possible humans, enter looking like they wrestle elephants for a living. Great fucking timing.
 
   I quickly glance at Tracey and she’s zoned seeing as I see. The five guys stand there without speaking. I can fight them with my family or I can obliterate them.
 
   “What are we going to do?” Cesar asks, from beside me.
 
   “Don’t know yet.”
 
   “The human of them is innocent. We can’t kill them.”
 
   My back burns where the scythes are placed. Every time I consider killing someone, they burn hot. Distracting me and trying to hold me back from executing my plan. When they tingle, they entice me to pursue it. This is no tingle, it scorches my skin.
 
   The five humans charge toward us. I step back letting Cesar, Taylor, Justin, and Little Nathan go a round with them. I can’t focus on Tracey’s safety and concentrate on fighting them.
 
   “Tracey,” calling her name again, I turn to her, hearing the ruckus behind me. Bones cracking, wheezing, and gasps for air as my family goes against these infestations.
 
   Tracey blinks and nods at me. I see me through her eyes looking back at her, staying focused and attentive. Tracey’s mind moves a million miles a minute with disruptions and right now is not the time.
 
   This was my main concern, the reason why I needed to go. Why I preferred to leave her. To avoid the fear that’s now within her, hallucinations that worsen with her eyes cloaked, the shock that takes her over in remembering what they did and what she went through while she was gone. It’s bad enough she suffers from post-traumatic stress, now this.
 
   Lunis is going to regret fucking up her head like this.
 
   I look away from her, behind me. My family is doing a damn good job kicking ass. My brother, Nathan, has gotten stronger and seems to be taller now too. The guy he’s fighting kicks him back into the cell he came out of and I’m crossed between standing here with Tracey and helping them.
 
   The door clicks behind me opening to three more, all looking like they too wrestle with elephants for a living.
 
   Fuck! Now is not the time for this shit. The first lunges at me, procrastination nonexistent.
 
   Moving Tracey behind me, I kick him, sending him smashing through the door they came through. The other two start toward me before I have enough time to lower my leg to the ground. I hit the next one that tries to attack from my left, cracking his skull. He stumbles back.
 
   They may be demons, but they’re in human bodies. They’ll break like humans and bleed like humans. They don’t want me to kill them so I’ll break them enough they can’t continue. I turn, needing to check behind me. 
 
   Laine grabs my shoulder. I hate this eel.
 
   “I’ll look out for Tracey while you help your family.” Why the hell is he just standing here?
 
   I watch the one guy who was on my right rise from the floor. His over-sized eyes rest on me, fury burning in them.
 
   Looking at him, I ask Laine. “Why aren’t you helping in the first place? Why come with us?”
 
   “I came to check on Tracey.”
 
   Before I can respond to his ignorance, the guy runs toward me. I draw back ready to smash his face under my fist and warm small hands push my back. I spring forward into the elephant wrestler. From my impact, he falls backward and we both hit the floor.
 
   This girl and her strength kills me. It’s hard for anything, anyone to knock me off my feet and here it is she does it with ease. I hit the elephant wrestler with the back of my elbow to keep him down. He stays out long enough for me to figure out what’s going on with her.
 
   I focus on her as I get up. She is standing here, zoned. I remove myself from her and her body starts shaking as she stares at me. Fear in her eyes. Like a gecko blinking, the film covers her eyes not leaving.
 
   They cover completely in black. Every time they do, I regret bonding with her…changing her. “Tracey,” I call. She looks at everyone fighting. “Tracey,” I call her again. She whips around and stares at me with those pitch-black eyes I can see my reflection in.
 
   An empty face, like she’s dead to the world. The vines show, traveling stealthily along her shoulder, chest, and up her neck, like it did the day she got possessed. The feather on her cheek slowly appears, burning furiously. 
 
   The fire didn’t  move before…
 
   Distracted, I’m pushed from the side into another cell. The bars bend under me and the second elephant wrestler is over me doing his damnedest to turn my ribs into shattered bones.
 
   A glimpse of Tracey pushing Laine, him flying back, and another of the three elephant wrestlers grabbing her running out of the opening made by the first five, I lose it. Fuck the world. Fuck these possessed ass humans, everybody is about to die.
 
   Instantly the guy over me obliterates. 
 
   I jump up running after them. She will not get taken from me again.
 
   I… I can’t take it. It’s murdering, me leaving her is easier on me. Her being taken from me is death. And not just for me. This will not happen again. This is the type of shit that happens when I take it easy and let my damn guard down.
 
   A strong hand grabs my shoulder on my way to the hole. I reach behind me taking the neck of the person, not caring who it is. I flip them over in front of me, slamming him on the ground. I look at him and he obliterates.
 
   Out of the opening I run, Tracey and her snatcher are nowhere in sight. I look to my left first, then my right. My insides are impatient causing the nerves in my legs to jump and my hands to harden. Tracey’s mind is blocked off thanks to the possession and it’s too cloudy to see what she sees or sense where she is.
 
   “Tracey!” I call, forcing her body to respond to me. To the right it pulls. I run off feeling someone coming up behind me. Hearing them run from the sound of their clothes but no footsteps.
 
   Less than a mile out I turn the corner of the police station spotting them. She dangles limply in his arms before he obliterates. I speed up to catch her before she hits the ground.
 
   I rest on my knees in the dirt, propping her body up with one hand and holding her face in the other. Her eyes are wide and black. I hate seeing her this way and knowing she resents them. I shouldn’t have taken her…
 
   “Tracey.” I shake her but she doesn’t respond. If this is anything like last time, I will get nothing. I look around me. We are next to a main street, gaining mysterious looks from the people in their cars.
 
   God dammit! They’ll write it off to vampires or aliens. I shouldn’t have anything to worry about.
 
   I turn back to Tracey, Laine drops down to his knees next to me. “Is she okay? What’s wrong with her?”
 
   “Your version of protection is not so protective.” I rise with her in my arms. “I wasn’t around when she got taken. If you are here to look out for her, what’s your excuse?.” I run off to my truck.
 
   Everyone will have to ride back with Taylor. I strap Tracey in the seat and her head hits the window dazed. Incoherent.
 
   I speed to the house. I need to get what’s in her out before it is able to convince her to let it become a part of her.
 
   I rip her from the seat after pulling into the drive. Upstairs, I run with her to the bathroom. I place her in the tub and turn on the cold water. All like last time. It didn’t work last time but it kept her cool through her struggle. And the spurts of her body jerking and struggling, like it’s doing right now.
 
   “Tracey,” I call her repeatedly until she calms. I take off her dress and shoes leaving them in the tub as it fills.
 
   Her closed eyes shoot open as the vines on her body go crazy. Moving aggressive and angrily on her skin.
 
   “Hey Mate, is she better?” asks Laine, welcoming himself in my bathroom.
 
   He is going to die today. “Bro, get the hell out of here.” I look at Tracey withering before rushing to push him out the bathroom.
 
   “Mate, I’m sorry. I’m just trying to make sure she’s okay. Wait!” he yells as the door slams in his face.
 
   I would feel different about him if his lips never touched her. Or if he never looked inside her, or if he didn’t feed her that damn apple. But he did and only because Tracey actually cares about him living, is why he remains alive.
 
   Tracey jerks around splashing the water out of the tub. Her teeth clinched, fists balled, with her eyes squeezed shut. It’s too much for her. Waiting for her to wake up will take too long because she’s losing this battle.
 
   I pull her from the tub to lay her on the bathroom’s floor. I press her shoulders against the tile to hold her still, in case she jolts forward from the release, waking up, or trying to get me off her.
 
   Placing my forehead to hers, I push myself in her. Leaving me open so whatever it is will take me instead, giving her up.
 
   It shrills at my entry, loud and high-pitched. It’s annoying as all hell. Deeper, I travel through a light grey haze.
 
   “I’m not here to harm her,” it says loud. “I’m here as you are. A protector.” It speaks, voice sounding like an echo around me. The annoying shrill persists in the background.
 
   Then get the fuck out, I think. It’s purposeless to speak aloud. I keep my voice calm but I’m consumed in anger. This shit keeps happening to her.
 
   “I will leave willingly. Without your force. But after I reveal what you have been so blind to see.”
 
   And what would that be. I shouldn’t divert my thought to this information, not now, but I have a hunch I need to listen.
 
   “There is more than what lies before the eyes you see through. Your main purpose is alone meant for what you have spent the majority of your life pursuing. But in her, from the one that bares your heart. Neither of you, her nor yourself knows the true power of her vision. It is not about her seeing what is. It’s her seeing what is not present, what is hidden behind what is.”
 
   What is? Stop with insinuations and say what it is you need me to hear. Or get out.
 
   “With your arrogance and feeble mindedness you are blind,” it yells, sounding like there are three voices in one. “You are blind to what you don’t see. She will show you. But judgment for what is seen…” It calms back to one voice. “… It will have to be determined by what was placed on you.
 
   “They want her eyes. It will show their reason. You will eliminate that reason. Release the taken. Supposed to. But with your blindness, your arrogance…all will be missed. And the one who will conquer will watch you fall including what you stand for. They’ve lived to see you fall. You will become nothing. She will become nothing.
 
   “Do not dwell in those you so easily place your trust in, Nathan Keith Newcomb. At the moment of silence in the lack of your seeing. … They will be your falling.”
 
   I don’t know how to respond to that. I truly, do not know how to respond.
 
   “It is not only you. They want to see and know, and within knowledge, there is not only power but also control. And with that control, many will rise. Your reason will become their purpose. And they will seek to destroy through your meaning. To save you must see. Wisely. Do not revel in death, Nathan. This too will be your falling. I am Chislon, be not bitter and ignore my instructions.”
 
   This shit is pissing me off. Get out!
 
   “I will. I will leave, but take with you in my departure. Do not take kindly to those you put your trust in. This will be your weakness. This will be your ending. It will remain blind to you until you understand what I have spoken. And once you do, your future, becoming the seeing of death for another will be changed,” he concludes and her head clears.
 
   I wrench out, feeling her open and me unpossessed. Her eyes roll around behind her eyelids before they open. She looks at me black gone, vines and that weird ass feather absent. I keep her held down by her shoulders, just in case.
 
   Her lids peel open and eyes roam over the bathroom. She realizes…it happened again.
 
   “No Nathan. Why?” she whines. “How?”
 
   I pull her from the floor as I stand. “You freaked, had a hallucination, fought me…and the air, panicked and couldn’t focus. I made you stay with me, focused on me. It was bad.” Not as bad as it could have been but not good enough for her. “We were outnumbered.” Her eyes stare at me as I continue, “At some point while I was fighting these guys that were oddly big in size, you got possessed and pushed me away from you. And was taken. A couple of them died and I got you back.”
 
   “You got me back…?” She questions for more detail.
 
   I can’t tell her yet what Chislon said but I will tell her a couple of things. “I got you back from the guy that tried to take you. It was already in you. I rushed home put you in the tub.” I point to the tub. “You were taking too long to wake up and I went in and it left.” Along those lines. To lie is better than giving her the truth. For right now…
 
   She wraps her small arms around me, laying her head against my chest. It baffles me, how they fit comfortably around me and when I wrap my arms back around her, how she fits perfectly in mine. But she does, even though she looks like I’ll break her when I squeeze her too tight. She withstands it, and she is stronger than I thought she would be.
 
   “I don’t like that,” she mumbles in my chest.
 
   I rub her back. “I know, Tracey.” I’ve refrained from apologies recently. They don’t change anything and she’s tired of hearing them. “I’ll fix it,” I tell her. Knowing deep in me, I don’t know how to fix it and with what Chislon said running in my mind, blowing up the world may no longer be the last resort.
 
    
 
   I wait for her to lean away as her quiet assaults the bathroom. Someone knocks against the door before she does. And like we always do, only concerned with us before we see what the world wants or needs from us. We don’t answer.
 
   She leans back and I ask her, “You okay?”
 
   She shakes her head no— and this, moments like this, is when I fight against myself in removing what has happened, changing the way she feels. Her hurt taking me over like I’m feeling it for myself, then her desire for something better constricts around my neck like a snake strangling me, depriving me of air.
 
   At that, I break, leaning down to kiss her lips. Not taking away what happened but making her not feel as bad about it. Accepting what happened, knowing it needs to be fixed but not dwelled upon, and saddening her.
 
   The door opens when her mouth smiles against mine. “We must have taken too long this time,” she says, looking up at me.
 
   “Not to mention you’re standing here half-naked.” I turn around facing Laine, again, keeping Tracey behind me so that she isn’t seen. Her head falls in my back remembering what I tried to suppress. She’s not comfortable with it but it is not filled with as much sadness as it was moments ago.
 
   “I think…you are working on dying,” I tell Laine, trying to keep calm, looking at him standing in the door with his hand over his eyes.
 
   “I need to hear her say she is okay.”
 
   “I am okay,” Tracey says from behind me. That irks me. The simple fact that she is so goddamn comfortable with him enrages me. “Now can you please get out?” she says peacefully.
 
   “Yes, black eyes. Sorry again, Mate.” He leaves the door open so that I can see him walk out of our bedroom. He closes that door.
 
   “Come on.” I turn back to her. “We need to make sure everyone is okay. I left them.”
 
   “Okay,” she responds going to the closet.
 
   


 
   
  
 

28: Controlled Desires
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   Nathan
 
   As we head to the car, Taylor is driving up with Cesar not far behind them. They get out coming to us. Carmen stayed past the summer to keep Tracey company. She was in school but decided to take a break when things started to pick up around here.
 
   I told her it wasn’t necessary for her to stay and we had enough people around here but she insisted. Courtney and Carteal went back to their house and are supposed to be coming around here today.
 
   I’m hoping we can have things as normal as possible for Tracey’s parents’ visit next week. At this rate, it doesn’t look like it.
 
   “Thanks for leaving us, Nate.” Cesar tries to scold me.
 
   “I had something I needed to take care of. You all had it under control.”
 
   “Good thing we did,” he says, bumping my shoulder on his passing.
 
   He has lost his goddamn mind. “Tracey, I’ll be right back, don’t leave.”
 
   “Wait.” She grabs my arm as I pivot. “Where are you going?”
 
   “I need to talk to Cesar.”
 
   She drops my arm and turns to Little Nathan as he comes over to us. “You okay?” she asks him.
 
   He smiles, throwing his arm over her shoulders. “Yes sis. Thanks for coming for me.”
 
   I walk in the house prepared for Cesar to be waiting for me on the other side of the door. “What?” I say, closing the door. “And don’t talk loud.” Knowing Tracey, she’ll be on the other side of the door listening, making the person she’s talking to think she’s paying attention, when really she’s using her bionic ears to eavesdrop on me.
 
   “What has happened to you?” he starts. “You leave your family in the middle of a fight to take care of something with some girl.” He stomps past me to the kitchen. “That shit couldn’t wait?”
 
   “Some girl her again and you are going to get slammed into the graphite of that counter top,” I tell him evenly. Cesar doesn’t know, now I don’t need this shit. And him disrespecting my mate will have him cleaning his blood off the floor. “Don’t fuck up, Cesar.” The best way for me to control my anger is to remain calm. When I am worked up, I determine I don’t care, and let me do whatever it is I want to do. Including spaz out.
 
   I lean against our island in the kitchen as he rambles on about me helping Tracey. I’m not hearing any of his shit. And if he calls her ‘some girl’ again, I’m going to end up paying to get the kitchen fixed.
 
   “Look,” I cut him off when he says ‘some’. “You know I’m being nice right now. Considering I have allowed you to bitch on about her, but you’re working on me cracking your skull. Watch your mouth and understand this girl is my heart. She is not just some girl I brought home to keep my bed warm. If you want to keep your skull intact, I advise you to watch your mouth. And just say whatever it is you wanted to discuss with me. Because it can’t be about Tracey, you know there is nothing about her that I will listen to from you.”
 
   I open the refrigerator grabbing a water. He mumbles under his breath something I force myself not to listen to. I’m not in the mood to whoop his ass right now. We start fighting; number one they’ll let me kill him―and right now I need him around, number two everyone will come rushing in and watch me kill him, and number three because I don’t fully trust him―I don’t think he’s one I have to worry about.
 
   That has to be what that guy inside of Tracey meant.
 
   “Mate.” Laine walks in the kitchen looking at me. This eel… Just thinking about me ripping his head from his body makes my back tingle, fueling the idea.
 
   I don’t answer him, only look for him to continue with a quick raise of my left eyebrow.
 
   “No, that’s not all he needs to talk to you about. And I need to address my actions. Before you take out the time to tell Tracey.”
 
   I bark a laugh amused by his insinuation. “No, you don’t need to address anything.” Actions speak louder than words. Words mean nothing. I head out of the kitchen, done talking to both of them.
 
   “Wait, Nate.” Cesar stops me. “You should listen to him. And while we are on the subject, I think it would be a good idea to welcome him around.”
 
   He thinks it will be a good idea to welcome him around. Instead of pressing on with my walk, I lean against the wall of the stairs, it happens to be conveniently located in the middle of the floor plan for this level of the house. “You’re not around to tell me what you think,” I say after drinking from my water bottle. “You’re around for what you know. And since you currently know nothing, you and him…” I point to Laine with my bottle. “… Can go welcome each other somewhere else.”
 
   “You know―” Cesar starts, but is cut off by the front door opening.
 
   They come in loud and full of excitement as they always are. “Nate!” Courtney yells.
 
   Sometimes we are more human than we need to be. “What!” I yell back. He’s maybe, three feet from me, standing in our entryway.
 
   Tracey has walked in with them. She comes around the corner first. “What are you all talking about?” she asks me, then looks at Laine.
 
   I spread out my arm to welcome her to me. “Nothing.” I kiss her cheek. “He just wanted to explain why he has this obligation to protect you but allowed you to get taken.”
 
   Carteal comes around the corner. “You got taken again?” he asks her dramatically, and then looks at me saying, “You allowed that to happen again?”
 
   “No, I got to her but they tried to take her.”
 
   “Who is he?” Courtney points to Laine.
 
   “Someone who was getting ready to explain to me what happened.”
 
   Laine’s white eyes bore into Tracey after he looks away from me. He stares at her like he’s trying to speak to her without talking aloud. “Can I talk to you?” he asks her.
 
   Hell No! “Nah babe,” I say to her peacefully. “Go show Court and Cart the rest of the house. Take Carmen with you.”
 
   She looks at me angrily, wondering why I’m pushing her off, or is it that I don’t want her talking to Laine. The answer is both. But I say, “It’s not either of those, I just need to finish talking to these two. I’ll get you when I finish so we can talk about next week and grab a bite to eat.”
 
   “What’s happening next week?” Taylor walks in with Justin’s hand in hers. The only reason she is here, is because I actually love my sister. I hate what she did and I want to watch her burn alive. But I love her. I’ll never understand why she did it. But Taylor knows if she crosses me again, that’s her ending. And because she cares about Justin, she will not.
 
   Before Tracey can offer her the juicy details of her parents visiting, I say, “Go ahead, Tracey, I want to eat.”
 
   She disregards my avoidance of Taylor’s question and pulls Courtney and Carteal to the basement. “Come on, Carmen. Help me show your brothers the house.”
 
   Little Nathan follows them down the stairs. Taylor and Justin stay in the kitchen with us.
 
   “That was devious, Mate.”
 
   “Luckily for me, I don’t care,” I respond to Laine. “And if you need someplace to stay, it’s a tree out back. I’ll go to the pet store and buy a dog house to keep you out of the rain.”
 
   “Don’t be a dick, Nathan.”
 
   “I have no choice, Cesar,” I say with sarcasm. “Dick just happens to be where my brain lies, where I get this miraculous personality from.” I lean back against the wall, taking the top from my water.
 
   “He’s here to help. You can’t deal with everything on your own. And in focusing on your mate and your family, you can’t manage the two.”
 
   “Besides him,” Taylor breaks in, pointing at Laine. “We need to find out what’s going on with these Faylamen and why they are taking over humans, and coming after us.”
 
   And I know exactly who I need to go to for that. The person I think is responsible for this shit in the first place.
 
   


 
   
  
 

29: Serenity
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   Tracey
 
   We drive to meet my parents at the airport. “I am so nervous about them coming here.”
 
   “I know, Tracey. But like you said, you couldn’t tell them not to come.”
 
   “I couldn’t. Maybe we could try to convince them into leaving a few days early. Make it seem like we have something important to do.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s a good idea.”
 
   “Have you heard back from Olar yet? They have been gone for a few days too long.”
 
   “Not yet. But it’s not like I can go check on him.” He goes silent.
 
   “Is that something you want to do?” I ask shiftily, with a hint of attitude. “Go check on him?”
 
   “Honestly, yes. After Lana ended up not being Lana and being her sister.”
 
   “You think Lana is playing two parts?”
 
   “I don’t know what to think, Tracey. With even Sephlems becoming possessed what’s to say who we can trust.”
 
   “We won’t know unless me or Taylor is there.”
 
   “Not even then.”
 
   He’s right. If they want it, unlike humans they can hide their possession. “I don’t know either.”
 
   “Let’s just drop it for now and play happy for your parents,” he says as he pulls to the loading sidewalk where my parents are awaiting us with smiling faces.
 
   I get out with a plastered smile I hope looks real, running to my mom. She grabs me into a strong hug. “Mom, I’ve missed you.”
 
   She doesn’t say anything, only hugs me. I let her until she is ready to pull away. When she finally does, she has tears in her eyes. “I missed you too, Tracey. I am so happy to see you.” She hugs me again.
 
   I chuckle. “Me too, Mom.”
 
   I feel my dad’s arms wrap around us. “Hey Ladybug, I’ve missed you.”
 
   My mom lets go and I hug my dad. “I missed you too, Dad.” Our embrace is not as long as my mom’s. I release him turning to see Nathan putting their bags in the trunk of his car. He comes over to us and hugs my mom before he shakes my dad’s hand, which awkwardly turns into a manly hug. It catches him off guard.
 
   “Are you all hungry?” he asks them.
 
   “No, I want to see the house,” my mom says in a rush, walking to the car.
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   Nathan and my dad ride in the front. My mom wanted to sit in the back so that she can hold my hand the whole drive home. The house was straightened and everyone knows they are coming. I only pray no weird stuff happens and no surprise visitors show up.
 
   I did not tell them about Nathan’s mom yet. I know they are going to ask. I can’t say and I hope they don’t ask around Nathan. Or anyone else for that matter.
 
   Nathan parks in the driveway. My mom gets out first, excited about seeing the house. I hurry to her side not wanting her to be the first to walk in. Something could have happened in the short two hours we were gone.
 
   I run up the stairs behind her. “Wait, Mom,” I say grabbing her hand. “Don’t you want to wait for Dad and your bags?”
 
   “No,” she says in an even tone.
 
   “Well, dear.” We turn to my dad. “I’ll just get everything. Don’t wait for me.”
 
   “See Mom. Dad wants you to wait.”
 
   She grumbles, stomping her foot on the step. “Fine.” She sounds my age.
 
   Nathan and my dad come up with the bags. I nod for him to walk in first. He does and keeps going. I silently let go of a nervous breath. Thank you.
 
   “After you, Mom,” I say, pointing to the door.
 
   She walks in rambling about everything; the stairs in the middle of the floor, the over-sized kitchen, how big the backdoor is, the openness of the first floor. She wastes no time going upstairs, continuing in her observation. I follow her with ‘yeahs’ and ‘uh huhs’.
 
   She asks a million questions; whose room is this? Where is the room they sleep in? What room is our room? Where is the bathroom? Why is the bathroom in your closet? Blah, blah, blah…
 
   I let her go on and on until she finally slows when we end up in the sitting room. “Oh, this is a nice room to sit in,” she says, sitting on the chair facing the window.
 
   “It is. It’s called the sitting room,” I say, sitting in the couch next to her.
 
   She gives me the ‘don’t be an ass’ look. I laugh. “It’s nice, Tracey. So is that your room or you and Nathan’s room?”
 
   “To Dad it’s my room.”
 
   She shakes her head with a tight smirk. “That’s not right, Tracey. You and Nathan should not be sharing a room.”
 
   “Okay, then it’s my room. Nathan’s room is in the basement.” That is not a lie.
 
   “There is a basement?” she asks, with wide eyes.
 
   “There is, but we will not see it now. Aren’t you hungry or tired from being on that plane?”
 
   “No. I want to see the basement.”
 
   I smile at her. “I really missed you, Mom.”
 
   “Where is Natalia? No, she has another house right?”
 
   Immediately I tense. I have to tell her or she’ll keep asking about it. “This is the only time we will talk about this okay,” I say quietly as a tear escapes.
 
   She scoots closer to me. “What happened?” she asks in urgency grabbing my hand.
 
   “She passed. About a month ago,” I say slow and quietly. “It’s really hard on Nathan so can you not bring it up, and tell Dad not to either.” I shake my head. “I don’t want to see him like that.”
 
   She hugs me and the remainder of my tears fall. “I won’t.”
 
   “You won’t what, dear.” My dad enters the doorway. I turn, facing the window trying to get my tears to stop falling.
 
   Nathan comes over to me. I did not want him to see them. “What?” he asks coolly, not wanting to make it a big deal in front of my parents.
 
   “Nothing,” I say, not looking at him, wiping my eyes. “Can you make my parents something to eat? Take them down to the kitchen? I’m going to change. And Mom wants to see your room in the basement.”
 
   “Right.” His words drag from his mouth as he stands going back to the door. “Come on, Karen. Let me show you my room. James, can you help me whip up a meal?” he asks chipper.
 
   “Of course, Nathan.” My dad responds with what sounds like a pat on Nathan’s back. I feel the three of them leave the room.
 
   I find the nearest pillow and throw my head into it. Little Nathan walks in the room as I smother my scream.
 
   “What’s wrong, Tracey?”
 
   I keep my head in the pillow. “Nothing,” I say muffled.
 
   “You want me to leave?”
 
   I nod. “Can you close that door?”
 
   “Sure.” The door shuts.
 
   I left from the pillow feeling no one else in the room. “Pull it together, Tracey,” I tell myself. “You need to pull it together.” I have been wanting to just sit somewhere and cry lately. But because of Nathan or Laine’s attachment to me, I can’t. As soon as a tear falls, there they are checking on me. Or Nathan’s trying to stop me from crying, trying to change my feelings to make me feel better. I appreciate it, I swear I do. I love that he cares about me enough to not want to see me sad. But sometimes I don’t want him to do that.
 
   They don’t understand that sometimes we humans want to cry it off. Release it to open space for something else to fill it. I thought dealing with Roehl was bad, but it’s nothing compared to being physically and mentally tortured. Those beatings… I can’t live that down. Then I thought I missed Glen a lot before, but it’s nothing compared to how much I miss her now. What I wouldn’t give to talk to her right now, tell her about everything bothering me, then hear her reply with something peculiarly funny that makes life slightly easier for that split second. “Ugh!” I gurgle, falling back in the couch and it ends in a soft sob. You don’t realize how much you really miss someone until you want to talk to them, and they aren’t there.
 
   The door opens and I huff another breath in frustration. “Laine, I am okay.”
 
   “Why are you crying?” He sits next to me.
 
   “I am crying because every time I try to cry I can’t.”
 
   He sits as he pulls me to sit up. “I don’t understand. Why would you want to in the first place?”
 
   I look him over, resting on his white eyes. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I came to check on you.”
 
   “Did my parents see you?”
 
   “No, I avoided them.”
 
   “Good, because I don’t know how we would explain those eyes of yours.”
 
   “Like I tell all humans.”
 
   “What? It’s natural?”
 
   “Yep. You want to tell me what’s wrong?”
 
   “No Laine, sometimes I just want to cry because I’m overwhelmed.”
 
   He nods and smiles. “You want me to leave, so you can cry?”
 
   “Yes,” I say with a smile. No longer feeling my sadness. “I’m fine and you can go now.”
 
   The door opens again. In walks Nathan followed by good ole Mom and Dad. I put the pillow back in my face holding back a scream.
 
   “Who is this?” my mom asks. I feel Laine rise from aside me. I put the pillow down and look at Nathan.
 
   When did he get here? he asks.
 
   I shrug then roll my eyes, shaking my head. I have no idea. He just popped up like he usually does.
 
   How does he keep getting into our house?
 
   I don’t know that either. Probably has a spare key stashed knowing him. What are you going to tell them about his eyes?
 
   That’s your friend and your parents. I’m not going to tell them anything.
 
   “This Laine…is your friend, Nathan?” my dad asks.
 
   “No sir,” Nathan responds quickly, “He belongs to Tracey. She found him on the street one day, fed him, and like a stray dog he won’t leave,” he says, staring at Laine.
 
   I laugh loudly, earning a look from Laine. My smile remains as I say, “I’m sorry, Laine. But you won’t.” I look at my dad. “And I didn’t find him on the street or feed him.”
 
   My dad looks at Nathan. “Are you all together?”
 
   “What?” I ask him, flabbergasted by his question. “Yes. Of course.”
 
   “Why are you bringing other men home?”
 
   “He followed her, like I said, he’s like a stray dog that won’t leave.”
 
   Laine glares at Nathan. 
 
   Nathan puts on that cocky smile. “Not too many more times am I gonna be a dog, Mate.”
 
   “But you will remain a stray. Come…” Nathan pats his leg. “Let me show you to the door.”
 
   I get up from the couch walking in between Laine and Nathan. “Okay, so how is that meal going?” No one responds and the tension is heavy in the room. My mom and dad glance back and forth between the two of them. Laine looks like he wants to kick Nathan’s ass.
 
   “Like that will ever happen,” Nathan says low, from behind me.
 
   “Laine,” I say, elbowing Nathan. “Come on, let me get that uh…book you came over here for.” I pull Laine past my dad out of the room.
 
   “I do not need a book,” he says, after we are in the hallway.
 
   “I know but you have to go while my parents are here, white eyes.”
 
   “I’ll leave when you are over your feeling of needing to cry.” He places his hand on my back as we walk down the stairs.
 
   “Do you just need some type of person to person contact or something? Can you stop touching me?” I quickly move down the stairs. “You’re going to piss off my mate.”
 
   “I’ve already pissed off your mate.”
 
   I laugh. “Yes. That you have.” I open the front door. “See you later.”
 
   “Bye, black eyes.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

30: Lament
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   Tracey
 
   Last week Nathan bought a table and chair set for the dining room. Before it was just open space, we haven’t been here long and being that we don’t do family meals and events or meetings, I didn’t see the reason for one. But with my parents coming, it was necessary so we would have somewhere to eat besides the island in the kitchen.
 
   “What happened to you starting school in the spring, Ladybug?” my dad asks unexpectedly. The last thing we were talking about was what Nathan and I were going to take them to do today.
 
   I was supposed to start school in the spring, but considering I just got back from a fun field vacation at Six Flags of Torture… I haven’t brought it up and right now, Nathan isn’t going to pressure me about it. Not with everything going on.
 
   Like, how would it be if I were in the lecture hall zoned out, waking up possessed by a demon? Smacking people for no reason. Or if someone looks at me that is less than human, I blink and my eyes turn black. Then I jump around like a jack in-of-the-box freaking out over their intentions and not real actions. Or better yet, one of Lunis’ flunkies comes in, takes me, then…I’ll be right back at square one.
 
   It should be, but school is not my first priority right now. “I was Dad, but uh…” But ‘uh’ what Tracey?
 
   “Please continue, Tracey. You have time to go out of the country on vacations but not plan for school.” He doesn’t sound like he’s angry.
 
   I have no idea what to say. What could I possibly blame this on? I should say, ‘But uh, there is a race of demons possessing humans that are out to get Nathan and me and because of this and my inherited Sephlem abilities, I had to postpone. Just until we can get a handle on things.’ Then I’ll smile and ask, ‘So how’s the steak?’
 
   “Don’t do that,” Nathan says quietly, smiling at me. Quickly, he sobers. “My mother…passed recently,” he says strong, without the hurt sounding in his voice. “My brother is in Washington following up and catching up with things at our new office and we had to handle things with her. I think Tracey said she will do summer schooling and postpone her spring start to help me with things and cope with my loss.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that, Nathan, and I’m sorry for your loss. Your mother was a caring woman,” my father says sympathetically.
 
   Sadness slowly crawls over me and again I want to cry. For him and me.
 
   “Can you all excuse me?” Nathan looks at me. “I’m going to go call Olar.”
 
   I nod, watching him leave. I don’t know if he’s really going to go call Olar or if he needs to excuse himself to release some of that anger and sadness building in him for bringing that up.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell us about Nathan’s mother?” my dad asks, after Nathan is gone.
 
   I shrug. “It’s not easy for me to talk about, either,” I say, pushing my food around my plate with my loss of appetite.
 
   “Hey Tracey, where is Nate?” Courtney asks, then realizes my parents are here. “I’m sorry. Excuse me. I’m their cousin, Courtney. You all are Tracey’s parents?”
 
   “We are,” my dad says. “Nathan went upstairs.”
 
   Courtney quickly excuses himself, walking away in the direction Nathan did.
 
   “He’s Nathan’s cousin?” my dad questions in a condescending tone.
 
   “Yes,” I answer smoothly not following where he’s going with his aggressive question.
 
   “He said their.” Oh, yeah, he did didn’t he.
 
   It’s hard to be in the habit of something that feels so nature and change or adjust for a day. “Yes, Dad he did,” I say looking at my mom to change the subject.
 
   She wears a puzzled expression also.
 
   “Did something happen while we have been gone that you didn’t include us on?” he questions.
 
   “Like what?” I ask confused.
 
   “You are considered a part of their family,” he says, as if he is insinuating something.
 
   “Right, because I’m with Nathan.”
 
   “With Nathan how?”
 
   “Oh my gosh, I’m not following. Can you please stop, please just spit it out and ask whatever it is you’re trying to ease your way into?”
 
   He looks at my mother then back to me. “Did you and Nathan get married?”
 
   What! “No.” That would be rude, to get married and not tell or invite your parents. “I wouldn’t do that and not invite you guys.”
 
   He drops the subject. “Okay, what have you all to do for us? Will we stay in and enjoy your company around the house or will we go out.”
 
   “Since now I assume Nathan has had an change to his moods. I’m going to see if he will be joining us on our day out on the town. But for now I’ll clean up and you all can sit in the family room and watch something or read a book.”
 
   “Okay honey,” my mom responds rising from her seat pulling my dad with her.
 
   There is no Pailen here. She moved to the new house with the others. So I clean the dining room and kitchen before going upstairs to check on Nathan.
 
   He’s lying across the bed on his stomach asleep. I first think to leave him alone but he makes this uncomfortable sound and I can’t resist the urge to ease his discomfort.
 
   I lie on top of his back and kiss the back of his neck. “Nathan.” The hardness of his body softens as he breathes easy, almost silent where a moment ago they were rough.
 
   I kiss him again. “Nathan.”
 
   “Hum?” he answers through his nose without moving.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Uh-huh,” he says again through his nose half shaking his head.
 
   “You want me to help you?”
 
   He nods like a child.
 
   I move from his back to pull him with me to the head of the bed. I slouch against the headboard as he lays on me. And with my touch and desire-filled thoughts, my love-filled thoughts, and my want for him to relax, I comfort him as he has done me.
 
   He falls back to sleep in minutes. I close the door then the curtains without moving from the spot.
 
   I lay my head back. In the silence of our room, I hear everything else going on in the house. My parents’ voices are what I pay attention to.
 
   “With Nathan losing his mom, that changes things,” my dad says. “And they―all of them are so comfortable. I’ve never seen the entire family claim a person or associate themselves with someone’s girlfriend.”
 
   “You don’t think they will last.”
 
   “They are young. And things can change.”
 
   My mom doesn’t respond immediately. “I guess we will have to see, it’s been over a year so far and they seem fine.”
 
   “They do seem fine. They have had a lot of deaths, which may be what’s holding them together as they try to console each other. With Tracey and Glen…” When he says her name, it saddens me, reminding me of that loss. “Nathan and Scott and now his mother. That doesn’t seem healthy for their relationship.”
 
   “Tracey is not a child dear. I think they are good for each other. You see how happy they make each other, the way they connect with each other on things, they work well together. If this is a mistake, she will learn from it. And if she falls, we will be there to pick her up. But I can say, I don’t see that happening here. We didn’t prepare Tracey for any of this and at this point she has to learn on her own, she’s doing okay at it. Us pushing her and constantly telling her how things cannot be good for her will not help. We should have had these talks long ago. But we ignored it because she never showed us she had an interest in it. If things go wrong we will need to blame ourselves because we didn’t prepare her for it properly,” my mom tells him.
 
   “Do you really think this is our fault?”
 
   “I do, to an extent, dear, and our place now is to warn and provide insight. Not try to change her or her decisions. Those are her own. And you have to admit dear, Nathan is a decent young man,” she answers.
 
   I leave their conversation over hearing Laine and Cesar. I want to know what Laine had to talk to him about. “He’s never going to trust you,” Cesar says.
 
   “I don’t need him to trust me,” Laine follows. “I need him to listen to me.”
 
   “And after you didn’t follow up with your scandal of a I’m-here-to-protect-her story.”
 
   “It’s not a scandal. I am here to help her. And I did try to save her that day. But I was thrown off by her fighting me,” Laine says.
 
   “Ha, she fights him all the time.”
 
   “I didn’t know that.”
 
   “She does. So when you and he speak again, I wouldn’t use that as an excuse if I were you,” Cesar counters.
 
   “I wouldn’t. But thank you.” Neither of them speak for a while. Right before I move on, Laine asks, “Why are you here?”
 
   “Nate and I use to run together a long time ago. He’s like a brother to me.” He chuckles. “I wouldn’t say that I am the same to him though.”
 
   “He doesn’t trust you either?”
 
   “No, like he said, the only reason he wants me around is because I’m useful for information and I know how to obtain it. Not to be trusted.”
 
   “How does he believe what you say if he doesn’t trust you?” Laine asks.
 
   “He doesn’t, he follows up and uses clues and other things going on around us to prove my information right or wrong. That’s the way he is. He doesn’t trust anybody but that bi―”
 
   “Watch your mouth,” Laine threatens, cutting him off. Damn right Laine, cut that short. I knew I didn’t like that Cesar.
 
   “You are about as bad as Nathan. You sure you don’t want Tracey for yourself?” he questions roguishly.
 
   “I don’t want things that belong to other people.”
 
   “Yeah, I bet.” He goes silent then says, “Well, whatever it is you’re not trying to tell them you might want to rethink it. Or just come out with the truth because you’re ‘I’m here for her protection’ is not going to fly alone too much longer.”
 
   What is that supposed to mean? What truth? Someone knocks on the door. Nathan’s arms tighten around me. He’s still asleep and that worry line is back above his eyebrows.
 
   In walks Taylor without waiting for an answer. “Get out,” Nathan says angrily in a low voice. I thought he was asleep.
 
   And Taylor, as she usually does, ignores him, continuing in our room closing the door behind her. “Why are you all in the dark?”
 
   “Why are you still here after I told you to leave?” Nathan asks her.
 
   “Come on, Nathan, relax.”
 
   “I’m trying to,” he interjects before she can finish her sentence. “But you walked in.”
 
   She climbs on the bed, lying down next to me. “Are you going to take out Tracey’s parents?”
 
   He turns his head away from her ignoring her questions. “He’ll stay here, I’ll take them out with Carmen and you if you want to come,” I say to her. When Nathan doesn’t object I know it is okay.
 
   “Yes, I’ll go. We’ll go find something to do where there will be a lot of people.”
 
   “Right,” I say in agreement.
 
   “And now that you have figured that out. Can you please get the fuck out of our room?” Nathan says, with his voice muffled.
 
   She gets off the bed saying, “I’m going to go sit with your parents. Let us know when you’re ready.” She closes the door behind her.
 
   Right after she closes the door it reopens. Nathan huffs in annoyance sounding like a growl. Cesar comes in, leaving the door open so the light can explode into our darkened room. “Nate,” he calls.
 
   “Can you get the fuck out?” Nathan asks calmly.
 
   “What’s wrong with him?” Cesar asks me.
 
   I look at Nathan, questioning if it’s okay that I talk to him. Nathan shakes his head. And at that, I can’t respond to Cesar or look at him.
 
   “Hello, Tracey,” he sings impatiently.
 
   It makes me feel awkward and I want him to leave too. Nathan grabs the nearest pillow to his right hand and chucks it at him aggressively. “Get the fuck out!” he yells, not too loud.
 
   Cesar catches the pillow shaking his head. He throws it on the bed before he leaves the room, leaving the door open. Nathan closes it.
 
   “If somebody else walks in this room.” He lies back against me. “Dust ‘em.”
 
   I smile to myself, but knowing he’s serious. I wouldn’t do it. And I’m pretty sure before I leave at least three more people are going to walk into this room.
 
   “Tracey.”
 
   “Nathan.”
 
   “I’m sad as shit,” he says in a tone that holds no sadness.
 
   I rub his arms. “You want to talk about it.”
 
   He shakes his head. “I don’t. I just needed to say that out loud.”
 
   “Okay… You want me to go?”
 
   “If when you go you can make everyone else leave the house too. Or make everyone else leave and you stay.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

31: Old dogs―New Tricks
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   Tracey
 
   There is a circus in town that Carmen, Taylor and I take my mom and dad to. There are a lot of people here. I’m hoping nothing happens. And no one smells me or I freaking go demon, or black eyed.
 
   My mom loves clowns. I hate them and when they get too close, the huge vine on my back starts moving. I have to remind myself and my body they are not real and only humans in disguises. Seems petty, I know. But that is how I can get these vines to calm down and not show the world I’m an enhanced human, mixed with a little bit of Sephlem from being bound to one.
 
   We watch the animals perform and the magicians weirdly entertaining magic tricks. It holds my attention and makes me forget about the life I really live.
 
   I’m still in a fantasyland walking around as if I did over a year ago, with my mom, dad and new friends. We laugh and joke, talk about the circus, what we enjoyed and what was beyond weird.
 
   We stroll through a strip mall, looking for a jewelry shop. My mom wants can buy some earrings. Approaching a jewelry boutique, my fantasy world crumbles around me seeing Michael standing before me smiling.
 
   Whatever happy has turned into anger. Him standing there, peering at me, demands my eyes to blink. I look around for the nearest bathroom feeling my palm heat. I don’t have on sleeves and nothing to hide my arm or my neck.
 
   Feeling the back of my fingers cover in vines I grab Carmen, running to the bathroom sign. “We’ll be right back.” I yell behind me to my parents. Carmen doesn’t question me as I pull her away with me. Taylor, go into one of the stores and get me a sweater and sunglasses.
 
   Okay, she responds, also without questioning me.
 
   We make it to the bathroom. The vines have covered my arm and I feel them slithering around my ear. “Are they on my neck?” I ask Carmen.
 
   “Yes,” she answers quickly.
 
   Make that a hoodie, Taylor. “This is not good.”
 
   “And your eyes are black.”
 
   “I must have blinked.”
 
   “Em, you must have.” Michael walks into the women’s bathroom.
 
   Right now, he’s Michael and though every fiber in me wants to kill him, I can’t. I guess one of those fibers still loves him somewhere. I don’t know why. “Get out of here,” I tell him angrily.
 
   “What’s wrong, Tracey?” he asks caringly.
 
   “You lied to me!” I half yell. “You lied to me the entire time we were together.” I shouldn’t have said anything. But since the day I saw him in that restaurant, I’ve wanted answers and to let my words flood out like water from the broken glass of a filled fish tank.
 
   He steps toward me, Carmen moves in front of me and he looks around her. “I did. But my love for you was real. This is my person.”
 
   “You are not a person. You only look like one.”
 
   “You mated with your stud and he gave you those.” He points to my eyes. “And now you can see my real image. But does that change what’s behind the mask? Does that change what’s inside of me?”
 
   “That fact that you made me believe you were something you aren’t is what changes.”
 
   “But Tracey…” He pauses for a long time. “Why do you care, if you have something better?” he asks low.
 
   “I don’t care,” I say aggressively. “I just don’t like to be lied to.”
 
   He reaches around Carmen and grabs my hand. I expect there to be a shock but there is none. “Come now, Tracey. How would you feel if I told you I was a Faylaman?”
 
   I snatch my hand away. “At the time I wouldn’t have known what it is.”
 
   “Admit it, Tracey, you still care. If it wasn’t for you mating with that guy. You would come home.”
 
   “Oohh,” Carmen sings.
 
   I take a few steps back shaking my head. She just now gets it.
 
   “You would have stayed home. No reason for you to leave,” he says walking toward me until Carmen steps back in front of him. “I’m sure even now you would come home. But because you’re blocked―encased by him, you won’t. Not yet anyway.”
 
   “What the hell is that supposed to mean!” I ask angrily. The door to the bathroom opens and Taylor joins our party with bags.
 
   “Who is he?” she asks Carmen. “Why are you in the ladies’ restroom?” she asks Michael.
 
   “I’m leaving. I’ll see you later, Tracey.”
 
   “No you won’t,” I say under my breath as he walks out the bathroom.
 
   “Who was that?” Taylor asks again.
 
   “An inconvenience,” I tell her.
 
   She nods, not probing me to tell her more as she hands me the bags. “A long sleeve shirt, a hoodie, and some sunglasses. There is also a brush so you can put your hair down.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Your parents are questioning where you are so you should hurry up.”
 
   “Okay, tell them I’ll be right out.” I wait for her to leave before I face Carmen. “If I sit in the floor of this bathroom and cry will you tell?”
 
   “I wouldn’t tell but that means nothing.”
 
   “Yeah,” I say, turning away from her to the mirror. “I know right.” I stare in the mirror at my black eyes. Then my ear and the side of my neck the vines rest on, my shoulder and down my forearm. I follow them down to my palm. My eyes start to burn as I blink the layers of film away. A single tear falls in the center of my black palm and it sizzles away like water in a hot skillet.
 
   I lose it, balling my black hand into a fist, ramming it into the mirror that holds the reflection of a stranger. The glass shatters hitting the sink in front of me and falling onto the floor shattering into smaller pieces. I clutch the edges on the sink, losing myself, growing angrier by the second. I breathe to calm myself.
 
   I look back up to the pieces that remain on the wall now reflecting me, as I should look. Light-brown irises, black pupils, and white eyes. My face, but broken and cracked in pieces because of the shattered mirror.
 
   I move to the sink next to me stepping over broken glass, it crunches under my shoes. Staring in the mirror I admire myself, this Tracey is complete. As I have looked for years. But more matured features, in my woman’s body instead of a girl’s.
 
   In five minutes, I have it together. Putting on a smile, I change into the shirt Taylor purchased and push on the sunglasses. I fluff my hair, taking a final look at my fabricated appearance. The vines are gone, and I tell them to stay away no matter how angry I get. My eyes I can’t control, so the sunglasses will help hide them.
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   We stop for ice cream on our way back to the house. When we do arrive back at home, the house is empty. Nathan. I call, not expecting him to be gone. With me anticipating seeing him after being gone for so long, the disappointment of him not being here takes a toll on me. Nathan. I call again, now needing him more than the air in this room.
 
   I’ll be back soon, Tracey. You okay?
 
   No, I’ve had a bad day and I need him now and he’s not here. Yes Nathan. Just come home when you’re finished, I tell him, knowing he has things he needs to take care of as I do and we cannot be around each other twenty-four hours every day. What I recite to myself every time he’s not available the instant I need him.
 
   I force air in my lungs. It tastes sour and foreign.
 
   “Tracey where are your father and I sleeping?”
 
   I need to go upstairs anyway. “I’ll show you, Mom. There is also a bathroom in there.” It is their room we promised we would have for them. “It’s next to the sitting room. Nathan put your bags in there earlier.”
 
   “I’m coming with you, dear. You all have worn me out.” My dad follows us up stairs. I walk them to their room. They go in closing the door behind them. Maybe they will go to sleep and stay in there until the morning.
 
   I go to Nathan’s and my room and lay in our bed without taking off my shoes, trying to take in my Nathan-scented sheets. The door opens and closes. It’s Laine.
 
   He lies next to me. “You want me to take off your shoes?”
 
   I turn to him, and he’s incredibly close. “What are you not telling me?” I ask him remembering his conversation I dipped into earlier.
 
   He’s laid on his back head turned to me. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I heard you talking to Cesar. Something about you telling us something and you coming out with the truth.”
 
   His white eyes look up to the ceiling then back to me. “Don’t lie to you?”
 
   “Please don’t lie to me.”
 
   “This Faylamen situation, I knew about it before you left. And I’ve been trying to find a resolution. But the truth is there is none. And it’s getting worse. They are starting up and working their way down.”
 
   “What do you mean up? What’s up?”
 
   “Who is up, should be your question.”
 
   “Okay, replace it.”
 
   “Government. You get them you get everyone; new rules, new laws, and I think they will try to enforce a new order for humans to follow. The individuals that will be most influential―that have the biggest impact, the humans that get everyone’s attention easily, that currently have everyone’s attention. Stupidly people will follow them because humans need a leader, they need someone to provide them instruction and direction, telling them how to live and think, or dress, or eat, or what to listen to, or how to behave. And in being possessed and demons rule the world…” his statement trails off.
 
   “Then we’ll all be living in hell,” I answer, filling in the blanks. “But how do we stop them? We can’t know about it and not try to fix it.” He looks at me with questioning eyes. I turn from my stomach onto my side to look him head on. “What?” I ask him.
 
   “You fought me,” he tells me.
 
   Though I’m caught off guard by his subject change I say, “I believe that.”
 
   “It wasn’t like when you blasted me around the first time we met, then you didn’t know me. But now, you were really trying to hurt me.”
 
   “It wasn’t me that hit you. It was something else. You and Nathan should talk.”
 
   “I need to talk to you about that too.”
 
   I lay back down on my stomach. “Yeah?”
 
   “You’ll tell him what I told you? We won’t be able to find a way to make this right without him.”
 
   “Why?” I know that, I just want to know what he thinks.
 
   “You two possess something together. I can’t name it, but it’s something that will assist in us saving the humans and terminating these demons and their intended conquest.”
 
   “And where does that start, the demons’ take over? Is it like a mother that we get rid of relieving every one of their possessions?”
 
   “I doubt it is that easy. But that’s where you all come in.”
 
   “You all?” I question.
 
   “You and your mate.”
 
   “Ho―” The door opens cutting me off. In walks Nathan, eyes angry, looking at Laine and me lying on our bed.
 
   He walks back out the bedroom leaving the door open headed in the direction of the stairs.
 
   “Good job, Laine.” I slap the side of his face without force, pushing it to the left.
 
   Getting up from the bed, I run after Nathan, catching him walking out the back door. I follow quickly behind him. Once we are far enough from the house he turns to me. “He is lying in my bed,” he says low and emotionless. Straight face but anger in his eyes.
 
   I have nothing for an excuse. “He came in to check on me, I think. Or maybe talk to me,” I start. “And I wanted to know what was going on.”
 
   “That explains why he was laying in my bed, Tracey?” Still calm.
 
   It eats at me. “It doesn’t.”
 
   “And you didn’t think to tell him to get off of the bed as he comfortably laid next to you?”
 
   “We weren’t laying on each other.”
 
   “Close enough.” Maybe. “It’s not enough for you that I don’t like him. Regardless of what he did for you then and there. You’re home now and his presence is no longer required by you. But you continue to test me with him. You notice what he does but say nothing. And the worst beyond him kissing you is me walking in our room and seeing you and him laying close enough to kiss.”
 
   “Nathan, we were not that close,” I say at his exaggeration. “He wanted to talk about what was going on with the Faylamen and I assume ask me to convince you into helping him.”
 
   “I don’t care about that right now.”
 
   “He was lying on the bed because I didn’t tell him to move. And I didn’t think to because I―”
 
   “Because you think…he’s your friend,” he says with a mischievous smirk. “Got it.” He turns and walks back to the house.
 
   And now…I feel like an asshole.
 
   “You should,” he says low.
 
   


 
   
  
 

32: Unforeseen Occurrences
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   Nathan
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Tracey, go ahead and leave with your parents. Let me know when you all are on your way back to the house.” She wants to talk about Laine laying across my bed like it was his. Like she is his. “I’ll try to be here when you get back,” I lie.
 
   “But you’re still upset.”
 
   Damn right I’m upset! “No, I’m fine, Tracey.” Today is one of those days I need her to leave me alone. I’m pissed about yesterday—finding her in our bed with Laine—so to keep me from yelling and saying some shit I don’t mean, it’s better for her or me to leave.
 
   I gently push her back from me when she walks to me sitting on the edge of the bed. “Don’t do that, Nathan,” she says grabbing my hand.
 
   “Go,” I tell her moving her again at her approach.
 
   “Nathan, stop,” she says loud, causing us to get a knock on the door. Smells like her dad.
 
   “Ladybug,” he calls her. Ladybug? I don’t get that name. James is one that does not wait for an answer, he just walks in. Like he’s doing right now. “What’s going on in here you two? Why is the door closed?” He steps in, looking around. His eyes fall on me.
 
   He is serious with this question. Why is the door closed? What the hell does it matter why the door is closed if you aren’t going to respect it and knock? Tracey’s nineteen, bro. Yes, she’s a baby but dude give her some goddamn space. I mean, he acts like she doesn’t know how to handle herself with me. I’m not going to take advantage of your daughter bro, cool down. Her dad’s cool, but his attitude is frustrating.
 
   I move my wrist from Tracey’s grasp and stand up from the bed. With her dad standing here, she’ll leave me alone and won’t follow me as I leave. “Nothing.” I say, heading in his direction to leave the room. “Excuse me.” He moves aside and I leave to the stairs.
 
   Nathan.
 
   Arghh, there is no escape. Yes, Tracey.
 
   You cannot be serious.
 
   God, I wish I could cut this thing off. What do you want, Tracey?
 
   Where are you going?
 
   To talk to your friend and Cesar. Then we’re going to go check on Olar.
 
   Go check on Olar where?
 
   I’m not telling her that. We’re supposed to meet him somewhere. Her dad starts talking to her distracting her from talking to me. 
 
   Olar has been gone for too long with no contact. He’s the only one I can rely on and know he has my back. I have to make sure he’s good and not hanging by barbed wire from a ceiling again.
 
   I go to the basement where Caesar and Laine have been sleeping. And where Tracey’s parents think I’m sleeping. That’s the stupidest lie, and they both know that shit is not happening. No way Tracey and I are going to live in the same house, as a couple, and not sleep together. I don’t waste time trying to explain that to Tracey though. Some things I let her have her way.
 
   Little Nathan, Court, and Cart are down here too. They sit around the coffee table playing the game system.
 
   “Nate,” calls Court. “You’ll play next.”
 
   “No, we need to go. All of us. Including you, Laine.”
 
   “Go where?” Little Nathan asks.
 
   “Check on Olar.”
 
   Cesar gets up from the couch coming over to me. “You sure that’s a good idea?” he asks quietly.
 
   “If you don’t think so,” I say quietly, “you could leave.”
 
   “I’m not leaving, Nate. I’m here to help,” he tries to reassure me.
 
   “Stop questioning me.” I make my voice deep implicating my seriousness in my statement.
 
   “You do know I’m older than you?” he asks reflecting my tone.
 
   The corner of my mouth turns up as my right brow lowers. Disgusted, I stare at him. “So what?”
 
   “I can bust that big head of yours.”
 
   Seriously? “Doubtful.” I’ve fought Cesar too many times and never lost. Unless he’s picked up in speed and strength, that wouldn’t happen. “We are going to leave after they do.”
 
   I sit next to Laine to see his discomfort. “You needed to talk to me?” I ask him watching the game. They’re playing Call of Duty and if I wasn’t in a fucked up mood I’d play but thanks to Laine and Tracey, now I feel like letting my steam off on people who deserve it.
 
   “Yes, not here,” he responds sitting up.
 
   I stand and start toward the stairs. He does the same and Cesar is on his ass. “His owner is upstairs, Cesar. She gives him enough leash to run around the backyard. He doesn’t need a chaperone.”
 
   “Not too many more times are you going to hint I’m a dog, Mate.”
 
   “Good for you I don’t give a shit.”
 
   “I’m not his chaperone,” defends Cesar. “I’m yours.”
 
   He walks too close and I push him back. “He’s a big boy, he can take care of himself.” Cesar slaps my hand from his chest.
 
   I laugh walking up the stairs. I feel Tracey walking to the kitchen and I jet out the back door to avoid her. Laine is out shortly behind me and on his ass, like his bitch, is Cesar.
 
   “What is it?” I ask Laine trying to avoid talking about him lying in my bed with my lady.
 
   “You were mad yesterday seeing me lying next to Tracey I kn―” My fist accidentally collides with his cheekbone cutting him off. His head whips left.
 
   He quickly turns back. “Keep this conversation on what you needed to talk to me about. Don’t bring that up or Tracey and I promise I won’t smash your skull. Or rip that chain from it.”
 
   He nods slowly, rubbing the left side of his cheek, where I punched him. “Okay, I may have deserved that.”
 
   I draw back again ramming my fist into his right eye, this time knocking him off his feet.
 
   Cesar rushes forward holding him back from his retaliation. “Calm that shit down, Nate,” he yells over Laine’s statement about me hitting him and how I’m not going to do it again.
 
   I fold my arms across my chest not the least bit intimidated by his threats. After he shakes himself out for the third time I say, “You say something else about last night or Tracey, I’m serious about cracking your skull.” I keep my voice even. I don’t need to scare him, no need to be intimidating. That’s fact. I want to break his face, wait for him to heal then break it again.
 
   He nods. “You are not going to keep hitting me and think I’m going to take it like a punching bag.” He pushes Cesar to the side.
 
   “I’ve told you some things you needed to discontinue but you push on. So…” I shrug a shoulder. “What is it you need to tell me?”
 
   He thinks. There are other things he wants to say but he debates if he wants a fight with me right now.
 
   “The Faylamen have gotten out of control. We need to stop them. That can’t be done without you and Tracey.” It boils my insides hearing him say her name. I swallow it at the burning of my back. They don’t want me to kill him. But I do.
 
   I shake away the multiple images of ways I want to slaughter him. “Why Tracey?”
 
   “I think you already know the answer to that.”
 
   I might. “What are you planning to do?” I ask, wanting to know how he is going to go against hundreds of demon-afflicted Sephlems and humans.
 
   “That’s why we are talking. I have no plan. A few of my kind are willing to help, but I can’t say to them exactly what it is we need them to help do.”
 
   “It’s not common for Sephlems to work with Nemanites.” I personally don’t share an interest in it. But I know I can’t willingly allow an unwanted demon take over.
 
   “It is not for you, but we can put aside our differences for this,” he says.
 
   “Where would you start?” Olar’s scent distracts me from what he says. I turn, looking for him and he’s coming up behind me, him and Lana. “I was about to come looking for you.”
 
   “No need, we are back. You want to go in and talk about what we found out?”
 
   I feel for Tracey and she’s far, thoughts around me, and what we are going to talk about when she comes home. Behind her, her mom is talking about food. “Yes, we can.”
 
   The five of us sit around the family room. The others join us shortly after he starts with him first going in and looking for Donald. They sit around, listening.
 
   “He was there. But it wasn’t him. And at some point, I have to believe he was dead. He didn’t recognize me when I spoke to him but he was alive. And I doubt that he knows Cynt either. He seemed…out of it. Imagine a person in a coma walking around. He was brain dead. But everything functioned on him, he walked, his mouth moved but he didn’t say anything. He couldn’t have been the Donald we remember.”
 
   “How were you able to walk around there and walk out?” Nathan asks.
 
   Olar looks at me before he answers. Why he would have to, I don’t know. I want to know that answer as well.
 
   “Lunis knows how I look and those who crawl behind him and would eat his shit if he told them to.” He looks at Laine. “So we had to have Lana change my image slightly.” Lana sits quietly. Too quietly…She hasn’t asked about Tracey or where the other girls are. It’s not like her to sit around all the guys.
 
   “Lana, you okay?” I ask her, wanting to get a feel from her. She’s too off and with Sephlems being taken, I’m not taking any chances.
 
   She nods slowly. Olar looks at her. “She’s not right yet. It’s why we came back.” You know I killed her mother and her other sister, right? I nod once. They were there too. That wasn’t what I was expecting to hear. No longer relaxed I sit forward. They were also alive, but like Donald, they weren’t the same.
 
   Now that shit is impossible. What the hell type of operations are they running over there? “What do you know about this, dead people being brought back to life?” I ask Laine, he’s standing against the wall.
 
   He thinks, recognition slowly crosses his eyes.
 
   “What?” I push. He’s been thinking too damn long. Say something.
 
   “I think I should speak with you first then you share it with your family,” he says after looking at everyone.
 
   Quickly, I go over the worst of what it could be, or what he could know. Something personal about Tracey, maybe. Since I’m not sure what all he saw when he invaded her mind and reviewed her memories, we are going to take this outside.
 
    
 
   “I’m going to bring her up, and if you hit me I’m going to kick your ass.”
 
   I snort in amusement. “Right, just say what it is so we can figure out what we are going to do about it.”
 
   “I didn’t think about it until now. This girl in black eye’s memory, she was familiar to me and I know where I’ve seen her.” He thinks and immediately I think back to Glen.
 
   “Don’t finish,” I say. “Look, if you are truly here to protect Tracey. Do not tell her what you just told me. Do not let her find that out.” Tracey would spaz out if she found that out.
 
   “This would not be something you want shared?”
 
   “No, don’t share that. With any of them.” It was a good call him requesting to pull me to the side.
 
   “Can I ask who she is?”
 
   Yeah Nate, go with it? “She was Tracey’s best friend. She was murdered by Kegic.”
 
   He cracks his knuckles. “And another went with her? I think they said he was her mate, had to be.”
 
   I slowly nod. “Yeah, my cousin.” I walk back to the house.
 
   Olar is wrapping up his story when I return. I don’t need to know what happened with Donald or Lana’s dead, rather, no longer dead relatives. As long as they made it out.
 
   “They went and got you the same day you were arrested?” Olar asks Nathan.
 
   “Yeah, it’s some messed up stuff going on.”
 
   Lana stands, coming to me. “When are Tracey and Carmen coming back?”
 
   “Later. Her parents are here,” I tell her. Her always-squinted eyes widen and then return to their usual squint.
 
   “What?” Olar blurts bewildered, standing. “Tracey’s parents are here?”
 
   “Yes. That’s what I just said.”
 
   “You have really been dropping the ball, Nathan. First you let the enemy…” he points to Laine as he walks through the door, “… Heal your mate, and now he won’t leave like a goddamn stray dog.” I want to cut in and agree but he keeps with his rant. “Then you invite Cesar in here, the most disloyal shit that walks the planet.” Cesar stands. “And now, at the worst of times, you bring her parents out here.”
 
   When he says ‘here’ the front door opens. “They are here now and you need to bring your outburst down,” I tell him. Dammit, I didn’t want to be here when Tracey got home. Why are they even back so fast, they’ve only been gone for a few hours.
 
   “Nathan,” she says coming around the stairs.
 
   “Tracey!” Lana calls excitedly, suddenly out of her trance.
 
   Tracey and Lana are okay, but Tracey doesn’t trust her. Not being Lunis’ sister and not telling us this entire time. That is some low twisted shit. Not to mention, we don’t know if she’s her or not. She could be Crystal for all we know.
 
   “Hi Lana,” Tracey greets her. “When did you all get back?”
 
   “Nathan,” calls James. I’m tempted to act like I don’t hear him either. “Nathan,” he calls again. I must be taking too long to answer him. So long in fact, he felt it necessary to call me again.
 
   I pull myself from the wall of the fireplace heading to the living room, where I smell him sitting. “How was your day out, James? You enjoying your daughter’s time?” I play interested.
 
   “Yes, thanks for asking. That guy with the chain across his face and those white eyes,” he says like it’s something mysterious. “I saw him coming out of Tracey’s room last night after she did.”
 
   You don’t say James. “I saw that too.” I lean against the arm of the couch he’s seated in.
 
   “Who is he to Tracey?”
 
   I breathe in and Tracey’s scent fills the air. She isn’t sweet but floral like a soft lilac. Nothing she uses has that scent, yet it’s hers. Her distinctive smell enriched with a hint of me in it, claiming her, marking her as mine. It drives me crazy. Even when I’m irked at her like today, I can’t resist it.
 
   “Who is who to me?” she asks, coming next to me.
 
   “Your father was just questioning why Laine would be coming out of the darkness of your room after you did last night,” I state kindhearted.
 
   Don’t be an asshole, Nate, she says. “Laine needed to talk to me about something. He’s a friend like I told you.” She looks at me. “Nothing more.” Then her dad. “Nothing less.”
 
   “I don’t like him,” James says with an attitude. “And I don’t understand why you are comfortable with him being in your room if you’re supposed to be with Nathan. You don’t share your room with men, Tracey. I also don’t understand why his eyes are white.” He leans over grabbing the remote.
 
   “You want to know something, James. I agree with every word of that. Excuse me.” I pivot and Tracey grabs my arm.
 
   “Can we talk?” she asks with softness in her voice, a pout to her bottom lip and a shake in her bright brown eyes. Looking at her, I know one, she has something up her sleeves to make me give in. And two…I’m going to give in.
 
   


 
   
  
 

33: Undeserving
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   Nathan
 
   “You stayed around here while I was gone?” she asks closing the door to our bedroom.
 
   “Yes,” I answer walking to the closet.
 
   She follows me. “You’re still upset.”
 
   “Should I not be upset?”
 
   “You shouldn’t because you know nothing happened and nothing was going to happen. You also know I meant no harm.”
 
   I do know that but that doesn’t dismiss the fact that he was laying in my bed next to her. And she allowed it. Something in her mind flashes to Michael’s face and immediately leaves.
 
   I turn around to her and she’s right behind me. “What happened?”
 
   “What happened with what?” She tries to turn away from me, heading back to the room.
 
   I grab her, pulling her back. “Don’t do that.” I turn her back to face me. “When did you see him?”
 
   “Are you ever not in my head?” she asks annoyed.
 
   “That’s beside the point. When did you see him?” I ask in a tone that makes her answer.
 
   And she does. “Yesterday, when I was out with my parents.”
 
   “You didn’t think to tell me this yesterday?” I have been looking everywhere for this fiend. How the hell did he know she’d be away from me? He comes around when they’re at some shopping mall touching her.
 
   “I would have, but you were so wrapped up in Laine being in here with me I couldn’t.”
 
   “You could have told me as it was happening.”
 
   She thinks, it’s a lot of shit you could have told me but you decided you would keep it to yourself. But she says, “I didn’t because he left after I asked him to. And after that I had a moment.”
 
   “A moment?”
 
   She remembers and I see what she saw, her reflection, with black eyes and marked skin in a shattered mirror. She is in a public restroom and rejects herself.
 
   Tracey is confident and doesn’t doubt herself but at that time, in that moment…she was not. She hates the person looking back at her. She hates the life she is in, the sadness it has brought upon her. And even knowing I did it, she still doesn’t blame me.
 
   There is more to it, a lot more, but my focus falls on how not once in her mind did I cross it as the person who did it, the reason it happened, or the cause to this sadness, her depression or her hatred.
 
   Nowhere does she hate me for it. Only herself and everyone else that caused her pain, disregarding the pain I’ve brought upon her. The sadness in her eyes remains when she moves to look into a whole mirror and right now.
 
   The anger I had in me disintegrates. I grab her face bringing her closer as she takes small steps toward me. “I’m sorry, Tracey.” I tell her bending down to kiss her.
 
   She matches me, repeating my words replacing her name with mine. Then she grabs me back to her.
 
   Behind her kiss lays her appreciation for me, and still, I cannot understand how or why she does. I’ll never deserve her. But I’ve never told her that.
 
   Submerged in her kiss I pick her up from the floor wrapping my hands around her thighs. Feeling the tissue around the muscles and the imprint my grip makes in them as I walk over to the dresser in our closet.
 
   She clutches the back of my neck―nails scraping over my skin. Her touch, her dainty fingers sends electric chills over the area and down my back. I all but slam her down on this dresser as I try to resist the urge to take her with her parents in the house. Too drunk from her taste, too high from her smell, too infused by her feelings, I feel my body request to take her, causing her to complement my intoxication.
 
   I calm her and myself before I lean back, looking into her soft brown eyes. “You are everything to me, Tracey, and I don’t deserve you.” She attempts to dispute and I continue before the words slip from her swollen lips. “It is because of me, and the life that I brought to you that you hurt and yet even after all this time, after everything that has happened, after everything you’ve seen and after everything I’ve done… You have yet to blame me or hate me for it. All signs point to me, yet you continue to love me. You are perfect and I don’t deserve perfection. Where I should remain in turmoil and destruction, you are placed, bringing light into my darkness.” I step back in an attempt to walk away but she grabs my waist with her legs.
 
   She doesn’t speak but shows she disagrees by shaking her head and in her mind she goes over telling me I’m wrong. She pulls me closer after placing those small hands under my shirt, moving them over my obliques to my back.
 
   Her touch is indescribable and what it does to me has no words in comparison to heaven, bliss, ecstasy, happiness, or eternity. It’s better than those, better than any word the mind can think of for a description of an exquisite touch.
 
   “None of this is your fault,” she utters. “My choices are my own.” Her eyes lose their hurt-filled look, now glossed over from her state of inebriation. They reflect need, her touch too. And I dive into her sea of this thing we call love. How fucking mischievous love can be.
 
    
 
   I press her softness against me. The tip of her tongue brushes against my bottom lip and I take it. Her taste, matches her scent, the heat of her body stimulates me, demanding once again―as I have so many times before―to take her.
 
   “Nathan,” she whispers my name, breathing against my face, making her be the only thing I smell. Forcing me to match her need, to get drunk from her love. “Let me have you.” Ah, shit, Tracey…you’re going to make me do it.
 
   She grabs the belt buckle of my jeans.
 
   And do I want to say yes when the buckle unclasps and the button and zipper of my jeans comes undone by her fingers. But I don’t, I step back, moving from her, shaking my head to tell her, “Don’t, Tracey.”
 
   She reaches out pulling my shirt and me back to her. I go reluctantly biting my bottom lip at her erotic thoughts. Her soft lips kiss my cheek, my jaw, over my neck while her hands slips inside my briefs and whatever sense I had―feeling her hand wrap around me―leaves.
 
   Her shirt comes off her body and I grab her around her neck―too roughly, I can feel the pain in it. I don’t soften yanking her back to kiss me. She tugs my shirt off and I miss her hands the moment they leave me.
 
   I move one back, wrapping it back around me, and move it as she did. She smiles in our kiss influencing me to recall the feeling of her lips around me and I try to push it back. That…was…amazing. But I’d never ask her to do it.
 
   But…when she breaks our kiss getting down from the dresser and doesn’t rise but lowers. I don’t object as I think she’s in my head as I’m in hers. And right now… I’m loving being in her head.
 
   The inclination of it makes me grab the edge of the dresser and the back of her head pushing my fingers through her hair. I fight back not grabbing a fist full of it as she moves back and forth…and back…
 
   Fuck… Tracey…
 
   What this girl does to me, is nothing I’ve experienced in the many years and opportunities I’ve had to experience it.
 
   My body jerks and I grunt as I quickly move away from her to avoid turning her mouth into her…
 
   I yank her from the floor bending her over this conveniently located dresser. And the rubbers conveniently located in the top the drawer.
 
   I grab one slide it on, rip her remaining clothes off and slide in her making her world come together.
 
   There…well…she…this… Mmm
 
   Control…a growl rumbles in my chest as I try to keep my control and stop the mirror from knocking against the wall. Focus, Nate, you cannot go demon while fucking her. Just take it easy. You’ll lose it and start taking bites out of her, feeding off her pain and shit. She’ll think you’ve lost it.
 
   I grab her hips drilling deeper, pulling her back as I thrust forward…fuck control.
 
   She screams aloud and not just in her head, I know it’s time to pull back. I pull out wearing a look of disapproval as she stares at me in the mirror. I watched her the entire time. And she loves it. I equally feel the same way.
 
   She grins at me, pushing her hair from her face, thoughts poetic. When I don’t hear footsteps or people calling us, I go back in. Falling victim to her evocative desires.
 
   


 
   
  
 

34: Torment
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   Tracey
 
   “Thanks for coming down here, Mom.”
 
   “We told you we would be visiting you, and since you were supposed to come visit us and instead went to Mexico, we had to come and check on you. It has been months since I’ve seen you.”
 
   Tell me about it. I know it had to be torture for her not to talk to me. “I’m sorry, Mom,” is all I can manage. 
 
   “I want to go walk around a park, why don’t you all have a dog?”
 
   “Why do we need a dog?”
 
   “To walk around the park, of course.”
 
   I laugh at her. “We can go walk around a park, Mom.”
 
   “But just you and me,” she says with a face that shows she wants some alone time. Every day they have been here that we’ve gone out it’s been us and everyone else.
 
   I can’t deny her that. “Okay we’ll go with Carmen and Lana because I’m sure they want to get out to but I’ll tell them we need some space for just us time.”
 
   Her mouth scrunches to the side, she doesn’t like the idea. “Yes, I suppose that will be fine. But then we’ll have to bring your dad.”
 
   I smile, Dad it is because I can’t go out alone―unfortunately. “Okay,” I whine, as if it’s a problem.
 
   I leave from their room to find my dad. Standing in the hall, I feel for his presence to see where he is. Everyone’s comes to me at once, with Nathan’s being the strongest. My dad feels headstrong in need of nothing yet loving. He is lovable even when he makes me upset. He’s sitting in the living room with Nathan, Little Nathan, and Justin. “Dad, you want to come with us to the park?” His eyes are glued to the television screen, just like everyone else. I snap my fingers in front of his face. “Dad!”
 
   He shakes his head, releasing himself from the television’s trance. He gives me a look with wide eyes as if he just realized I was standing here. “Yes, Ladybug.”
 
   “What are you all watching that has you all so into it?” I ask, sitting next to him on the arm of the couch.
 
   “This movie,” Little Nathan says.
 
   “Thank you Captain Obvious.” I could have figured that out on my own. “Come on, Dad, we’re going to the park.”
 
   “What park are you all going to, Tracey?” Nathan asks me.
 
   I move to sit next to him. Is it okay if I go to the park? It’s a child’s question. But I needed to ask to release the guilty feeling I just got about leaving him.
 
   Yes Tracey, he answers as if I asked him if he wanted dinner. Who’s going with you?
 
   Probably Carmen and Lana.
 
   He shakes his head, disagreeing with my suggestion.
 
   I feel my dad staring a hole through me. I look at him. “What?”
 
   “You’re going to ignore him?” he questions accusingly.
 
   “Ignore who?” I ask staggered.
 
   “Nathan,” he states.
 
   “What did you say?” I ask, looking at Nathan.
 
   He smiles. I don’t really know. What did I ask you that you didn’t answer?
 
   I look back to my dad, shrugging. “What park are you going to?” My dad says as if I should know.
 
   “Oh yeah,” Nathan and I say. “Um, not sure,” I follow. “Maybe the one we went to before. Carmen knows how to get there.”
 
   Again, he shakes his head. “That’s too far.” And I don’t think Lana and Carmen are enough for protection.
 
   Okay?
 
   You, Carmen, and your mom go. Carmen knows a closer park and I’ll send Taylor and Justin too. Carmen will be with them, I know your mom wants just you. You mind taking Taylor to the park with them? he asks Justin.
 
   Justin shakes his head then zones out. I assume he’s talking to Taylor.
 
   What are you going to do? I ask Nathan.
 
   Go to the family house, check on everyone else and stop by the office.
 
   Okay, tell everyone I said hi and kiss your grandma for me. He gives me a short nod then kisses my cheek. “Okay Dad, come on let’s go.”
 
   “Right behind you, Ladybug.”
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   Carmen drives us to a park that is not nearly as big as the one we went to a while ago. It’s sunny and warm out today. I walk alongside my parents. Watching my mom smile and laugh as we walk makes me miss seeing them more often. I’m really happy they came.
 
   They leave tomorrow and I think it will be harder seeing them go now than it was the first time. We truly don’t know what tomorrow brings. And that reality grows bigger as I watch the people around me. Wondering, because I’m too afraid to fuel my curiosity, if they are human or not. If any of them are victims to the Faylamen possession—for the power Cesar was talking about.
 
   “Are you going to be okay dropping us off tomorrow, or should we call for a cab, honey?”
 
   “No Mom, I’ll soak up as much of your time that I can and drop you all off.”
 
   “I hoped you would say that,” she responds, wrapping her arm around mine.
 
   “You know, Ladybug, you can always come with us.” I look at my dad smile as he spoke.
 
   I match his smile. “I know, Dad. I’ll stay though.”
 
   “How are things with you and Nathan?” he asks.
 
   “Things are fine.”
 
   “Even with the loss of his mother? Nathan being the family-oriented person he is seems like it should have hit him harder than you all let on.”
 
   “It did hit him hard. He’s not the type of person to show emotions or express his feelings openly. You wouldn’t know unless he wanted you to.”
 
   My dad nods then sways his head from left to right. “I do get that from him, except when it involves you.”
 
   “I don’t know. He’s pretty good at blocking those emotions too.”
 
   “It’s not. For you and you for him, you all wear your emotions on your sleeves.”
 
   “I agree honey, you two could walk into a room of a group of strangers not near each other and they would know the moment you all’s eyes meet.”
 
    “You think so?” I question only because I don’t really follow.
 
   “I do,” she says not going further.
 
   “So,” my dad sings. “School in the summer?”
 
   “Yes, school in the summer. I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
   “Don’t deviate from going to school, Tracey. You need to have that background so you can get a good job and be successful like me and your mother.”
 
   “Mom is no longer successful. You took her from Vermont and made her a housewife,” I say jokingly.
 
   My mom laughs. “I am a housewife now,” she says as if she just realized it. “I don’t do any work with the exception of when my old partners call and have questions about how things should continue to be done.”
 
   “That is the way it is supposed to be, dear,” my dad adds. “When we started I told you I was going to take you away from the world of need to work.”
 
   “You did, James. Thank you for keeping your promise,” she says kindly.
 
   I’m walking between them and I catch a peek of my mom reaching behind me to touch his hand. “You two wear your feelings for each other on your sleeves too,” I say, looking at my dad reach behind me to touch her hand.
 
   “We have been together for years, we are supposed to. There is a difference.”
 
   “What is the difference, Dad?” I ask confused.
 
   “There are years behind our feelings. The good, bad, and the ugly we have experienced with each other. We have grown in one another and that’s what happens.”
 
   That, I do understand. “You all have been together for a long time.”
 
   “And many years to come,” my mom adds.
 
   I move from between them so they can walk beside each other. Letting them enjoy their moment of feelings. One day, when I’m in my late forties that will be me and Nathan walking hand and hand. Maybe no longer behind the old house in the sand by the beach, but somewhere. We will be happy together just as my parents are.
 
   One day there will be no worries or threats or reason for his eyes to swirl black or mine to cloak. We will be able to grow old together as couples should like his grandparents. We will bicker and I’ll slap his shoulder for constantly being in my head. Or maybe he will finally let me in his. My thoughts bring me to a time where everything is so perfect that the hurt and anger in him no longer exists. Where I can be in his head and not be overwhelmed or pained by his misery.
 
   Out of nowhere, a guy bumps my shoulder in his passing. Too far in my thoughts, I didn’t see him walking past me, so maybe I bumped into him. But it hurt. “Excuse me,” I say, watching him stumble forward over his thigh-high black dog that stopped to check on him.
 
   He regains his footing as he smiles at me saying, “No, excuse me. I wasn’t watching were I was going. Hi, I’m Caige.” He sticks his hand out for me to shake it.
 
   I step back shaking my head looking away from him. “It’s fine,” I say, turning to continue the walk with my parents.
 
   “She’s not conversational, Caige,” my mother says to excuse my rudeness. “Have a good day.” They are back at my sides.
 
   “It’s okay, Tracey, you don’t have to be conversational.” I hear him say in a low voice from the distance we have gained.
 
   I instantly turn around and my hands heat. How in the hell does he know my name? When I look at him he smiles turning around.
 
   “What’s wrong, Tracey?” my mom asks.
 
   “Nothing,” I say, turning back around telling my vines to stay under control and not appear while we are outside in front of my parents.
 
   She grabs my hand. “Ah!” I yank it away stuffing them in my back pockets. “Tracey! Your hand is as hot as fire.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mom.” I say quickly. “It’s just a little warm out here.”
 
   She pulls my arm, trying to look at my hand. “Are you sure?” she asks, continuing to pull. “It feels like you may have a fever.”
 
   “No Mom,” I say, moving away from her. “I’m fine. Can you stop pulling me?”
 
   She lets my arm go giving me a suspicious look.
 
   “Tracey,” Caige’s voice calls mischievously, again low and from a distance. “Tell your mom to watch her back,” he states in a playful tune.
 
   My eyes cloak from suspicion. I whip around seeing his demonic looking over-sized dog charge toward us. It’s fast, less than a foot away he leaps in the air taking my mom’s neck in its teeth. Blood spurts everywhere.
 
   Everything moves fast, even me. I blast it. The blast hits its stomach but it doesn’t let go. Someone grabs me roughly from behind, yanking my arms behind my back.
 
   I jump, kick, and blast constant fire from my hands at whoever is behind me as I watch this over-sized mutt gnaw at my mother and my dad get knocked off his feet by Caige.
 
   “Nathan!” I scream unable to fight whoever they are, as I helplessly watch my parents get attacked.
 
   Taylor and Justin run up. Justin hits the person behind me, setting me free. Taylor kicks the dog off my mom. I instantly turn around to dust who or whatever was behind me. Four more Sephlems or humans, or demons, or Faylamen, I don’t know, appear out of nowhere.
 
   Hands wrap around my mouth and arms as I’m pulled away to watch. Caige punches my dad through his chest causing him to cough up blood, choking. Now with the dog gone, my mom’s neck is now open flesh and she bleeds beyond control.
 
   Justin grabs Caige and he vanishes, someone―something―grabs Justin. He turns black turning to fight who it is. I dust them. My eyes are covered. I jerk and jump to get loose. I bite the hand over my mouth and scream again, “Nathan!”
 
   Taylor screams, like the scream I heard so long ago right before that demanding presence consumes the area I pointlessly jump around in.
 
   I hit the pavement―arms no longer around me. Taylor lies on the ground beside my mom, quailing in pain. My mom shakes as if it’s hard to breathe gasping at the air. I run to her breaking. “Mom, please Mom, just hold on,” I say through tears, trying to cover her open neck to stop the blood. “Please Mom, just hold on.”
 
   Rougher breaths spikes in my right ear where my dad lays. Turning my attention to him, Nathan is at his side turning him over as he coughs up blood. “We have to get them to the house so someone can heal them,” Nathan yells. My dad’s hand wraps around Nathan’s arm. It tightens then loosens before I no longer hear him breathing.
 
   Sorrow over takes me as I turn back to my mom, crying, sobbing and yelling.
 
   Cesar, Laine, Carmen and her brothers run to us. I move as Laine lifts my mom’s body from the grass. She wheezes, eyes closed. “Please Mommy, hold on. Please hold on, we’ll fix it,” I say, letting go of her hand. Laine runs off with her.
 
   Cesar picks up Justin who matches the image of my father but leaking black blood.
 
   Carteal picks up Taylor, Nathan picks up my father, and Carmen helps me from the ground. They run off disappearing quickly. Carmen and I run to the car.
 
   “Hurry!” I yell at her as she gets in the passenger seat.
 
   Whatever she says never makes it to my ears as I drive us to the family house. I get out without closing the door or turning off the car. I run into the house listening for voices, hearing them rushed and angered from the family room.
 
   Nicholas is over my mom, hands at her neck, blood staining the couch and floor. Nathan’s grandmother is over my dad, and Taylor… Taylor is dark red over Justin hollering short sobs. His black blood has pooled under him, she screams, crying out his name repeatedly.
 
   No one notices I’m standing here as I take in the scene. Nathan’s grandmother says, “No, there is nothing.” And I watch Nicholas shake his head.
 
   I drop to my knees feeling nothing but the scream that escapes my throat. The breath that leaves my body. And the hurt crushes my heart. Once the air has completely left my body, I take a deep breath to let out another scream louder than the first.
 
   I think I scream until my voice leaves my body because when I scream again I hear nothing. My breathing picks up and my body shakes as I slam my fists and head against the hardwood floors releasing whatever breath I have left as if I were screaming.
 
   Warm arms wrap around me, pulling me to him as he sits me against him in the floor. I break into sobs, tears, and whines that don’t make words.
 
   


 
   
  
 

35: Misery Loves Company
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   Nathan
 
   There are no comforting words in loss. There are no sentiments that will comfort the vacancy that will never be filled when you lose someone you have known your entire life. A feeling that I am all too familiar with.
 
   I told everyone to leave hours ago, and Tracey has yet to stop crying. All I can do is hold her. Wait until she is ready to move or ready for me to move.
 
   Sephlems didn't do this. Not in front of an entire park full of people. It couldn’t have been. None of the faces I saw did I recognize when I arrived. None of them escaped either.
 
   Except one. The one Tracey saw before I got there. Caige. I got everything that happened from her memory. Everything she felt. She’ll never be the same, not after her being taken and tortured and definitely not after the murder of her parents. Not after watching it.
 
   I got there; Tracey was being restrained by someone who obliterated before he had enough time to blink. Two others who tried to attack me also turned into nothing. One who stabbed a pearl blade through Justin resulting in his death―I broke every bone in his body after I had him take the knife from Justin and use it on his self.
 
   Taylor was screaming and from the feeling of losing her mate had fallen to the ground, alive and dead. When we got here, she hoped she could revitalize him but we were too late.
 
   Tracey’s mother had her neck ripped apart by a dog. She was on the brink of death when I arrived, yet she was holding on. I hoped we could save her. She was better off than her father was.
 
   I knew when I knelt at his side he wasn’t going to make it. Blood crowded his throat and his chest was caved in from being punched. I turned him toward me so he wouldn’t choke on his own blood. The look in his eyes said more things to me than any conversation we’ve had. His hand grabbed my wrist requesting that I promise what the words in his eyes requested of me. As he mouthed to me something I’d never thought I’d hear from him. I nodded and his head nodded before he took his last breath. I brought him back hoping we could do something to help him but I knew there was nothing.
 
   When we came to the house, I called for Nicholas and my grandmother. They are the only two who have the ability to heal others.
 
   Nicholas wrapped his hands around Tracey’s mother’s neck to seal her wounds. But she wouldn’t heal. I yelled at them all to keep trying. I even considered calling an ambulance, but within the ten-minute window we had, there was no way they could have saved her with her dying in two minutes.
 
   Laine sits in the floor across from me staring at Tracey. I’ve moved us against the wall behind me so I can lean against it while Tracey cries. The hurt in her crying is the opposite of the best happiness, it’s the worst misery, and whatever out does hell.
 
   “Nathan,” she whispers.
 
   I rub her back. “Yes Tracey.”
 
   “This is real?” In her head, she hopes I tell her no, that this is only a dream or some sick joke. That if I tell her no, she can wake up from whatever nightmare this is that has saddened her.
 
   But it is. “Yes.”
 
   “They’re gone.” She holds her breath for the answer.
 
   “They’re gone,” I confirm sorrowfully.
 
   “You won’t take it away?”
 
   “I can’t take it away.” I couldn’t take it away because the questions would come forever about her parents. She will always ask about them and I would have to lie to her every day for the rest of our lives. She would constantly think about them and every time I have to tell her the truth and erase it again, it would get worse.
 
   “Who did it?” she asks, face buried in my chest. She hasn’t moved from the position I pulled her to me in.
 
   “I don’t know yet.” The sun has set now. They moved Tracey’s parents out of the room so that when she did get up she didn’t have to see them unless she asked.
 
   “I need to see them, to say goodbye.”
 
   “You sure?” Because of the way their bodies are… “I don’t think that is a good idea.”
 
   “I am. The image is already there.” She remembers looking at them before they died, both at that time, happily alive. “Where are they?”
 
   “They are here.”
 
   She moves back and looks at me. Her red eyes and tear-streaked face drills another nail in my chest. I wipe her eyes with my thumbs and rub my palms over her cheeks to remove the salty wetness. “This is what you felt when you saw Natalia?”
 
   No, her pain doesn’t match mine but I say, “Yes.”
 
   She nods. “I’m sorry.” I look at her, in her, to understand what it is she could be apologizing to me for. She compares my hurt to hers and thinks she now understands what I went through.
 
   “You want me to take you to them?” I ask, not wanting to linger on this topic. I can’t accept my mother is dead. I know she is…but I can’t accept that. It’s a hurt I can’t face but sits heavily in my chest, torturing me for letting her die. For not being able to help her, or save her in time. 
 
   “No, I want to go see them alone.” She looks away then turns back thinking about Justin and Taylor. “Taylor and Justin?”
 
   I nod. “Taylor, yes. Justin, no.”
 
   Her head falls in despair and she begins feeling bad for Taylor. “They did that in front of everyone.” She now realizes.
 
   “I know, Tracey.” I watch her stand.
 
   “I’ll be back, where are they?”
 
   “Up the stairs to the left, last door.”
 
   She nods and walks away. I start to lean my head back against the wall, stopping when I see Laine stand. “You better not follow her up the stairs.”
 
   He sits back down. “I need to check on her.”
 
   “She’s pissed and sad as fuck.” Is that not clear by the six hours of crying he witnessed.
 
   “I don’t want your mate.”
 
   “That is the least of my concerns. What are you doing around here?” Him always around is irking me.
 
   “You need my help, Mate, and I’m here for her when she needs me.”
 
   “I don’t need your help and she’ll never need you.”
 
   “She will, just not right now. And if you are trying to leave, who will look out for her while you’re gone?”
 
   How the hell does he know that? “That’s none of your concern.”
 
   “Not right now but on the day she wakes up and you are gone it will be.”
 
   I can’t leave Tracey, not after something like this. “Then come back after I leave.” Seeing that that day will never come.
 
   “I’ll leave after she comes back down.” Whatever he says after that fades out hearing Tracey talk to her parents. Her tears return, and her heart double beats consistently.
 
   “No one risks exposure!” Cesar walks in yelling. “What the fuck are we dealing with? And to go after her and her parents. What the fuck is going on? None of this—from the fucking Faylamen to the fucking Sephlems working with them is making any sense.”
 
   “Can you please stop talking so loud?” I say, not in the mood to hear him go over his thoughts aloud.
 
   “Fuck that, do you have any names. Anything they mentioned to her before they attacked.”
 
   “Caige,” I say.
 
   “Caige?” Laine and Cesar say at once.
 
   Their recognition of the name interests me. “Yes, who is he?”
 
   “He’s a friend to black eye’s previous boyfriend. He’s been working with Lunis as well.”
 
   A friend of Michael’s? Would Michael really go after Tracey’s parents? What would be the reason? What point would he be proving by doing that besides pissing her off, pissing me off?
 
   “What’s the name of Tracey’s ex-boyfriend again?” Cesar asks.
 
   “Michael,” I answer propping my knee up and resting my arm against it as I lean forward, trying to make sense of this situation.
 
   “Who the fuck is Michael?” Cesar blurts. “And what the fuck did you do to him?”
 
   “Believe it or not…nothing yet.”
 
   “Well, why is he after your mate?”
 
   I shrug. “He’s pissed she’s my mate and not his. I don’t know. I just want to find him and kill him.” Slowly.
 
   Tracey’s heart spikes. Then she screams scared. 
 
   I jump from the floor followed by Cesar and Laine. In the room in seconds…she’s not here. “Tracey!” I yell, demanding an answer. I don’t feel her. The window is closed and the door was open.
 
   I turn around and Laine and Cesar are blocking my exit also looking around. I push past them. “Tracey!” I call her again. She doesn’t answer. 
 
   Stop Nathan. Calm down and focus so you can find her. I breathe bringing down my panic. She rushes around the corner running into me. Her head hits my chest and her ass hits the floor.
 
   “Ah!” she groans as she falls. I bend down grabbing her shoulders to lift her from the floor. “I’m here?” she asks jumbled.
 
   “Yes babe, where did you think you were? What happened?”
 
   “Where he was?” She points to Laine as he walks beside us. “They were chasing me. They came upon me while I was talking to my parents. I got away but they came after me then I ran around the corner into my brick wall of a mate.” She rubs her forehead. “But considering they are no longer chasing after me, it wasn’t real.”
 
   “Where was I?” Laine asks.
 
   “When I was taken, was it you that came and got me?” she asks Laine. I look in her to understand why she would ask that, where it came from. But I get nothing. She’s blocked off.
 
   “Yes,” he answers. “Julius and I.”
 
   She nods and looks at me. “What do we say?” She waits. “About my parents.”
 
   They were supposed to leave tomorrow. I’ll have to figure out something. Them being out of town leaves open a number of avenues. “I’ll think of something Tracey, don’t worry about that.”
 
   It was just us. My mom’s parents disowned her, and my dad’s died while I was a baby. Neither of them had any siblings so I wouldn’t know who to call. They had co-workers and friends I assume, but no one I ever heard them talk about or displayed they were close to. With the exception of my dad’s boss. With my dad always being gone they didn’t throw parties. And of course, when he came home it would just be the three of us because we had little time to share as a family. It was only them and me for my entire life.
 
   I know, Tracey. I pull her to me and kiss the top of her head.
 
   Can you make them go away? If I do it, they’ll only turn into ash.
 
   If that’s what you want.
 
   It is and I want to go home.
 
   Okay.
 
   She leaves me, walking down the stairs and Laine follows her. I turn back to the room. Cesar leans against the door staring at me. “What?” I ask.
 
   “She’s losing it,” he states.
 
   “You’re losing it.”
 
   I look at Tracey’s mom and she obliterates and then her dad.
 
   “I’m going to take Laine and find out some more info about Michael.”
 
   “How do you know, Laine?” I should have asked weeks ago when they first saw each other but there were other distractions at the time.
 
   “Years ago, I snatched him for Lunis. He was leverage for another that owed him. I owed Lunis a favor, that’s why I grabbed him. But he doesn’t know that, he only recognizes me as being involved.”
 
   “When you came back around, you knew about the Faylaman situation.” I may have been fucked up but that I remember. He knew about everything, and now he acts like it’s all fresh news.
 
   He gives me a suspicious look, scratching the side of his beard with the nail of his thumb. “I knew there was a Faylaman causing you an inconvenience. I didn’t know who it was.”
 
   “I doubt that,” I say, turning to face him fully. “How else were you going to help me with it if you didn’t know who it was?”
 
   “I can help you handle it. I don’t have to know who it is to do that.”
 
   “I call bull shit, Cesar,” I say calmly. “You come around months ago acting like you know everything and now…you suddenly know nothing.”
 
   He pulls himself from the wall. “I know a few things.”
 
   Tracey comes around the corner. “Come on, Nathan.”
 
   “Okay Tracey. Here I come.” She stands in the doorway waiting on me. I look between her and Cesar giving Cesar a look of promise. If he’s fucking with me, he’s not going to be able to enjoy an easy, painless death.
 
   


 
   
  
 

36: Beleaguered
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   Tracey
 
   I ride silently to the house. Over and over, I want to keep crying hoping it will release this pain that I feel. But it doesn’t, it only makes me feel worse, makes me remember the pain and what it is I’m crying for.
 
   I overheard Nathan and the others saying they think it was Michael that did this. Michael wouldn’t do this, he wouldn’t hurt me like this. Not taking away my parents, he knew they were all I had. No matter how upset he was at me, I think I know him well enough to know he wouldn’t do this.
 
   Now Lunis, this has his name written all over it. Take what you have, what you care about most, and destroy you with it. Like he did to me to get to Nathan and like he did to Laine to get to his mom. I just can’t understand why he had to kill them. What is it that he gained from that? Why not take them to the old ladies out there in London? No, I couldn’t imagine my mom going through what I did.
 
    
 
   Nathan runs me a bath. Like he does, he takes off my clothes and I get in. Grabbing a face towel, he soaks it, rings it out and places it over my face. I breathe in the heat, getting no relief. He leaves the bathroom, closing the door behind him. 
 
   I thought I realized before that my parents were gone, that I’ll no longer see them again, but I didn’t―not until now. I also thought the loss of Glen was hard and hurtful but it’s not. This is pain and this is torture, death alive, as Laine once said. It’s what makes me say Lunis is the cause. He wanted me to call out to Nathan through the pain he caused me. To scream his name and today… I gave that to him.
 
   I sink into the tub until my whole body and head is submerged under the water. I hold my breath wanting to breathe it in. But Nathan will kill me if I try to kill myself. I wouldn’t try to kill me but if I lay in this tub breathing in water, I’m sure it will come off that way.
 
   I bring my head above the surface of the water to let go of the breath I held and take in another. I heat my hand to make the water hotter and it burns my body.
 
   Nathan comes in, unplugging the tub after I go back down for the fourth time. “If you are trying to drown yourself, it’s not possible,” he says, pulling me forward to sit up. “You want a shower?”
 
   “Yes, to wash off the dirty water.” I stand as the shower comes on. “I wasn’t trying to drown myself. I was only trying to even out the pain.”
 
   “You want me to choke you? That would be pretty painful,” he says, washing my back as I just run the towel over my front.
 
   I smirk. “No, that’s not the kind of pain I was looking for.”
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “No. But you’ll help me pull it together. And help me overcome my hurt.”
 
   He turns me around and washes my face and neck. “Yeah, I will. You ready to get out?”
 
   “I am.” I step out into a towel he has waiting for me. He leaves. I grab another for my hair. “Are you going to find out who Caige is?” I ask Nathan from the closet.
 
   “And kill him.”
 
   “When you do, can I do it?” I have only wanted to kill one other person as bad as I want to rid Caige of his life.
 
   “Depends on when and where I find him.”
 
   I nod to myself pulling my clothes on. The others are loud downstairs. It sounds like Olar is arguing with Laine. I don’t care enough to see why. I try to ignore them as I lay down. I wish I could turn down my ears.
 
   Nathan hits the lights and lies next to me. I move closer and he wraps his arm around me. “Nathan, don’t leave me,” I whisper.
 
   “I won’t, Tracey.”
 
   I think about Taylor feeling bad for her. Her hurt has to be worse than mine. She’s lost her parents and her mate. “I can’t lose you,” I say, not being able to imagine a life without Nathan.
 
   “You won’t, baby. Go to sleep.”
 
   I close my eyes seeing my parents. Any other day when sleep takes forever to come because of dreadful events and memories, I would ask Nathan to help me. But not tonight, I don’t mind seeing them. They are whole, holding hands smiling as they walk beside me. I walk beside them holding my mom’s hand, smiling along with them matching their happiness. I’m happy, loving my parents’ company. I let out my remaining hurt through tears as I doze off, walking a lighted trail with them and our smiles.
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   “Tracey.” I’m kissed. “Tracey.” Kissed again. “Come on, Tracey.”
 
   I turn into him. “Yes, Nathan.” I love it when he wakes me up like that.
 
   He moves from me. “Get up so we can go out.” I feel him lift from the bed.
 
   “Where are we going?” I lift my head up looking for him.
 
   “Do you remember the last time we actually went out?” Sounds like he speaks from the bathroom.
 
   I think on that. “I don’t.” But thinking about it makes me think about Glen. “This life wouldn’t be good for Glen.”
 
   “Nah, probably not.”
 
   “Something I just thought about.” Thinking of Glen spiked this thought. “When I spoke to Caige, he didn’t get glossy eyed. Like when other Sephlems hear me speak.”
 
   “He could have had a greater purpose, blocking out distractions. Or he wasn’t Sephlem.”
 
   Blocking out distractions… “But that would mean what happened was his purpose.”
 
   He’s silent. He comes out of the closet and still hasn’t responded to me. He sits down lying over my stomach leaning on his elbow. “Do you want to go over this today and continue to be angry over things we can’t figure out right now? Or do you want to let me take you out and try to be normal for one day?”
 
   Even though I’m sad and angry about my parents, I would never pass up a day with him. To be outside of this house and the opportunity to act like we have a regular human life. “I’m really sad about my parents.”
 
   “I know.” He lays his head on my stomach.
 
   “I also like spending time with you.”
 
   “I know that too.”
 
   “Is it just us or the family who lives here?”
 
   He looks at me propping his head up with his chin on my stomach. “What do you want?” He asks, looking out the window behind us.
 
   To forget…to remember…to live…to have, and to turn back time on more than one occasion. But I can’t request the impossible. Plus, I don’t like rejection. “What do you want to do?”
 
   “If it’s all of us, paint balling. If it’s you and me, you can jump off a mountain and see if I catch you.”
 
   “What!?”
 
   He makes a short breathy laugh. “I’m sorry, but I need to try that.”
 
   “Try what? Teasing death!”
 
   He laughs again, I don’t find it funny but I smile seeing him smile. “Ever since Scott told me he caught her, I’ve been wondering how. Like, how did he land and how he grabbed her, how he caught her. He had to be scared as shit. But I didn’t want to bring it back up and ask.”
 
   “You’re serious.”
 
   “I am,” he confirms.
 
   “Nathan, I am not diving off a mountain so you can test a theory,” I say, lying back down.
 
   He lifts my shirt, “I know, Tracey.” He kisses my stomach. His light mood gone, now serious, what feels like depression sinks into him. He kisses it again.
 
   I lean up on my elbows, looking at him “What’s wrong?”
 
   He doesn’t answer immediately, then he shakes his head as if he’s shaking away a thought saying, “Nothing.” It sounds hurtful and dejected. His dark eyes match it as he pulls my shirt back down. 
 
   “Tell me,” I probe.
 
   “It’s nothing, Tracey. So…” His mood lightens as if nothing happened. “Which one?”
 
   Someone knocks on the door before I can go over my thoughts. It’s Little Nathan. I look over myself before sitting up making Nathan sit up. “Yeah,” he says.
 
   Little Nathan walks in. “I can’t go back to school.” He comes in sitting on the bed. “If I go out in the neighborhood I’ll probably get arrested. And I haven’t seen a girl in two weeks.” He throws himself back on the bed making me rise and fall. “I need to get out of this house,” he blusters.
 
   “All of us,” I answer Nathan’s original question. “You want to go paintballing, Little Nathan?”
 
   He tilts his head back to look at me. “Will there be girls there?”
 
   “Yeah, me, Carmen, and Lana?”
 
   He turns his lip up as if I just disgusted him. “Eww,” he states balling his face up even more disgusted. “I’m going though.” He lies back again in frustration.
 
   Another knock sounds from the door, it’s Laine. “Yeah,” I answer, earning a look from Nathan.
 
   He walks in leaving the door open. The two brothers sit up and both of their shoulders turn hard. “I haven’t asked,” Little Nathan starts. “But who is he?” He points to Laine.
 
   “He’s Tracey’s friend that will be waiting outside until she comes out.”
 
   “What do you want?” I ask Laine as soon as Nathan shuts up.
 
   Nathan grunts in frustration, pushing his hand through his hair. He stands and I look over his shirtlessness and shorts. I want to go to him so he can wrap his bear arms around me and hold me for a brief relief, but I only have on shorts that stop right under my butt. I’m not that comfortable with Laine.
 
   “You should have thought of that before you answered the door,” he mutters going into the closet.
 
   I ignore him, looking back at Laine. “Wanted to check on you.”
 
   “I’m fine.” Right now.
 
   Nathan walks back out the closet. “I thought you were leaving with Cesar.”
 
   “I was. He said he no longer needed me to come.”
 
   “Why are you here?” Little Nathan asks.
 
   “Looking out for black eyes,” he answers pointing to me.
 
   “Tracey has enough people looking out for her,” Little Nathan follows.
 
   “That’s the same thing I said, bro,” Nathan says from the bathroom.
 
   Laine nods. “Mate?” he calls for Nathan.
 
   Nathan doesn’t answer right away. But eventually he says, “What.” It’s not harsh.
 
   “I need to talk to your mate and walk with her.”
 
   Nathan comes out looking at me now in a shirt. “Yeah?” he question in a way that asks if Laine is serious with his question, face expressionless.
 
   I simply shrug. I look at Laine’s white eyes and I can tell it’s not important, or relevant to any of the recent events. He just wants to walk and talk to me. Like before. He swiftly yet nonchalantly nods his head toward the door.
 
   “Okay, Laine, wait for me down stairs.”
 
   “What?” Little Nathan ask flabbergasted.
 
   Laine leaves closing the door behind him.
 
   “Don’t ask Nathan, it’s just going to piss me off hearing her explain it,” Nathan says walking back in the closet. “Tell everyone we’re going in an hour.” Little Nathan leaves without responding.
 
   “Tracey, you have fifteen minutes to walk and talk.”
 
   I get up from the bed, going to the bathroom where he is. “You do not tell me what to do, Nathan.”
 
   He kisses my nose handing me the toothpaste and mouthwash. “Fifteen minutes. I’m going to go check on Taylor.”
 
   “Wait for me. I want to check on her too.”
 
   “You have to talk to your friend.” He leaves.
 
   He acts as if it’s an issue but I can tell it’s not. I don’t know what changed but considering he couldn’t be around him without insulting Laine or trying to kill him, it says he’s accepting him.
 
   I clean up and throw on some clothes to meet Laine by the back door. He opens it handing me an orange.
 
   “What’s up?” I ask, after we’ve walked away from the house.
 
   “Nothing, making sure you’re okay. And I wanted to walk and talk with you.” He nudges my arm. “Maybe give you a piggy back ride.”
 
   I smile. “No, I don’t think that will work out these days.”
 
   “Yeah, probably not.” He looks at me. “You know, I don’t think it’s fair I have to listen to everyone else here call you by your name and I have to call you black eyes.”
 
   “Why not, it sets you apart from everyone else.” I try to copy in his accent. “When I hear black eyes I always know it’s you.”
 
   “You’ll know it’s me either way.”
 
   I shrug. “You can call me Tracey. You may not want to seem all comfortable with it around Nathan though. He probably won’t like it.”
 
   “He won’t.” He nudges my arm again. “I think I’ve been added to the two men that’s safe from harm list you have.” I look at him smiling, when he does his eyes squint shading the white.
 
   “And what would make you say that?”
 
   “Because every time your mate or family tried to kill me you stopped them.”
 
   I nod looking away from him. “Yeah, I guess I did huh?” I shrug. “Subject change.” He nods. “We are going out paintballing, you coming?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure your mate would love shooting at me.”
 
   “Me too.” I punch his arm. “For every time you let me get kicked.”
 
   “Me healing you doesn’t rectify that? Or me leaving them for you doesn’t show you that I meant none of it?”
 
   It does actually but… “Nope.”
 
   “I’m going to bring something up that may make you uncomfortable.”
 
   Instantly I’m uncomfortable not knowing what he’s going to bring up. “What?” I ask uncertain.
 
   “In your memory, there was a―”
 
   “Times up, Tracey.” Nathan appears in front of me, like, out of nowhere.
 
   He scared the hell out if me. “Did you like, gain a new ability?” I question, catching my breath.
 
   “No, come on.” He grabs me by my waist as he leans into me, softly kissing my lips. He pulls back and I lean forward not wanting the separation. He pulls back again, softly kissing me twice. “Go, I’m right behind you.” He looks at Laine. “I need to talk to your friend.”
 
    “Yeah, okay.” I look at Laine. “You wanted to bring up something?” I ask him.
 
   He looks at Nathan then back at me. “We’ll talk later.”
 
   “Okay,” I say with a shrug. I jog back to the house.
 
   


 
   
  
 

37: Comforted by Q.T
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   Nathan
 
   I wait for Tracey to walk in the house and something to grab her attention before I address Laine.
 
   “I wasn’t going to tell her what you think I was.” He beats me to it.
 
   “Why bring any of it up, knowing what she just went through?”
 
   “Something I needed to address,” he responds bleakly.
 
   I’m not going to smash this dick’s skull today. I’m not in the mood for fighting. I’m trying to make Tracey feel better and me beating the shit out of this eel won’t do that. “Look,” I state keeping my calm. “Let me let you know one thing about Tracey. One bad thing happens, she’s okay, she can take the next. Two bad things happen, it stays on her mind but she’s good. Three bad things happen, on top of losing her parents, there is no out. Just darkness. And I already work double time trying to keep her steady so she doesn’t black out and do god knows what.” Or get possessed by another goddamn demon. “I put a lot of work in keeping her leveled. What you see, who just walked away from you. That’s not all Tracey. That’s me helping her mood to keep her from sulking, keeping her from being miserable. Don’t make shit worse on her bringing up whatever memory it is that will make her uncomfortable.”
 
   “What’s the difference if I do or not. You’ll remove it like you did just there.” He folds his arms in front of his chest challenging me.
 
   I snort a breath. “Don’t over step your boundaries, Laine. If I had to remove anything…it would be you.” He grabs me as I pivot. I yank my arm away turning back angrily. “If you enjoy seeing my mate, you shouldn’t touch me,” I threaten.
 
   “I told you I don’t want her. Calm down, Mate.” He backs away from me, looking at his feet. “What was that girl’s name from her memory? The one I told you about.”
 
   I’m not answering him, he just told me that’s not what he was bringing up. “Don’t worry about it. You are around here and though I don’t like it or you, I respect that and not beat the shit out of you every day. Respect what I’m telling you and not bring that up. Don’t mention it.” 
 
   He looks at me, a thousand words behind his glare. I walk away to not get into a further dispute with him.
 
   I go back to Taylor. She looks bad and though I don’t trust her she’s family and needs me.
 
   I sit on her bed pulling her to me. She lays her head in my chest and cries. Taylor and Justin weren’t together that long, just a few years. I guess the length of time doesn’t matter, I can’t imagine it but I bet it fills like forever was ripped from you. Or to never see your mate again. I can’t go without seeing Tracey. The time I did go without her, those long ass seven months she was taken from me…it was like hell. I lost my mind, and it was worse on the days she wouldn’t respond to me. I can’t go through that again. 
 
   I know Tracey couldn’t go without me. I had been planning to leave her and see what Lunis wants until yesterday. I was initially going to leave after we got back from Washington. Then that shit with my mom happened. Then Tracey happened. The reason for why I was going to leave became different. But I was going to. I thought after Tracey’s parents’ visit would have been a good time, she’d be happy and fulfilled. Now, with Lunis, I don’t know what I am going to do about that. He’ll continue to come after me, trying all types of shit.
 
   I don’t know if it’s Lunis or Michael or maybe both of them causing this damage. But I can’t afford to lose any more of my family and besides us, Tracey now has no family or friends.
 
   They told me if I ever mated, we wouldn’t have that ‘happy life’. They told me what would come from me, specifically, mating. I ignored it. So far, most of the shit from that prophecy was wrong. I plan to keep it that way.
 
   “You want to go out?” I ask Taylor, rubbing her back.
 
   Her head moves against my chest, shaking. I move from her, laying her down. Before I leave, I kiss her forehead. 
 
   “Nathan,” Tracey calls when I close the door.
 
   She’s coming up the stairs. “Is she okay?”
 
   “You are very selfless to think you’re so selfish, you know that?” I meet her at the top step.
 
   “I know it has to be hard and I want to make sure she doesn’t need anything.” She thinks, if it didn’t happen I wouldn’t care but no one deserves that kind of hurt.
 
   “She’s not okay and she’s not talking, only crying.” Speaking of, I need to go change my shirt. I go to the room and she’s right behind me.
 
   “Yeah, that would be me if it wasn’t for you,” she says once we walk in the closet. She pulls a shirt down that says ‘Tracey’ and hands it to me.
 
   I shake my head at it, tugging my shirt off. “I’m not wearing that.” I reach around her grabbing an all-black t-shirt.
 
   Laughing she asks, “Why not?”
 
   “I don’t even know why you bought it.”
 
   “Because it has my name on it.” Pulling my shirt over my head her soft hands touch my stomach followed by the side of her face laying against my chest. Her head crowds with thoughts of me walking away from her and our conversation we had when I told her I was leaving. “You know now you’re all I have left,” she gurgles, holding back the burn from the sadness.
 
   “I know, baby,” I say, lowering my arms to wrap around the top of her back. “I’m not going anywhere. Stop thinking that.”
 
   “Just don’t.” Please.
 
   I move her back and I feel my eyes change colors as my mood shifts to sympathy. Holding her face in my hands I tell her, “I’m not leaving you. I can’t. Now come on so I can shoot you with some paintballs.”
 
   “You’ll shoot me?”
 
   “Yes babe. Every man for himself.”
 
   “Nathan,” she says high-pitched.
 
   “Tracey,” I match her.
 
   “You will not shoot me.”
 
   I straighten my shirt. “No Tracey, I couldn’t shoot you.” I’m going to shoot her. Just to hear her scream and laugh after. And to listen as her mind leaves her sadness and depression and enjoy this distraction. She needs this.
 
   ***
 
   “Somebody hit you in the back of the neck with a paintball,” says Carmen, rubbing my neck.
 
   “I know. Tracey shot me. And laughed about it.”
 
   “You’re going to get her?”
 
   “I am, her entire ass is going to be blue before we call game.” Carmen and I duck behind a fort. Olar yells from somewhere else as Lana laughs. “Why are these girls so good at this?”
 
   “Because.” Carmen stands. “You guys suck! Here he is over here, Tracey!” she yells.
 
   I stand. “You are so dead, Carmen.” I shoot her twice in the stomach before I run off.
 
   I run up some stairs seeing Tracey duck around a corner. She didn’t see me see her and only because she shot me in my neck will I do this.
 
   From where I am, I jump over five feet to where she is, landing softly. She peeks through a hole looking for me. Where did he go, she thinks.
 
   “Behind you,” I say in a deep voice before firing off back-to-back shots at her ass. She screams and jumps, turning around. As she turns so do I, not giving her a break.
 
   “Nathan!” she shrills. “Stop! That shit hurts!”
 
   “Remember that next time you shoot me in the neck,” I say, shooting once more before running off. Carmen is next, until I see Laine sneaking up on her. This will be the perfect time for me to shoot him and enjoy it without injuring him.
 
   As I raise my gun aiming it at him, I’m lit up with multiple shots and paint splattering everywhere from behind me. This is some bullshit.
 
   I stand here, waiting for them to stop. It’s Nathan, Carteal and Courtney. “You all better enjoy this moment.” 
 
   When the shots stop, my queen walks before me in her black biker boots, tight dark blue jeans splattered with blue paint, a black shirt that had a chick on it holding a gun before it was covered in paint, and her hair in a ponytail, it too has paint in it. It blows in the wind as she raises her paintball gun, aiming it at me. Her face is serious and when I narrow my eyes daring her to do it, a small smirk appears in the right corner of her mouth.
 
   Carmen comes to her side and whispers in her ear, encouraging her to do it. Tracey nods, okaying her. I watch her index finger move to the trigger. “Say sorry and you quit,” she says to me loud in authority. I love it when she takes that tone with me.
 
   I smirk raising my left eyebrow. “I never quit,” I say low and threatening.
 
   Her head is clear, she’s enjoying herself, and she goes over shooting me or not. Only because she’s happy and nothing is bothering her at least for now, will I entice her to shoot me. I smirk wider. “I know your ass hurts, baby. I could heal that for you.” Her eyes narrows into slits. “Turn around, bend over. Let me smack that ass.”
 
   She pulls the trigger with a tight smirk and I watch multiple balls full of paint fly toward me. Hitting my face, neck, and chest. She doesn’t stop until she shoots nothing but air from her gun. “Watch your mouth,” she states.
 
   “Damn, Tracey.” I pull up my shirt to wipe the paint from my face. Females whoop, calling out to me.
 
   Small hands rip my shirt from my hands yanking it down. “You are about to get these girls set on fire.” Through her eyes, I see my face covered in paint.
 
   “Why would you shoot me in the face?”
 
   “To make you shut your mouth.”
 
   “I can think of two other things you could have put in my face that would have done that,” I say in her ear before I rub my face on hers, smearing the orange paint on her.
 
   “You are nasty, Nathan.” She tells me wiping her face with her hand. For both of those, she thinks.
 
   “I hope you all had fun lighting me up with paintballs,” I say loudly to everyone. “Whoever shot me will not be coming back to my house.” I point to Tracey. “And that includes you.”
 
   Olar and Lana come beside me as I walk off. “We are coming,” Lana says.
 
   I look at her paintball gun holding yellow paintballs then I look me over. No yellow. I look at Olar’s purple ones. I have a drip of purple trailing down my inner arm.
 
   “You shot me,” I tell him.
 
   He shrugs. “Every man for himself.”
 
   Lana and I look at each other before we back away from him and light him up like Tracey did me. He shouts and tries to retaliate but we’re too quick. We shoot until our guns are empty. Lana turns to me for a high five and I meet her.
 
   “That shit is not cool, Nate,” he tells me taking off his shirt to wipe his face. “I shot once.”
 
   “No, you hit me once. I’m sure you shot at me more than that.”
 
   I feel Tracey come behind me. Her hands grab my sides before she moves to my right side. “Don’t try to get into my good graces by touching me. Start trucking it.”
 
   “You will never make me walk anywhere.” She falls back then I feel her jump onto my back wrapping her legs around me and her arms around my shoulders.
 
   “A piggyback ride?” I ask disorderedly.
 
   “Just the proof you want let me walk.”
 
   I’m not a fan of anything on my back. “Get down.”
 
   She moves next to my ear. “If you don’t want to give me a piggyback ride… I know someone who will.”
 
   “Ooh, that is low for you, baby.”
 
   “Giddy up.” She kicks the side of my leg.
 
   I quickly take her off my back, throwing her over my shoulder. “Now, you’re still not walking.” I smack her blue painted ass. “Don’t try to convince me to do something by using something against me.” I smack it again.
 
   She hits me back, and on my ass. “Stop it, Nathan.” I don’t like that. I flip her in front of me so I’m holding her in my arms.
 
   “Can you stop flipping me and turning me like I’m a rag doll? Please.”
 
   I continue to the truck after dropping our guns in the bin. “You know, you were sexy as fuck standing there pointing that gun at me.”
 
   “I wasn’t intimidating.”
 
   I smile. “Yeah baby, you were intimidating. I was like, totally scared of your paintballs.”
 
   “Good. You can put me down now.”
 
   I shake my head. “Nope, I’m making sure you don’t have to walk.”
 
   She leans into me, wrapping an arm around my neck and rests her head against my shoulder. “Okay, I’m okay with not walking considering you shot me a hundred times in my butt.”
 
   “That hurt?”
 
   “It did. Thanks for today. I had a good time.”
 
   “Anytime.”
 
   “Those were the days, when we said things like that.”
 
   “Tomorrow Tracey, let us enjoy today.”
 
   She nods. “Are you going to tell me what you were thinking about this morning?”
 
   Is there anything this girl doesn’t remember to bring up later? No, I don’t want to tell you. “Nothing, I love you is all.”
 
   She adjusts to look at me. “You didn’t look too happy to be loving me.”
 
   I didn’t did I, but I’m not sharing that. “A lot is on my mind.”
 
   “You know you can tell me everything. I understand that some things will hurt to know but other things hurt to not know or hurt to keep bottled. So tell me.”
 
   “Not right now, later.” What it is, I wouldn’t say with others around. “You want to eat?”
 
   “Yes, are we going to go looking like this, with paint on our faces?”
 
   “Yep. You should have thought about that before you shot me in the face.”
 
   “That was kind of fun, shooting you in the face.”
 
   I set her down on the ground as I open the door to the truck. “You enjoyed hurting your boyfriend?”
 
   “If I hurt you it would not have been enjoyable but I didn’t. And watching your face get smacked with paintballs was really enjoyable.”
 
   “It was strictly for your enjoyment and only because I hold your heart in my chest were you allowed to shoot me in the face.” I turn her around. “Now get in the truck.”
 
   “Where are we going to eat?” she asks, climbing in.
 
   “A pizza spot. Everybody likes pizza.”
 
   “They should.” She sits but faces me so that I cannot close the door.
 
   “Can you get in the truck now?” She turns her legs. Before she can ask another question, I close the door. I can’t believe she shot me in the face, of all places. I wanted her to shoot me―that I was cool with. But I didn’t mean for her to shoot me in the face. I probably deserved it…for giving her shit about Laine. As long as she’s happy, I’m happy.
 
   


 
   
  
 

38: Less is More
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   Nathan
 
   Tracey wasn’t ready to go back in the house after we left the pizza restaurant, so I dropped everyone off at the house and drove around to the old neighborhood so we could walk by the beach. Like she has been wanting to do.
 
   She’s sobering down from the excitement of today. Her parents’ death continues to knock at the back of her head but she pushes it back not wanting to feel her depression.
 
   “Now that there isn’t anyone around do you want to talk about what was bothering you this morning?”
 
   No Tracey, I don’t. “You don’t let things go do you?”
 
   “Not until you tell me what it is.”
 
   “Are you in a good mood?”
 
   She tilts her head left then right, deciphering how she feels. “Um, my mood is okay.”
 
   “Let’s keep it that way. You want me to show you how fast you have to run across the water in order not to sink?”
 
   “Yes, that seems kind of cool. But I don’t think I’ll see it. You’ll probably be running too fast for me to breathe.”
 
   “Come on so we can get the paint off.” I pick her up before she can answer and jet to the water. Far enough out, I stop and tread the water so we float. It’s cloudy and almost pitch-black with the moon being covered.
 
   “I don’t know how to swim or float,” she says as her heart picks up.
 
   “Don’t worry about that. I have you. I won’t let you drown.” The water is up to my chin as well as hers. She’s a little panicked but she trusts me.
 
   “Yes, don’t let me drown,” she tells me coming closer so her orange-smeared face is in front of mine.
 
   “I’m going to dunk us under the water to get the paint off our faces. Okay?”
 
   She nods. When she takes in a breath, we quickly sink under the water. I rub my hands over her face until the paint is gone then mine before resurfacing. She wipes her hand over her face removing the excess water then pushes her hair back.
 
   “Better?” she asks, her heart is going insane.
 
   I smile at her. “Yeah.”
 
   “You know.” She wipes her face again. “You’re kind of great.”
 
   “Kind of… I’m remarkable.”
 
   “You’re cocky.”
 
   “And you love me.”
 
   She hugs onto me. “I do love you.”
 
   Thank you for loving me, Tracey. “I am aware of that.”
 
   “Now you tell me, before it starts raining.”
 
   She is killing me with this. Why did I even zone out like that? “Tracey, let’s enjoy this moment in silence.”
 
   “Or you could tell me and I’ll be silent. And after that, and you tell all, then we will be silent.” She leans away. “Tell me, Nathan. It’s not that bad I know, but it bothers you.”
 
   I nod, indecisive. Her bottom lip pouts. She thinks just as she said, it’s not bad but it’s something that bothers him.
 
   It’s bad to me.
 
   “How bad could it be, Nathan?”
 
   I wait minutes before I speak. “I want more,” I say slowly, as I touch her stomach. “A me…growing in you.” Her encouraging expression falls. “And that will never happen.” My throat burns and I swallow hard. The burn doesn’t ease.
 
   She doesn’t speak and won’t think.
 
   “Nothing, Tracey?” I ask, expecting her to have paragraphs of disapproving comebacks.
 
   Her head is quiet. Her hands move over my neck. Later she says, “That is bad.” And a million thoughts flood her mind at once. But when I expect her to pull away, she moves closer. “Not, never,” she whispers.
 
   I won’t argue with her about this because it is never. We could never have a real family. Hell, I didn’t even have the desire to want that from her until this morning. I mean, really want it. To become made in her and hold a child created with our love. With us.
 
   Don’t think it, Nate, leave that shit alone, don’t dwell on that. Don’t indulge in thoughts that could never become your reality. Have your cake don’t be greedy.
 
   “Do you feel better now that you’ve said it? Now that I’ve heard it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Don’t erase it. Okay?” she requests. “Don’t make me forget that.”
 
   I was just thinking to take it away because of the discomfort it makes us feel and because I don’t want her to bring it back up.
 
   “Please don’t, Nathan.”
 
   “Why would you want to keep it?”
 
   “If I kiss you right now, please don’t make me forget.”
 
   I nod, looking from the clouded sky back to her. 
 
   She kisses me. 
 
   I instantly lean away. There were not the right feelings in that. “Don’t do that, Tracey.” Her mind is back empty.
 
   Her eyes alone beg me to come back. I don’t and she does. I try to move away again but she comes with me not allowing the space to come between us. Her kiss begs me to give her the world and every desire she requests.
 
   Only once before have I felt her kiss me like this and I hate it. It’s begging and full of too much goddamn emotion. Emotions that take me over. She pushes her thoughts to me of a better life.
 
   A life much better than what we know today. A fucking kid―ours, that she passes to me. In my mind, I refuse to see me holding him or her. That would be murder to me. Then, there is another baby that Nathan brings to me. It looks like the first…twins. I block that out too.
 
   I can’t see me having what I want and know I can’t really have it. The rain comes and I let the water that burns my eyes fall from them mix in with the rain. This shit is intolerable and I can’t take it. I push her away. “Stop, Tracey. I can’t deal.”
 
   Her eyes frequently blink because of the fast falling rain. “Stop, Nathan. Let everything go, and let us dream for one night. We’ll come back to reality in the morning.”
 
   I’ve started to move back to the shore. “Don’t push this, Tracey,” I say calmly, once I feel the ground under my feet. “I can’t help you feel better if I don’t feel well.”
 
   She doesn’t let me go, staying wrapped around me as I walk from the water. “Nathan,” she begs.
 
   She is going to push this and irritate the hell out of me. “Are you ready to go home?”
 
   “Is our talk over?” She stands.
 
   “It is, remember I tell and we go silent.”
 
   “We were silent and then you spoke.”
 
   “You did something that broke the silence.” Brought my distant unwanted thoughts to a reality and me feel what I have been trying to block out so I could avoid my own damn depression.
 
   “Okay, Nathan. You can take us back to the house but after you let me kiss you and you kiss me back. None of that pull away stuff you were just doing in the water.”
 
   “Don’t push those thoughts to me. I don’t want to think about that.”
 
   She questions my choice but doesn’t say anything. I kiss her to shut her up and grab her ass to make her happy. Making her think I’m into it, I grab her neck and push through her wet hair.
 
   As we stand in the pouring rain, she falls into it and I drop down in the sand. I’m supposed to be humoring her but instead I get lost in her yearning kiss. She hasn’t wanted me to give her something this bad since we first got together.
 
   I break away. “Stop, Tracey.”
 
   “Stop stopping, Nathan.”
 
   “It’s raining, Tracey.”
 
   “Yeah…in your heart.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

39: Hidden Truth
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   Tracey
 
   I go over my thoughts as we walk in the house. From what I know I have everything. Nathan was upset, we went paintballing, out for pizza, a great swim, he broke my heart with new news of his wants, we kissed―he didn’t want to kiss me, then we drove home in silence. Nothing forgotten. I don’t think.
 
   “Nathan, Tracey,” Carmen calls. “Roseland is here.”
 
   “Why is he here?” I ask Nathan. My mood turns dark feeling Ann here as well.
 
   “I’m not sure. You want to go see or you want to act like we are not here.”
 
   “Let’s sneak up stairs and act like we aren’t here.”
 
   “Why are you going to act like you aren’t here?” Cindy asks, coming around the stairs.
 
   “Cindy,” I say excitedly, bending down so I can hug her. Her arms wrap around me then I realize I’m still soaking wet. “I haven’t seen you in a while but let me and Nathan change and we’ll be right back.”
 
   “Okay,” she responds, pulling back from me.
 
   She runs back around the stairs. I look at Nathan. “Guess we can’t hide.”
 
   He starts up the stairs. “I guess not.” He’s off in his mood. I follow closely behind him on our walk to the room. This is a sensitive topic for him. I can’t understand why because we’ve had talks about this in the past.
 
   “There is nothing to understand, Tracey. Can we please let this go?”
 
   “I’m thinking in my own mind, Nathan. Do you want me to block you out so you can’t be in my head?” I ask, walking into the bathroom.
 
   Now, he’s right behind me. “I don’t want you to do that, Tracey. I want you to change your thoughts. Are you going to get in the shower?”
 
   “No, I’m going to change and see what they want and I’ll get in the shower after she leaves.” I’m not comfortable with her in here and I want to hurry up and get her out.
 
   “Are you upset?”
 
   I brush my still wet hair pulling it into a knot at the top of my head. “No Nathan. I’m fine. I’m getting a headache and I don’t want her in our home. And your mood is affecting mine.” I can’t wrap my head around why he feels the way he feels. But I knew before he told me it was something that bothered him.
 
    
 
   Roseland and Ann are sitting in the living room, along with everyone else save Taylor. We lean against the wall with all the seats being taken.
 
   “How are things going at the office?” Nathan asks.
 
   “They would be going better if you were there. But they are okay. Needed positions have been filled and the appropriate state and federal forms have been filed,” Roseland answers.
 
   “Okay, what brings you by?”
 
   “We are just stopping by, making sure you all are okay over here.”
 
   Ann doesn’t look in my direction, I’m grateful for it, I’m tired of my eyes covering and today has been a good day. It didn’t happen once, nor did my vines choose to make an appearance.
 
   “Well Roseland, things are fine. Thanks for coming by.” Nathan dismisses them as if they’d just had a two-hour conversation and it’s time for them to go because it’s getting late.
 
   Roseland stands with Ann at his side. “Nathan, you have to know by now all is well.”
 
   “All is well with us. I’m providing the exit to keep you safe.”
 
   Roseland looks shocked but quickly sobers. “Safe from what?”
 
   “That doesn’t matter. If all is well then you are good.”
 
   “Is there something we need to be discussing, Nathan?” Roseland sounds like a father when he speaks. Everyone besides the four of us leave as the tension sinks in the room from the ceiling down.
 
   Ann hasn’t faced us. 
 
   “No.” Nathan is short.
 
   “Then I guess we will be leaving. But the children wanted to come and see the two of you. They remain in your good graces, no?”
 
   That was a low blow.
 
   “You would be in my good graces too, if you had your mate under control and we could trust her.”
 
   “At what point did she change from your sister to my mate,” Roseland responds with animosity.
 
   “You already know the answer to that. We’ll speak to the kids and then you all will leave.”
 
   “Nathan,” Cesar calls from the front door.
 
   “Yeah,” Nathan responds.
 
   Recognition crosses Roseland and Cesar’s face when Cesar comes into the living room. Cesar crosses the room to Ann, face questioning and full of suspicion. “This is your mate?” he asks Roseland.
 
   “Yes,” Roseland answers, moving Ann from in front of Cesar to his side. It shows her face more and my eyes demand me to blink.
 
   “We need to talk,” Cesar says to Nathan, peering at Ann mischievously.
 
   Nathan nods. “Are you going to call your kids so we can say goodbye.”
 
   “Not with him here.” Roseland nods to Cesar.
 
   “You should be trying to keep your children away from yourselves,” Cesar retorts.
 
   “Why?” Nathan asks. “What do you know?”
 
   “I know her,” Cesar points to Ann. “I know she knows me. I know she assisted in the word given about Tracey and your mom.”
 
   Nathan’s chest slowly rises and falls. “Laine,” he calls.
 
   “What?” Laine answers, coming from the basement.
 
   “Do you know her?” I ask, pointing to Ann. I’m not blinking, and my eyes are starting to dry.
 
   Laine tries to look at her but she moves, turning into Roseland. I hope he says no, I hope she is not the one who told Lunis where we were like Cesar had said to Nathan long ago. She would not have been that bitter.
 
   “Nathan, what are you doing? I told you things should be well with us. Why the interrogation?” Roseland asks angrily.
 
   “That’s your mate. Why is she acting so weird? What are you all hiding?” Nathan moves from the wall. “Prove she doesn’t know him.”
 
   “Ann,” Roseland says, turning his attention to her. “Do you?” She simply shakes her head. “She doesn’t and now we’ll leave.”
 
   Roseland moves but he stops in mid-step, jaw tight, eyes bulged. Ann then turns around and I blink. She not only has the silver eyes and teeth with the sun over her face. But she is also…possessed.
 
   “Yes, I’ve seen her before,” Laine says, after staring at her for a while.
 
   “Yes,” Ann spits. “He’s seen me and that proves nothing. But I’ll tell you what was done.” She smiles. “Because you won’t kill me! Ha! You will not take out your family and leave two children without parents,” she spits.
 
   I look at Nathan. “Did she just say that out loud or did I only see that?” I’m not sure because the voice she spoke in was not hers and no one else looks shocked by her words.
 
   “Only you saw that,” he tells me.
 
   I nod taking a step back. Shit is about to seriously hit the fan. “Are we going to kill her?” I ask him.
 
   Before Nathan can answer, Cesar grabs Ann by the neck. Nathan still has Roseland. “Nathan, let Roseland go and take her,” I say.
 
   He releases Roseland. Roseland lunges for Cesar, two punches he delivers to him but Cesar stands with a blade in his hand to Ann, using his other arm to push Roseland back.
 
   “Let her go, Cesar. I have her,” Nathan says.
 
   Ann drops to the floor with a shake to her body and Roseland drops with her. “Nathan, this is not necessary,” he mutters pained. “What are you all trying to do?”
 
   Cesar walks around them to where Laine stands. “She has been working with Lunis,” Cesar starts. “She is a reason Natalia and Tracey were found and taken.” Hearing her name makes me think of my parents. And hearing that makes me remember the torture I went through and my hands start to shake.
 
   Nathan starts walking toward her extremely focused. Roseland is now on his feet and runs up to him. “You are not going to do that to her Nathan, back off.” 
 
   Do what to her?
 
   Nathan pushes him off to the side. He’s grabbed by Cesar as he tries to rush back to them. Cesar is incredibly strong with only one arm around Roseland; he is in a lot of pain struggling to get loose.
 
   Ann lies in the floor shaking. Nathan moves to lay down over her getting incredibly close to her face, focused. “Um, Nathan,” I call, walking to them. “What are you doing?”
 
   Back off, Tracey. I’m getting my answer, he says without looking at me.
 
   I continue toward him and Laine pulls me back. He and Nathan with this protection thing and pulling me here and there are really starting to irritate me. “Wait a minute,” he says to me, watching Nathan.
 
   Ann’s eyes are wide and swirling. Multiple colors appear but none of them rest, just a constant rainbow swirling in her iris. She cringes in pain as Nathan’s body seems to be empty yet he stays above her.
 
   Ann takes a breath through her mouth and lets it go the same way. A dark almost transparent mist releases with her exhale. I move a little closer to Laine not knowing what’s to come from the mist that has escaped her. She looks in pain. 
 
   The dark mist is breathed in by Nathan through his parted lips. I try to run to him, but Laine’s arm is wrapped around me before I push from the floor. I go to speak and his other hand covers my mouth.
 
   I shake my head, seeing Ann quickly shiver then Nathan rise. Roseland is let go rushing to Ann’s side. Nathan is walking toward Laine and me. His face is angered and dark as he grabs my arm ripping me from Laine all too roughly. His tight grip hurts and I pull my arm away from him.
 
   He says nothing as he grabs it again pulling me with him outside. This isn’t Nathan, it doesn’t feel like Nathan, and he’s terrifying the shit out of me. “Nathan.”
 
   He shakes his head. I push away from him backing away. Tripping over my own feet, I fall to the ground.
 
   He says nothing as he turns to me, an empty darkness in his eyes. He slowly stalks toward me, there is a jerk to his chest upon his approach. He opens his mouth to speak but with a rumble in his chest, he lets out a massive roar that would scare a bear.
 
   I jump up running away from him. He appears in front of me a foot from where I ran. “Tracey,” he says my name oddly like it’s something foreign. “Help me.”
 
   I back away. “Nathan, this isn’t you.”
 
   He shakes his head again, smiling. “We need you both, so we will use him to get to you. Come with us let us show you what you have not yet seen.”
 
   “No,” I say, shaking my head, continuing to back away. He snatches me. “Get out of him!” I yell, slamming my fist against his chest, trying to wrench my arms from his hands.
 
   “Sight is knowledge, Tracey, you do not know the full extent of what you are capable of. You could have all, you could know all, and with that―rule all. Dominate. We can dominate. Have this Nathan,” he says his name as if he’s a thing instead of a person. “Have him at your side forever. The two of you, all knowing in an immeasurable bound and acknowledged as the seeing of death. But you all will be so much more than that alone.”
 
   “I don’t want to dominate anything. I want you all to leave us alone and stop killing my family and let us live happily alone together.” I get my arms free.
 
   “Once you find what is to come, you will want what has already been set for your future. This is my seeing, my knowledge to you, and what has happened is not your worst.” It’s not Nathan’s voice, I see Nathan nowhere in his eyes. I don’t want to hear his words I just want him out.
 
   “Please leave,” I beg, backing away as he comes closer to me.
 
   “I’ll leave…with you.” He springs toward me. Laine appears with his mysterious silence and unacknowledged speed knocking Nathan off his feet, with a football player tackle.
 
   Oddly enough Nathan, well, not-Nathan doesn’t fight back. He just laughs in amusement. I’m going to blast him. It’s going to hurt me but this is the only way to get it out. 
 
   “Laine move, if I fly catch me,” I say quickly. The moment he moves, I send a massive blast to Nathan’s chest. On impact, I fly back. Laine roughly catches me and we fall to the ground. I grab my chest rolling off him, coughing.
 
   “Tracey, are you okay?” Laine asks, kneeling next to me.
 
   I look at Nathan, his chest is moving up and down uncontrollably with a hole in it. The snake of fire lights him up flashing around his body.
 
   Coughing, I get up running over to him. At my approach the snake spurts from him, slithering before me blocking me from getting closer. “Move,” I order. I feel it want to but it doesn’t move.
 
   “Nathan!” I yell seeing him on the ground.
 
   Laine comes to my side grabbing the snake of fire when it strikes out at me, almost freezing it. I knew his hands were freezing cold for a reason.
 
   I run to Nathan. He raises a hand to me letting me know he’s okay. He lies on the ground for a moment and I kneel down beside him watching his chest close. “Don’t do that anymore,” I tell him as he sits up.
 
   “I didn’t expect that to happen. But…” He stands. “… Ann did have something to do with you and my mother getting captured but only by telling him your name and that you were my mate. When he called me, I knew he was going to go to her. And agreed with him when he said she will be willing to release it because I killed her brother.”
 
   “Okay, Tracey,” Laine starts, earning a look from Nathan for cutting him off. “You have fire that comes out of your hand that looks like a snake?” I nod. “That woman in there was possessed?” I nod again. “Your mate took it out?” I semi nod, I don’t think that part was supposed to happen. “Then he became possessed?” I nod. “That snake became possessed.”
 
   “Then you froze it.” Which was kind of cool.
 
   “And now everybody is okay?”
 
   “Yeah, everyone is fine.”
 
   He nods. “Okay, I’m going to get out of here, it’s too much going on around here, I need a drink…” He runs off.
 
   I look back at Nathan. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, when was it okay that he calls you by your name?”
 
   “This morning, I told him it was fine.”
 
   “I don’t like it.”
 
   “Would you like for me to go over the things I don’t like.”
 
   “No,” he says, going quiet.
 
   “Right, let’s go finish this Roseland thing.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

40: Haunted
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   Tracey
 
   “Do you feel better now, Nathan!?” Roseland shouts the moment we walk into the living room.
 
   I want to laugh because of the way this small vein pops in his eyelid when he’s angry. I’ve never seen a vein that big in an eyelid before.
 
   “I’ll feel better once you all leave,” Nathan responds.
 
   “What you did was uncalled for. You are wrong!”
 
   “Be happy your mate is even alive after what she’s done. You should be thanking me.” His voice rises. “Be thankful for giving myself to that demon she welcomed in her. You should be appreciative that she is no longer possessed by that fiend. But you want to ask me if I feel better. Ask that bitch does she feel better!” I rub his arm forcing him to calm down. He shakes his head, calming. “Ask yourself do you feel better because there is no way you didn’t know she wasn’t herself.”
 
   Roseland evilly glares at Nathan as he calls Curtis and Cindy. They come in with Carmen. Curtis runs to me. “Hi Tracey.” I crouch down to hug him and Cindy comes too. “Hi Curtis.” I kiss both their cheeks before letting them go.
 
   They move to Nathan. He squats down doing the same. “I’ll see you two later, be good.”
 
   With our actions, you would think nothing happened and nothing was wrong.
 
   On their way out the door, we say goodbye with undesired hugs and fake smiles.
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   Nathan and I lay down after a shower and after everyone decided to leave our room after we were made obligated to explain what happened. I want to talk about earlier. It’s the only other thing on my mind apart from my parents.
 
   “You are going to make me make you forget,” Nathan says, pulling me to him.
 
   “Don’t make me forget, Nathan.” I turn to face him. “But I can’t not think about it. It’s bad but it’s something big.”
 
   “I don’t want it in my mind and it’s worse in yours. If you have to think about it I do want you to block me out.”
 
   All I want to do is kiss him, making his misery go away, but in my kiss, I can only think about what he wants. I won’t kiss him. “I’ll let it go, Nathan. But it’s me thinking about that or my parents. One makes me miserable and the other makes me miserably happy.”
 
   He turns me back around and his hand slides under my shirt gliding over my stomach. His touch is too tender. Before, this touch would mean nothing to me but a touch, but now I feel desire and desperation in it. 
 
   “Okay, Tracey.” He kisses my shoulder that was hurt long ago. “Go to sleep.”
 
   If only sleep was that easy. It could be, I know, but there is so much I need to go over. Like the words from the not-Nathan and what it is they want from us. “Nathan.”
 
   “Hum?”
 
   “When you were possessed you said to me what you did in the hotel room in Washington. All knowing in bounds immeasurable. No, all knowing in immeasurable bound. Wait. What was it? ”
 
   “I know what you’re talking about. I heard him.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “We’re massive without ending,” he answers too calmly, as if we are talking about what the weather will be tomorrow. “It’s inevitable what will be known. Or what’s to come.” He pauses. “Maybe.”
 
   “And the seeing of death part?”
 
   “Like I said before. You see, I kill.”
 
   “And we’re important to someone?”
 
   “Or something.”
 
   “Does your markings on your back do like my vines?”
 
   “They don’t move.”
 
   “So the eye doesn’t wink when you’re about to kill someone?”
 
   I feel him move, maybe shaking his head. “No, the eye doesn’t wink. The scythes burn though. Sometime making me do it and other times trying to hold me back.”
 
   “Trying?”
 
   “Yeah, trying.” He breathes. “I don’t like to be controlled. I like to make my own decisions and it’s what they try to do…control me. Are you going to go to sleep now?”
 
   “Yeah, but I can’t understand who would want us and why.”
 
   “Me either, this is new to me. I’m okay with those who try to kill me on the regular, or try to inconvenience me. But those trying to use the two of us for ‘the seeing of death’ is crossing a line.”
 
   “I don’t want to be used for anything.”
 
   “Me either.” He goes silent and I assume he’s done talking about it.
 
    
 
   I wake up alone and cold. Tired, I wrap myself in the cover to comfort the cold with warmth and turn into Nathan’s pillow to ease my discomfort.
 
   “Tracey, come down and eat before everyone gets up,” Nathan says from downstairs without yelling.
 
   “Good morning,” I greet him when I make it down.
 
   “Hey, beautiful.”
 
   “When are you going to teach me how to cook? One day I’ll be able to wake you up to breakfast.”
 
   “We would need an entire day to dedicate to that. After the carrot incident I don’t think you should be allowed anywhere near food preparation.”
 
   I laugh. “I thought I could handle cutting carrots.”
 
   “How do you feel today?” he asks, bringing me a plate of food as I sit down at the island.
 
   “Um, I feel okay. Not great, but okay. I miss them and everyday it doesn’t feel real. I feel like I can just pick up the phone and call her or hear my dad calling me Ladybug in a distant memory. Then it gets really bad when I feel my mom kiss my head and she’s not really there.” I hold back my tears burning my eyes. “But I’ll get through it.” I can do this. “I’ll be okay. What are we doing today?”
 
   He sits beside me. “We could try you diving off a mountain and me catching you.”
 
   I shoot him a look as if he lost his mind. “No, what happens if you don’t catch me.”
 
   He shrugs. “We won’t know until we try.”
 
   “What!?”
 
   He smiles. “Shh, keep your voice down before you wake up the house.”
 
   “Good Morning,” Taylor greets, coming into the kitchen.
 
   “Hey Taylor, you want some breakfast?” I ask her.
 
   “No. What did I miss last night? There was a lot of yelling and ruckus.”
 
   “Nothing,” Nathan says. “It wasn’t important and it’s taken care of.”
 
   It is not taken care of. But there is no need to burden Taylor with those inconveniences right now.
 
   “Did you all have a good time yesterday?” she asks leaning on my other side of the island.
 
   I nod. “Yeah, I shot Nathan in the face with a few paintballs.”
 
   She smiles and it looks weak. “I bet that was fun. Everyone wants to shoot Nathan in the face every once and awhile.”
 
   “More people than you would think,” Nathan adds.
 
   “I don’t like that,” I say.
 
   “Okay.” She heads out. “I’m going back upstairs. Let me know if you all leave.”
 
   I eat my breakfast Nathan only cooked enough for us.
 
   “If I don’t catch you and you hit the ground, I’ll be like a second after you, I’ll be able to heal you so you don’t die. But I’m sure I’ll catch you.”
 
   “If I hit the ground it will still hurt.”
 
   “You don’t trust me to catch you?” he asks, grabbing our plates and walking them to the sink.
 
   “I trust you but that’s a little extreme.”
 
   “Okay, how about we go mountain climbing, just you and me?”
 
   “Will you try to throw me off the mountain?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Nathan!”
 
   He laughs as he washes the dishes.
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   Nathan runs us to the mountains, it’s cold out today. We are going to do this and if I die, he’s going to go with me. Well, yeah, of course.
 
   “Okay, Tracey. Jump,” he says over the wind.
 
   We are high, almost at the top. I look over the edge. “Nathan, we are really high.”
 
   “More of a chance for me to catch you.”
 
   “You better catch me.”
 
   “I will.” He smiles. “Now jump while the wind has stopped. We don’t want it to blow after you leap and it rams you into the wall of the mountain.”
 
   My eyes widen. “What?”
 
   “Nothing.” He turns me to face him. “Dive off backward facing me. Like Glen did.”
 
   Yeah, the difference is Glen was actually trying to kill herself. I’m not ready to die.
 
   “It will be relieving for you too.”
 
   “Okay, kiss me in case it’s our last.”
 
   “No, I’ll kiss you when I catch you.”
 
   I shake my head. “How high are we?”
 
   He shrugs. “Maybe a height of thirty-eight-hundred feet. You ready?” There is way too much excitement in his face.
 
   “Okay Nathan, let’s do this.” I’m ready, at least I’ll get a high off the fall. “Just please catch me. I am not ready to die.”
 
   “I got you, baby. Now jump.”
 
   I back to the edge looking at him, his eyes are locked on mine. When I feel my feet hit the edge, I stop and look down over my shoulder at the far away ground before looking back to him. “You ready?”
 
   He nods. “Stop stalling, you’re making me change my mind. Making it look too real.” Good, maybe if I keep stalling we won’t do this. “Hurry Tracey, before the wind.”
 
   I look at him as I leap backward off the mountain. His mouth is straight but his eyes are shocked. I fall, feeling nothing but air around me.
 
   I count the seconds feeling my stomach constantly flip and my heart try to leave my body. On three, I still don’t see him. Four, I can’t breathe. Five, I feel the wind. Six, I close my eyes. Seven, the breath I held I let go of, heightening my panic. Eight, my falling speed seems to increase. Nine, I’m anxious. Ten, I let my arms out accepting I’m falling. Eleven, I know if he hasn’t caught me by now, he’s not going to. Twelve, I say his name. Thirteen, I open my mouth to take a breath but I get nothing but rushing air. Fourteen, fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, nothing but air. Nineteen, I think I’ve started to plummet. Twenty, my legs start to kick from my body trying to catch its self. Twenty-one, lips touch my lips. Twenty-two, an arm wraps around my back. Twenty-three, body to body. Twenty-four, tongue to tongue. Twenty-five, I wrap around him. Twenty-six, I breathe in deeply, nothing but the smell of trees in the air that rushes around me.
 
   Open your eyes.
 
   I do, seeing his orange eyes looking back at me and the sky behind him. There is so much wind that it quickly dries my eyes, so I lower them into a squint.
 
   He kisses me again not breaking eye contact. I lose everything to the fall and his kiss.
 
   Green leaves present behind him, he grabs onto a branch and we swing changing our bodies from horizontal to vertical. Our landing is hard.
 
   I move from him to stand. “It took you twenty-two seconds to catch me,” I blurt as I push my hands through my hair.
 
   “Yes, I know. This bird flew past distracting me.”
 
   I push him. “You let a bird distract you from saving me!?”
 
   “I’m kidding. I was making it more suspenseful. But it doesn’t matter because I caught you. It was fun right?”
 
   “No, it was not fun. It was scary as hell. And no we are never doing that again.”
 
   “Okay, Tracey.” He pulls me to him. “Thanks for trying it.”
 
   “Yep and now that we tried that daredevil stunt, we can do whatever I want to do.”
 
   He moves back, no longer touching me. “Yeah,” he says remorsefully. “As long as we don’t have to talk about what it is that you want to talk about.” He nods his head so we can walk. “Let’s head back before it rains again.” His excited mood has vanished.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about that. I want to do stuff that will keep my mind off everything.”
 
   “Come on, let’s go get something to eat. Diving off a mountain to save my mate had the extrinsic benefit of making me hungry. We probably shouldn’t have done that.” He pushes his hair back.
 
   “Really Nathan, it took seeing me plummet to the ground to realize we shouldn’t have done that?”
 
   “Yeah, pretty much. It was life changing.” He shrugs, grabbing my hand. “But it doesn’t matter, I saved you. I knew I was. It was just a debauched sight to see though.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

41: Seeing Things
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   Tracey
 
   “When are we going to start trying to figure out what’s going on?” I ask over our basket of chili cheese fries.
 
   “These fries are disgusting,” he says, throwing one he picked up back in the basket.
 
   “They taste fine to me.”
 
   He grabs a napkin to wipe his hands. “Good, you can eat ’em.”
 
   “Your attitude really sucks for someone who wanted to dive off a mountain and catch his mate and then accomplished his mission. Not to mention you’re supposed to be helping my mood.”
 
   “We could sit down tonight and talk about what we have come up with. Don’t tell anyone what we have heard, though, about you and me. Maybe Cesar will be back so I can talk to him.”
 
   “Yeah,” I butt in. “What happened with him anyway?”
 
   “To be honest I’m not sure yet. Something is off. When he first showed up, he knew everything or made it seem like it. Then the other day he blew up about everything going on and he acted new, like he didn’t know about it.”
 
   “Maybe it has something to do with me needing to check with you every day to talk to him.”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “What happened with you two anyway?” I’m curious because Nathan doesn’t seem alert and desperate to find out what Cesar is up to. Like he trusts him and Nathan trusts no one.
 
   “Cesar is older than I am.” His face scrunches as he thinks. “He’s actually much older than me. But he was with me during my bad days. He’d always say he was there to help but somehow in his help, things would always get worse.”
 
   “Like now,” I add.
 
   Nathan nods. “Yeah,” he says in recognition. “Like now. Once before, Roehl and I had to go against this family of guys. Cesar was a part of that group. Our names were known and we were better than everyone else, so of course they wanted us to fall. Cesar tipped us off and requested to join us. We agreed and when we went against his family they lost, we left him alive, and he stood by us. That’s how we met.”
 
   “Okay, and the reason you are not quick to kill him like everyone else is because…”
 
   “I will not hesitate to kill Cesar,” he says in a deep voice.
 
   “Well it seems like he’s hiding something with his mischievous attitude. And the fact that after months I still don’t trust him. And you know all of this and still know nothing at the same time. I would say that you are hesitant to find out.”
 
   “He has nothing to tell me.”
 
   “Then let him leave. Why offer him our home?”
 
   He shakes his head. “No reason,” he says after a long pause.
 
   “Okay so when he gets back tonight tell him to leave.”
 
   “Cesar will leave when Laine leaves.”
 
   Right, thanks for bringing that up. “It also doesn’t make you suspicious that they know each other.”
 
   “Not suspicious. I expect them to know each other.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He looks at me before answering. “Are you finish eating these nasty ass fries? We can go somewhere else and talk about this instead at this public restaurant. You like to get loud and draw attention to us.”
 
   “You’re going to tell me something bad aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   We get back in the truck. “Nathan, if I find out your hiding more stuff from me I’m going to hate you.”
 
   He starts the truck gurgling an irritated breath. “I’m not hiding anything from you, Tracey. We are going to talk, get it all out there.”
 
   He pulls out of the restaurant’s parking lot. “Where are we going?”
 
   “I don’t know yet. Maybe just drive and we talk.”
 
   “Okay, start talking.”
 
   Silence takes over the truck for a long time before he speaks. “Cesar previously put in some work for Lunis. That’s how he and Laine know each other. He was the one who grabbed Laine and brought him there.”
 
   Oh, my, gosh he cannot be serious. “Does Laine know that?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Wait, you knew Cesar worked for Lunis and you’re okay with him being around?”
 
   “I didn’t know. I just found out the other night. He said it was before and considering how old Laine is I believe it was before we met.”
 
   “And you wouldn’t suspect him working for―” A girl, who walks along the side of a tall dark guy, looks like Glen. She has her body shape and the color of her hair. We’re stopped at a light next to a warehouse building. I shake my head knowing it can’t be her. I lean closer to the window and she looks this direction. Her pinched cheeks and freckles have my hand clutching the door handle, opening the door, and jumping from the truck. “Gl―” An arm around me as a hand clamps over my mouth stopping me. I fight against it, needing to get to her. Needing to get her attention. That’s Glen I know it.
 
   “Tracey, stop,” he whispers. “It’s not her.”
 
   Yes it is, I know, I can recognize her anywhere. I know my friend, I say in my head because his hand is over my mouth.
 
   “It’s not, Tracey. Stop fighting me. Just listen.”
 
   My body stops moving. We end up back in the truck before I can blink. He starts to pull away. I have no control over anything.
 
   Nathan stop, please don’t leave, I beg. Just let me see where she is going, let me just get confirmation. Please.
 
   “Tracey we cannot go in there.”
 
   Nathan please, let me go, I won’t try to leave. Tell me what’s going on. I’ll sit here. But please. We need to see what’s going on. I know it’s her. You have to let me see her. Come with me, but we have to talk to her.
 
   “Tracey.” My body loosens, being my own again. I take a breath of relief that makes my heartbeat rapidly. “Listen to me. And please calm down,” Nathan says.
 
   “I’m calm, but talk fast.” Impatiently my legs begin shaking.
 
   “It may be her. But it’s not her. It can’t be, remember we saw what happened. People don’t die and come back to life.”
 
   “Why are you not shocked to see her?”
 
   His head falls back against the seat as I wait for him to speak. But he says nothing. “Nathan, please do not tell me you knew about this. Don’t say you saw her and knew she was alive.”
 
   “Tracey, I did not see her. And it is not Glen in that body I know for sure.”
 
   “Then what do you know?” Wait. “No, can we just go see real quick. We’ll be quiet and I won’t say anything. I just need to look at her.”
 
   “We will not go, we don’t know what we are going to.”
 
   My nerves are going crazy. I need to walk or run or just go see what is going on. I can’t sit still, my fingers twitch and match with sparks. I block off my mind and body.
 
   “What are you doing, Tracey?” he asks, sitting forward.
 
   I can’t take it. I exit the truck at full speed and run into the doorway I saw Glen walk to. I feel Nathan coming. I run up the nearest stairs hoping she came this way and to keep him from stopping me.
 
   I want to call out to her but I don’t want to attract the wrong person. One thing I learned is to stay quiet around those you don’t know or the other way around. The first door I open and look in, bodies are laid on the couch and floor appearing lifeless. I quickly close that door and run further down the hall. At another door, I hear voices. I can’t waste too much time listening to the halls. Nathan will find me in no time. The voices are not female voices so I keep going. Further down the hall I run. This place seems like an old warehouse, and by the setup, this is the office part of it. A female with Glen’s body shape crosses the hall in front of me.
 
   I pick up my speed, racing to her as she enters another room. Hand on the knob with the door halfway open, I’m pulled away in the opposite direction. The door opens and out walks Glen, the tall guy I saw her with and another woman with short hair.
 
   “Stop!” Glen yells.
 
   I fight against Nathan for him to stop pulling me away. He doesn’t. I hit him hard enough he loosens his grip so I can break free. A foot away from her she says, “Grab her. She’s the one they want.”
 
   I skid, trying to stop. The impact of my halt has me falling backward and sliding into the three of them.
 
   “Hurry, grab her!” she says.
 
   My eyes cloak and my hands heat. The hands that wrapped around me now have burning vines wrapping around them. Nathan is fighting the tall dark guy and the woman with short hair has my vines wrapped around her.
 
   I scramble to my feet and Glen stands before me. Not―Glen. She doesn’t look like a Faylaman like the others but more like the guy from my dream when I became possessed.
 
   


 
   
  
 

42: New Friends in Old friends
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   Nathan
 
   Tracey is so goddamn hardheaded. All I asked her to do was wait. Just fucking sit there. But no, she goes and runs off into the goddamn unknown. The guy I’m fighting is taller than I am and he hits hard as shit. I knee him in the stomach and when he buckles over, I ram my elbow down into the back of his neck.
 
   When he turns his head, I draw my arm back and ram my fist in the side of his face. He drops and I stomp down on his chest before kicking his face so hard I break his neck.
 
   Turning around, Glen’s body is standing in front of Tracey. Tracey looks desperate and scared. She’s blocked from me and I can’t hear anything. I check my surroundings making sure no one else is coming before I cross the hall to them.
 
   “Tracey,” I call low. They both turn around. Glen’s face smiles like she has been offered a gift she’s been waiting her entire life for and Tracey looks staggered.
 
   “The both of you are here. They will be so pleased,” says Glen’s body as she walks over to me.
 
   Tracey grabs her arm. “Glen.” She pulls her.
 
   The face of Glen’s body angers. She looks harmless but with all the fucked up shit going on, who knows what she may be capable of.
 
   “Yes,” answers Glen, kindly turning back to Tracey.
 
   “Do you remember me?” asks Tracey desperately.
 
   I move closer.
 
   “Remember you to do what?” Glen looks back at me. “I remember I need him.” She turns to Tracey. “And I need you to come with me.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Tracey, that shit is not important right now. We need to get out of here.” I get halfway through my sentence when another door opens from behind them.
 
   “Come,” three women speak in unison—Glen’s voice joins them. “Let us show you things you have not yet seen.” I reach around Glen grabbing Tracey to me.
 
   Glen grabs her hand. “Come, young Tracey. You both bear a gift desired by many. Join us and show what needs to be seen.” Tracey jerks her hand back.
 
   The four of them stare at us as their mouths begin to spread open, stretching wider as they screech loudly.
 
   I grab Tracey throwing her over my shoulder and kick Glen in her chest forcing her to fly backward into the other three. They fall over like bowling pins. Tracey bucks and jerks around yelling for me to drop her.
 
   I run to our exit, back down the stairs which is now blocked by tall thin men, cloaked from head to toe.
 
   I move Tracey to the floor anticipating needing both my hands for this. She drops and turns into me after she sees them and their stealthy demonic looks. She hides behind me.
 
   “Don’t be scared now, Tracey,” I say irked. If it wasn’t for her, we wouldn’t be in here.
 
   “Nathan,” says the one on the right end. “We weren’t expecting you so soon.”
 
   “I don’t plan on staying. If you and your friends will step aside, we’ll be on our way.”
 
   “Now is not the time to be a smart ass, Nathan,” whispers Tracey.
 
   “Why don’t you open up so I can tell you something?”
 
   “No. Just get us out of here.”
 
   “Nathan, let us show you something.” The one on the end speaks again. They all look alike. Grey cloaks, what looks like discomposure on one side of their face but human enough on the other. Black lips and dark eyes with no eyebrows. They wear hoods that stop in the middle of their foreheads and the sleeves of their cloaks cover their hands.
 
   “I’m not interested. I’ve seen enough,” I say.
 
   “Tracey, are you not curious to know how your friend once was dead, but now is walking before you.” It speaks in a hushed voice, but we hear him well enough.
 
   At the mention of Glen, she walks down the stairs followed by the three women.
 
   “She is not interested either. I think you should move.” How do I defeat this? I speak lower to Tracey, “What’s behind me?” I know they can hear me.
 
   “I’m too scared to look.”
 
   “I have something that will make you interested,” he tells me. The three of them move slowly, steps ordered to the left. The four women, including Glen move in front of my exit.
 
   I keep both sets of them in sight. Tracey holds me tighter, her grip hurts from her nails digging in my sides.
 
   “Enter,” it orders.
 
   “No, Do Not Enter,” I say loudly, not ready for whatever or maybe whoever is getting ready to walk into this opening I have not seen the whole of.
 
   “If it’s Scott, I am going to be so sorry I ran in here.”
 
   “Shut up, Tracey.” She should already be sorry she ran in here. “Why don’t you stop digging your nails in my skin and look around for an exit.”
 
   Her grip loosens. “Sorry.”
 
   “You are going to be sorry for a lot more than that when we get the hell out of here.”
 
   The four women stand, watching what sounds like a door open. The three men also look to the door. I will not look at the door. I can’t look around me because I need to keep everyone in sight. Tracey’s not helping. If Scott walks through this door, I’m going to try to kill everyone. Including Tracey.
 
   I couldn’t kill her, but I am going to viciously toss her somewhere…then catch her.
 
   “Nathan,” calls the one who has been talking. “He, you are interested in seeing.”
 
   I turn my head an inch and through my periphery, I see someone worse than seeing Scott.
 
   My body hardens and I grab one of Tracey’s hands to keep me leveled. One foot step toward him, then I stop myself. It’s not him, Nate. The guy who gave his life for mine. Someone closer to me than Scott, Taylor, and Roehl. The only person I knew who would put his life on the line and replace mine. He stands over ten feet from me. The way I remember him, not battered, beaten, or dead. Same cocky attitude in his face and his untouchable stance, always resembling mine.
 
   Tarleton…stands in this open room.
 
   I don’t speak of him, knowing it should’ve been me that died that night instead of him. And it burns me to talk about it. I shake it away. It’s not him. I saw him die, and the dead do not come back to life. And if they were to, they are not themselves.
 
   “Tracey, open up,” I say low. My voice is off with me affected by this sight.
 
   Okay. Who is it and why did he change you?
 
   Not now. Blast the four women. We need to go. Now!
 
   “Nate,” calls Tarleton’s voice. “There is something you need to see. Come check it out.” He sounds happy, like he did back in the day, and back then, there were some things I needed to see or check out. Not this though.
 
   “Nah bro, I’m good,” I say, unable to not respond.
 
   “Man,” he says as he slowly begins to cross the open room. “I had no idea you would advance into this.” I take a step back, forcing Tracey to move too. “And you’ve mated. Now protective over a female.” He tisks three times. “That too is another sight I thought I’d never see.”
 
   “You could go back through the door you walked out of and you will see it no more.” A million questions burn at my throat for me to ask the ones in the cloaks. I swallow them down. Never be curious.
 
   Tracey, blast them now.
 
   But I’ll be blasting Glen.
 
   Okay babe, let’s just stay here with all the dead people and see what they want to show us. Like when the demons possessed you and we’ll go and become this seeing of death they’ve been talking about. Better yet, Tracey, you go run off in the sunset with dead Glen and I’ll go to a party with dead Tarleton and say fuck each other and do this demon domination thing.
 
   Okay, I don’t want that.
 
   Well blast the goddamn dead women so we can get the fuck out of here! She is pissing me off.
 
   Her hands move from me and as Tarleton runs toward me, I hear the blast hit the door and the wind rush in through the opening. I grab Tracey and I’m out and in the truck pushing Tracey off my lap. I start it, pull off, skidding on to the road.
 
   Anger builds in me. Tracey is right to stay quiet. I’m going to blow the moment we walk in the house. We pull in the drive. She jumps out leaving the door open, running through our front doors, slamming it closed. She knows I’m pissed.
 
   I lean over to close my passenger door, cut off the truck, and get out. Repeating over and over to myself, calm down, Nate, calm down. I just need to yell at her. I would never touch her to harm her. Not while I’m in control anyway and the time I did… I didn’t touch her. Her neck just happened to choke itself. But that was an accident.
 
   I met by Olar at the door. “What happened?” he asks threatening.
 
   “Not now.” I push him to the side. “Tracey!” I yell, running up the stairs, taking two at a time. She’s back blocked and I can’t feel her. I check the room and she isn’t in here. “Tracey!” I yell again. Not finding her is irking me more.
 
   I turn from the room met by Carmen, standing in front of me, blocking my way. “What?” I ask her.
 
   “Tracey said you were going to kill her. And you are walking around the house screaming her name like a mad man.”
 
   I smirk, shaking my head. “I am not going to kill her.”
 
   “Yes he is, Carmen, do not let him pass.” She peeks her head around the wall at the bottom of the stairs.
 
   I step to the side and Carmen steps the same way, blocking me. I push her to the side and hit the stairs and Tracey takes off yelling, “Stop him! He’s going to kill me!”
 
   Cart and Court are at me when I turn the corner. “Why are you trying to kill Tracey?” asks Court. With a smile he adds, “You’ll just be killing yourself.”
 
   “I am not going to kill her. Now if you two will excuse me.” I push through them smelling for her. She’s in the basement.
 
   I move silently going to the basement. She’s standing by the wall at the bottom of the stairs not in the opening, preventing me from seeing her. But I know she’s there. All the lights shut off when my foot hits the bottom step. I can’t see shit.
 
   She has moved from the wall and I know she can see me with those damn eyes.
 
   “Nathan. Do not kill me. I’m sorry,” she says in the darkness.
 
   “Turn the lights back on.”
 
   “No, not until you promise you won’t kill me.”
 
   “I don’t make promises but I won’t kill you. I’ll just choke and yell at you a little bit.”
 
   “Nope, don’t do that either.”
 
   “Who else is down here?”
 
   “If you try to kill me, everyone.”
 
   It’s too dark, why did I have them do this like this. Anyone could hide down here and not be seen and attack us. How does Nathan sit down here with it this dark?
 
   “Are you still by the stairs?” she asks.
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’re lying.”
 
   “So why ask?” You know you can see me.
 
   “If you can find me, I’ll let you yell at me. But if you can’t, we will sit down and talk like civilized human beings. Not a burdened Sephlem and his mate. Got it.”
 
   “Or, I could just start yelling at you now.”
 
   “Come on, Nate, we’re out, we made it. Now let’s figure out the plan.”
 
   “No, I think we should go over your actions. And your need to put us in danger. Turn on the lights.” I’m calm for now but the darkness is driving me crazy. I breathe and her scent floods my nose. She’s close. “Okay, Tracey. If I find you I get to yell and get angry and point my finger.”
 
   “Right.” She sounds close. “And if you don’t then we drop it and move to the bigger problem and we will also add in who Tarleton is.”
 
   “Win or lose we will not discuss him.” That is not a topic.
 
   “Eh, we’ll see. So find me.” Now she sounds far.
 
   I don’t like this. I can’t see shit and I only smell her. I try to remember where everything was placed. Couch, TV stand, walk way to Nathan’s room, the way around the sitting area to the bathroom. I can’t picture any of it.
 
   I can only picture Tarleton standing there and feel Tracey’s nails digging into my sides. What is it they want us to see so bad that they keep possessing her and would bring those closest to us back from the dead? How long has Lunis been in on this? It was decades ago Tarleton died. How would they have gotten his body? It must be Lunis and what Laine was saying is true about seeing Glen’s body. Then again, Glen is here, Laine said he lived back in England. Something is not adding up with all this.
 
   Letting go of all the million and one thoughts going through my head I move from the wall. It smells like she is somewhere to my left, the couches are to my left. I walk there feeling the couch touch my legs. Her smell is no longer as strong.
 
   She thinks this is a game and it’s irritating. “Say something,” I tell her.
 
   “Something,” she responds from somewhere behind me.
 
   I turn around walking that direction. She giggles from somewhere to my right.
 
   I feel like I’m turning around in circles and knowing her, she does have me spinning in circles knowing I could never find her.
 
   “I’m over here, Nathan,” she whispers flirtatiously.
 
   I walk to where I hear her and small hands move under my shirt touching over my abs. She’s not against me but I feel her behind me.
 
   “I won, fifteen minutes you’ve been trying to find me.” My shirt rises and she kisses my back. “Now calm down.” She kisses me again. “And let’s be peaceful about this.”
 
   I grab her hand to keep her from moving as I turn around. I follow her arm to her face and I take it in both my hands. Where she should be, I look down at her. “Don’t do that again.”
 
   She opens up her body but leaves her mind closed off. I can see me through her in black and grey. “I’m sorry, Nathan. I saw her and I miss her and I needed to confirm it was her for myself. I would have hugged her but when she looked at me and my eyes cloaked, she wasn’t her.”
 
   “She wasn’t her,” I confirm softening because of the hurt in her voice. “But I’m still irked with you.” Her hands touch my hands. “That could have ended badly.”
 
   “I said I was sorry. The only reason that would happen again is if I was to see my parents.” I can’t feel her feelings but her voice lets me know she means it and she’s unhappy.
 
   “You won’t see them,” I soothe.
 
   “I know. Only in my dreams.”
 
   “You made me extremely angry. The next time you want to run off in a warehouse, don’t bitch up and not want to fight your way out.” I know that was harsh and it may make her feel worse but I couldn’t find a softer way to put it.
 
   “Are you mad at me or because you saw that guy?”
 
   “Both, but I’m more upset with you.” I move away from her. “Now can you cut on the lights?”
 
   “Cut on the lights,” she says. And that snake of fire who you think would be seen in the dark shows up out of nowhere and the lights come back on.
 
   She stands in front of me with sad eyes and I look away from her. “I’m going to sleep,” I tell her, walking toward the stairs. She appears in front of me, and I see how irritating that is. “When did you get so fast?”
 
   “Why are you walking off on our talk?”
 
   “Let’s talk upstairs.” I’m not going to talk up there either, it is just my way of making her shut up down here.
 
   


 
   
  
 

43: Revealing Truth
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   Nathan
 
   She stays behind me all the way up to our room. And not just her, everyone else. Except Little Nathan. I hate Laine being in here and yet…here he is.
 
   I sit in Tracey’s chair. Carmen, Cart and Court and Tracey crowd on the bed and Laine stands near the door. He must anticipate me telling him to get out.
 
   “Why were you going to kill Tracey?” asks Laine.
 
   For now, I ignore the irritation he brings. “I wasn’t going to kill her.” I look at her. “Just yell at her…a lot.”
 
   She rolls her eyes.
 
   “What did you do?” asks Court.
 
   “I saw my old friend and she―”
 
   “She saw her?” blurts Laine, shocked and at the wrong time and the wrong place.
 
   This dumb ass.
 
   “Wait.” Tracey moves to the edge of the bed. I lean over releasing an exaggerated gurgle. I throw my hands in my face leaving my elbows to rest on my knees. She is about to fucking spaz out. “Nathan, what does he mean?”
 
   I peek at her through my fingers, she looks mad. “Tracey.” I push my hands roughly from my face making my head dip.
 
   “Don’t Tracey me,” she says angrily. I slouch back in the chair looking at everyone look at me. “Nathan or Laine, any day now.”
 
   I slouch further until I can lay my neck back on the edge at the top of this chair. It’s my way to stall because I know the moment I tell this girl I already knew about Glen, she’s going to try to light me on fire. And I can’t hear her thoughts. It probably would have been better to stay downstairs. Or told Laine to get out when I first thought to. He looks at me and I look at Tracey. She looks irritated and her eyes have turned black.
 
   “Laine saw Glen a while ago I guess, and when he bombarded your memory he saw her there. And related you two as knowing each other.” I wait for her to respond.
 
   She nods and looks at Laine. “You didn’t want to tell me that.”
 
   Ooh, he had better not say it. He opens his mouth and I give him a warning look slowly shaking my head. He better not say it.
 
   His mouth closes and he thinks before it reopens, his eyes shift from me to Tracey. “I wasn’t sure, I questioned it first and once we…” he points to me and then himself, “… Were sure it was her, we were going to tell you. I wouldn’t come to you under false pretense.”
 
   Tracey turns to me for confirmation “Yeah babe, what he said.” Thanks for not being a dick Laine. I would nod at him if Tracey weren’t staring at me like she can see through my head.
 
   “Okay so you saw her…?” Carmen asks. And I thank her for changing it back to that.
 
   Tracey runs through what happened and when she finishes Olar and Lana walk in followed by a knock on the front door.
 
   I jump up all too quickly, ready to get out of this room. “I’ll go get that.” I look at Laine and nod for him to leave with me. I hate him but I’m man enough to thank him. Olar, keep Tracey talking.
 
   Got it.
 
   “I told Tracey I wouldn’t lie to her,” Laine states as we walk down the stairs.
 
   “Me too,” I respond.
 
   “But you lie to her.”
 
   “Sometimes. We don’t need to discuss that. And I’m sure you understand after hearing what happened why it wasn’t good for her to know.”
 
   “Possibly.”
 
   “Well thanks for what you did up there. You saved us both because Tracey might have set us on fire.” I open the door to Cesar standing there. “What?”
 
   Tracey comes down the stairs before he can respond. What the hell happened to Olar keeping her talking? “What’s going on Nathan?” she asks.
 
   What the hell happened, Olar?
 
   Sorry Nate, she zoned out and left.
 
   “Nothing yet, Tracey. Go back upstairs.” I keep my eyes on Cesar.
 
   “Back to square one?” he accuses, sizing me up.
 
   I tilt my head to the side glaring at him. “You tell me.”
 
   He backs away, nodding. “Keep your friends close, Nate.” He looks at Laine. “Enemies closer.” His eyes shift to Tracey. “If you can tell them apart.”
 
   “What is that supposed to mean?” Tracey steps to my side moving aside my arm I put in front of her. Cesar stares at her. Tracey gasps and in less than a second, she blasts him. What would seem for no reason, but only to those who don’t see what she sees. He flies back and before he hits the floor, she shoots that fire snake thing from her hand and it springs forward wrapping around Cesar. Right in the front of the house. Where if a neighbor were to look out the window they could see.
 
   The snake of fire constricts around him before entering in his mouth. Within seconds, Cesar explodes. His blood sprays everywhere. Including my truck. The snake returns to Tracey and she opens her hand. I watch it go back inside her through her palm. Her hand shakes from the sting of its reentry.
 
   I close the door turning to her. She has three spots of his blood on her face that I wipe off. “Care to share?”
 
   “He…then…well…” Her face falls from her shocked guise. “I suppose he didn’t do anything.”
 
   “But he was going to?”
 
   She nods.
 
   “How do you know that? You just killed him,” says Laine.
 
   “She has this thing…” I start to explain but cut myself off. “Never mind. Keep going Tracey, what did you see?”
 
   “He tried to attack us, well he intended to attack us. You and me. He was him one hundred percent but he works with them. I don’t know which them but not us.”
 
   “How did you see him?” Laine asks.
 
   “Do you mind opening up?” I ask her before she can answer him. After I’m in and know what’s going on in her head she can answer whatever question she wants.
 
   “Yes, babe, sorry.” She opens and everything comes to me.
 
   Cesar was himself and beside him but yet in him was something that looked like a Faylaman crossed with one of those cloaked figures. It wasn’t like he was possessed, instead he was accepting.
 
   He sprung toward Tracey and me in an attempt to grab us and maybe choke us. That wouldn’t have been successful anyway. But with his words, I’ll kill you both. She left nothing to chance, like I taught her.
 
   Not caring about it or what happened with Cesar and anything else pertaining to him. I kiss the side of Tracey’s neck proud of her. “Good job, baby,” I say, cutting off whichever one of them were talking. “Stay that way, don’t be sorry.” I kiss her again.
 
   Whatever she was talking about is gone, she only thinks of my kiss but she doesn’t stop me. I go back to our room and everyone is still here. “Don’t you all have something to do? Like get out.”
 
   “Why are you on edge, Nate?” Cart blurts.
 
   “I’m not on edge, I just need a minute and I can’t get one.”
 
   “Did you leave Tracey down stairs with Laine?”
 
   “Yes Olar. Why?”
 
   “You trust him?”
 
   “I’ll discuss that with you later. And Cesar just died.”
 
   “How?” a few of them ask.
 
   I walk to the closet to go to the bathroom, taking a minute to listen to Laine and Tracey. He’s talking and she isn’t listening to anything he’s saying as she focuses on me.
 
   She’s going to come up here and want to kiss on me and rub those hands on me to get some shit started. I know she is. I rub my hand down my face saying, “Tracey did that eye thing and saw him try to kill us and she killed him.”
 
   “Instantly?” questions Olar, walking to me…in the bathroom.
 
   I wash my hands as I speculate why he has to be this close. “Yes, instantly. You mind?” I gesture for him to give me some space.
 
   “Good job, Tracey,” he says, as he walks out the bathroom. He stops mid-way through the closet. “Oh, I need us to check out something tomorrow. The girls can stay here. We’ll go out after.”
 
   I grab my face towel, drenching it in the hot water. “Yeah, I need to go out. But I can’t leave Tracey by herself. Not with all this crazy shit going on.”
 
   “You trust Laine, he’ll look out for her. For them both.”
 
   I look at him suspiciously. “When did you start caring about Laine and wanting him around Tracey and Lana?” I wring out the face towel and rub it over my face, before leaving it on the sink.
 
   “If you trust him, he’s good.” He walks out the closet. I dry my hands following out after him.
 
   I lean in the doorway of the closet. “Do you all have something you need to talk to me about?”
 
   “No,” they respond.
 
   “Then can you all get out?” So I can take a minute before Tracey brings her hot ass upstairs.
 
   “Don’t you need to go check on Taylor?” Damn, Taylor.
 
   I leave for Taylor’s room on the other end of the hall. “Taylor.” I call, opening the door.
 
   “Hey, Nathan,” she responds from the darkness.
 
   Her room is hot and muggy, it smells like body and snot. “You need me to come in?”
 
   She starts crying. “Just hold me until I fall back to sleep.” She hasn’t asked me to do that in years.
 
   I cross the room to her bed in the darkness remembering where it sits. “Okay, Taylor.” I move her body from its edge and I lay down, laying her head on my chest as I wrap my arms around her.
 
   Her arms wrap tight around me. “This is my punishment,” she whines.
 
   “No Taylor, just…fucked up shit happens. Especially in our life.”
 
   “I doubt it, when you deceive and betray your family this is what happens as pay back. The debt that you owe for your evil being repaid.”
 
   “Don’t think like that, Taylor.”
 
   “What am I going to do without him?”
 
   “Relax Tay. Go to sleep.” I rub her neck on her pressure points then squeeze it causing her to pass out. Moving from her, I kiss her forehead and leave her room.
 
   I don’t know anything about living without your mate. I’ve never had to think about it.
 
   The door to my room is closed. I look down the stairs and listen to see where everyone is. Where the hell is my brother?
 
   Nathan.
 
   Yeah.
 
   Where are you?
 
   In my room. I have company.
 
   How long have you been down there?
 
   A while.
 
   She better not be one of those psycho bitches you’ve been known for bringing home. I wait for him to reply and he doesn’t. Nathan.
 
   Okay, go away. She’ll be out in a couple of hours.
 
   And you better not be doing what I think you’re doing.
 
   Shut up…
 
   You’re supposed to wait to do that and respect those girls and what not. Are you respecting her?
 
   Coming from you. Go away!
 
   Seriously bro, think if you wanted your mate to save it for you, and we all do. You should give her the same respect. And let that girl save it for her mate.
 
   Bro! Go. Away.
 
   Kids… Where is Tracey? Tapping into her she’s in the shower, just got in. Tracey, I’m going for a run. Seven minutes tops. I’ll be right back.
 
   Wait Nate, I got something better than a run. Come here.
 
   Damn…
 
   


 
   
  
 

44: The Meaning
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   Tracey
 
   Hand and hand, body to body, mouth to mouth, breath to breath. The air pushes at my back as I fall.
 
   I know he doesn’t want to hear it but I need to say it. To let it escape my lips just once. And I don’t know why this seems like the moment I need to say it but it is.
 
   He moves deeper in me and my body arches against his. I wrap my arms around him and I lay back against the bed pulling him down with me. His staggered breaths in my ear make me fall through the sky faster.
 
   “If we could…” I start, “and even knowing…” I sigh. “I still want it. All that you want.” He slows, listening, and knowing what I mean. “I love you, Nathan, through the bad. We can have what we aspire.” I move his head so he can look at me. “We can go away from here and have it.
 
   “Here we keep each other down because we are too afraid to become weightless and float away in our immeasurable bond. Let’s leave and have that. An immeasurable bond and be made and have a―family,” I say the word with a lump in my throat. “And me carry a you until you can.” The lump explodes and tears escape the outer corners of my eyes. His eyes are the dark forest green. I watch them as I continue, “I have nothing and no one but you. Let us rebuild a new in my loss and bring what was taken back. Let me drown in you even if only for right now. And live in this world of fantasies.”
 
   He kisses me, eyes flooded. Our movement is different and I now feel like I’m no longer falling but floating in a world without oxygen―airless and still, yet I can breathe easy.
 
   His hands clasp mine and I hold them tight wanting this moment and feeling of our perfection to never end. His head falls next to mine. I love you, Tracey. We’ll go away and be boundless and it will never have to end. I’ll give it to you. 
 
   That language he uses, I haven’t heard in so long and it still amazes me that I can now understand it.
 
   I copy it, saying, I love you, Nathan. Let’s build a new world. Our world. I’ve never wanted anything as much as I want him and having him this much isn’t enough. I completely open up to him and he does the same to me.
 
   Our desires match like the beat of our hearts. And we coddle in each other’s fantasies. This turning into something more than what we are doing, turning into something greater than what we are. And if I ever doubted he loved me before, in this, it’s not existent. I can’t deny he does, and with every fiber of his body.
 
   “And every beat of your heart,” he adds.
 
    
 
   I lay in the bed after Nathan left for a run. Each time I fall asleep I feel myself falling scared, and the pain from my losses pounds me as I plummet. I close my eyes ready for death to take me. Just as it does, lips touch my lips each time waking me up taking away the pain and relieving me from my lifeless destiny.
 
   Over and over the same dream from last night to this morning. And I just woke up from another. I made Nathan promise we’ll leave when he comes back from being with Olar today. His request was that we take Taylor and I’m okay with that. As long as we get to leave this craziness here. Leave the resting memories of everyone that was taken away from me.
 
   I have nothing here any longer. The demons and possessed Sephlems and whoever the people are trying to get us for this ‘seeing of death’ thing, I am more than thrilled to leave them behind. I also don’t care about figuring out the whys, whats, and whos.
 
   My naked body lies under the sheets and comforters, the weightless feeling from last night has not past. I feel like once my feet hit the floor the gravity will plunge me to the ground.
 
   A knock sounds from the door, slowly welcoming that gravity. “It’s me, Tracey,” Taylor calls.
 
   Taylor always catches me naked under the sheets. If she weren’t hurting, I would tell her to wait. “Yeah, come in.” She comes in and lies across the bed. “Just don’t move the covers,” I warn.
 
   “Okay. We’re leaving?” she whispers.
 
   I nod.
 
   She nods. “Good.”
 
   Nathan walks in. “You’re still in the bed?”
 
   “Yes, I’m not ready to stop floating.”
 
   He walks to the closet. “I can understand that. You okay, Taylor?”
 
   “Yes. And ready.”
 
   “I can understand that too.” The shower water comes on. “Come on, Tracey.”
 
   Taylor gets off the bed leaving and when the door closes, I get up and go to the bathroom. Nathan in all his glorious bareness picks me up and gets in. “You want to keep floating?” he asks, taking me back to the feeling I felt last night.
 
    
 
   Taylor, Carmen, Lana, Laine and I go out for food. Taylor needed to finally get outside, she started changing colors. Her complexion now looks stuck in pink maybe from her crying so much. I sit next to her and can feel her feelings. The positive and secured presence she previously gave off is now dejected and apprehensive. I feel like if I poke her she’ll break into a million pieces on the floor.
 
   “Taylor, you missed it when we went paintballing the other day,” Carmen says, before grabbing her water.
 
   “I heard. Nathan got shot in the face by Tracey.”
 
   “He did, I didn’t think she was going to do it.”
 
   “It was only right after you all shot him in his back,” I add. “Plus he deserved it.” His mouth got him in trouble. 
 
   Taylor smiles, it looks like it hurts. She’s gained pinches of skin around her eyes and the corners of her mouth.
 
   I look away from her. She’s making me depressed. I don’t know what would be the best way to comfort her.
 
   I can’t focus much today. Carmen goes on telling Taylor about our paintball war. Taylor doesn’t look half-interested but Carmen continues. Lana giggles at the stories and tells her half. I assume she is the real Lana because if she wasn’t Olar would be dead right?
 
   Laine just stares at me. “What?” I ask him over Carmen.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Stop looking at me like that.”
 
   Taylor clears her throat. “I’d like to know what you’re doing around.”
 
   “He’s cool, Taylor,” Carmen starts. “He helped Tracey while she was gone.”
 
   “But he took Olar and if I’m not mistaken, also took Tracey.”
 
   “Let it go, Taylor,” I say to her. “He’s okay.”
 
   “Should I say sorry or something?” Laine asks.
 
   I shake my head. “No, you did what you were instructed to do and at that time you thought that was the right thing. Yeah it upsets us as a family but knowing what you know now, things are different.”
 
   “What?” Lana starts. “Knowing that he knows us, that forgives what he did?” Her annoying voice accuses, irritated and disgusted.
 
   I cut off Laine from defending himself. “No, because he went through what Olar and I did. And in that, something much worse, forgetting who and what he was, including where he came from and what his character stood for. They conditioned him to be like them and made him think that was his only purpose.” I lean back in my chair. “You know how your brother does Lana. Don’t give him attitude.”
 
   “You are extremely defensive over him, Tracey,” Lana states now calm.
 
   “The same way I would be over you if someone treated you the way you just tried to treat him.” I shrug. “Laine is my friend and he’s here for me. That’s fine with Nathan and me and should be fine with you two,” I say, looking at Taylor and Lana.
 
   “I’m trying to understand why it’s okay with Nathan,” Taylor responds. 
 
   I shrug, cracking a small smile. “Okay, so Nathan may not be okay with it but he’s not complaining about it.”
 
   “I’m sure he’s not. I know my brother and he doesn’t do friends. Not friends like yours.”
 
   “Yeah, he doesn’t, but he’ll take this among other things.”
 
   “Olar has an issue. But he has calmed as well,” Lana adds.
 
    “Aren’t you all finished eating?” I ask the table. They nod. I look at Laine so he can come with me to pay for the food. He and I rise together. 
 
   Taylor questions me with a pull to my hand. Where are you going with him?
 
   Just to pay for the food. It’s okay.
 
   It’s not, it’s in the way he looks at you.
 
   Yeah I think it’s just the eyes though. He only wants my friendship.
 
   I don’t agree but that’s you and Nathan’s business.
 
   She releases my hand and I walk off, Laine coming to my side. “I think we are moving past friends now. Now we are more like best friends. No now it’s BFFs right.”
 
   I laugh. “No. But we’re cool don’t take too much from it.”
 
   “I am going to take all of it from it.” A guy walks past Laine bumping his shoulder.
 
   He turns. “Um my bad, excuse―” He looks at me. I instantly recognize him.
 
   Tarleton, from last night. He’s tall like Laine, light-brown warm skin with a wave cut. His skin is smooth like his voice. His build is not bulky with muscle but average, he reminds me of my dad.
 
   His head tilts to the side as he studies me also recognizing me. I want to blink but I―again―have nothing to hide my eyes and arms from the public eye if this dude decides to creep me out and look like the guys from last night.
 
   I pull Laine’s arm to walk and he comes without question. I don’t look back.
 
   “Who was that?” Laine asks when we make it to the counter.
 
   Come on you all, we need to get out of here, I tell the girls at the table. I don’t look to see if they get up.
 
   “Let’s talk later,” I say, taking the receipt from the cashier.
 
   I pull him from the restaurant and we pile in Nathan and Taylor’s cars, Laine and Carmen riding with me.
 
   As I pull out Tarleton appears in front of the car. I break abruptly causing everyone to jerk forward.
 
   “Now is a good time to tell me who that is,” Laine instructs.
 
   “He’s dead. I’m just going to drive. I’m going to hit him.”
 
   “Who is he?”
 
   “Honestly, Laine, I don’t know. Someone from Nathan’s past but he’s supposed to be dead.”
 
   Tarleton doesn’t look intimidating but like he wants to talk. He walks to Laine’s window. He needs to go talk to Nathan. I will not talk to him.
 
   “Where is Nathan?” he asks.
 
   “Not here,” Laine responds.
 
   “I have a message,” Tarleton says. I look in his direction but avoid his face. “I’m not like the others. Mention my name to him. Chislon. He’ll know what I mean. Add, what he cannot see directly is only a show and he needs you to see what is truly presented.” At that, I look him in his eyes. He nods saying, “Make sure you get that to him…soon.” He backs away from the car.
 
   I quickly pull off, driving straight home although this isn’t a part of the plan.
 
   I walk in the house after Lana and Carmen with Laine behind me. That all too familiar authoritative presence takes me over like concealed smoke in the closeness of the house.
 
   I back up bumping into Laine. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “He’s here,” I answer Laine, feeling his chest against my head.
 
   He grabs my arm moving in front of me. “I’m here on good terms, Nathan,” Lunis calls from within the house. “Alone. I want to talk to my sister and you.”
 
   I hear Lana greet him with no anger in her voice or his. I stay behind Laine as we enter. I’m not afraid of Lunis. Or maybe I am.
 
   “You left me for her?” Lunis asks Laine. I stay behind Laine.
 
   “Yes,” Laine answers with straight shoulders and confidence in his voice.
 
   “Nathan,” he calls, what I don’t understand is that he knows my name is not Nathan. “Remember, Nathan, we’re family now.”
 
   “No.” I move a little to the side from behind Laine. “You are only Lana’s family, you’re not mine.”
 
   He shakes his skinny head with his beady eyes and curve on each side of his mouth. It makes him always look like he’s smiling.
 
   One corner rises higher than the other does. “I may have done some things unforgivable.”
 
   “You may?” I ask with exaggeration and sarcasm, now fully out from behind Laine.
 
   He winks at me. I blast him, not making contact. My blast hits off some blocking in front of him. I desire him dust and nothing happens. I run to him ramming against a blocking that’s like invisible glass. I slam my hand against it, not understanding how nothing could be keeping me from him.
 
   He smiles. “Now that I know that works…I’ll be on my way. See you later, Laine.” I fight the invisible glass until he’s out the door, then it’s no longer existent.
 
   I scream in anger and frustration. I hate him and his need to make my life miserable. “What was that?” I shout angrily, turning to Laine.
 
   “I can’t say. Seems like one of the blockings he uses around his homes. Like the one that kept your mate from finding you.” His thin eyebrows pull tight to the middle as he rubs over his ear―thinking. “But this one you couldn’t get to him. The others you can enter and exit.”
 
   I look at Lana. “What do you know, how did he get in here?”
 
   “I didn’t know such a thing existed. I’m sorry, Tracey.”
 
   I am so over this ‘I’m sorry, Tracey’ shit. Nathan!
 
   Yes Tracey.
 
   Come home, Lunis just left here.
 
   What? Who let him in? Who is there with you? What happened?
 
   He was here when we came in. Only Taylor, Laine, Carmen, Lana, and I are here. He had this glass blocking, he came to see if it worked and it did. I tried to kill him and couldn’t. Oh and I ran into your dead friend today too. Said to tell you something about you not seeing what you see but it’s a presentation. I’m sorry I don’t remember verbatim. But he told me to tell you his name is Chislon. I think. What does that mean and I thought his name was Tarleton.
 
   His body does go by that, he says now calm. But what’s in him name may be Chislon.
 
   Why don’t you sound surprised by that?
 
   That Chislon has spoken to me before and said something similar to what you were trying to tell me.
 
   When was this?
 
   Right now, Tracey? he asks irritable.
 
   No, I guess not. Just come home in case he comes back. I’m ready for us to leave.
 
   I know, Tracey. Give me a minute I’m wrapping up this with Olar. We’ll leave when I come back.
 
   Okay Nate, I love you, hurry up.
 
   Okay, leave the house, don’t stick around there. Let me know when your own your way back.
 
   I will.
 
   “Come on let’s go somewhere else,” I say, walking to the door. I love this house but I’m ready to leave it behind.
 
   We leave to a market fair with food tastings and performances. I’m not hungry but I wanted to be outside some place with a lot of people and loud music.
 
   Taylor is at my right side and Laine the other. “I’m going to go to the family house,” she says. “Check on Nick. Tell Nathan to come by and spend some time with them.”
 
   “Okay, you’re leaving now?”
 
   “Yes, I’ll bring Carmen with me.”
 
   I wrap my arm around her shoulder to give her a side hug. “Okay, see you later.”
 
   She hugs me back with one arm before walking off.
 
   Laine nudges my shoulder like he always does. “You two were close?” He points his elbow toward the direction Taylor walked.
 
   “Um, not close, but we were cool. I really liked her.”
 
   “And now you don’t.” He takes my hand.
 
   I look at them as he locks our fingers then at him. I let him hold it. I’ll miss him. “You’re pushing it, friend.” He chuckles smiling a shoulder-to-shoulder smile. “Now she’s okay.”
 
   “What happened?” We walk away from the music by booths with food that looks less than appealing.
 
   “She betrayed us and turned me over to an enemy of the family. Heartlessly. Then she let my friend get taken and didn’t care. It took a while for me to talk to her.”
 
   “We need to figure out what we are going to do about this Faylamen take over.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.” I fake interest.
 
   “I’m thinking we should go and scope out their operation first with them bringing back dead people then possessing humans and Sephlems.”
 
   “I don’t think it’s the Faylamen resurrecting the dead. I think that’s a different type of demon.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   I look at the grass, stepping over a large electrical cord. “They look different, sound different.”
 
   “I wish I could see what you see. That has to be cool to see someone’s intentions to cause you harm before they actually do it.”
 
   “You’re not the only one interested in my eyes.”
 
   “Who else is?”
 
   “Whoever the demons are—bringing our friends back from the dead and stalking my dreams.”
 
   “Why would they want them?”
 
   I shrug. “Something about seeing being knowledge.”
 
   “Like the all seeing eye or eye of knowledge,” he says as if he’s familiar with the term.
 
   “What?” I ask confused.
 
   “It actually sounds like a contradiction because you have two eyes that show you while you are not in meditation. You could be standing in a doorway fully attentive and see someone’s intentions then kill them.”
 
   “Um, let’s bring it back to the singular eye you were talking about.”
 
   “From what I’ve heard―it was something my mother was into heavily―it can lead through inner realms and spaces of high consciousness. It makes sense why something trying to accomplish the takeover of humanity would require it. You see others intentions and if used correctly or if you find out how to use it you may be able to see a person’s inner desires. The third eye is supposed to be used for self-consciousness, yours, on the other hand, is with others. You can see what’s in others’ hearts not just what they want you to see. It’s a gift that in the wrong hands will cause damage or in the right, implement peace. I don’t think you should share that with everyone, Tracey.”
 
   “I wouldn’t, but that’s what everyone has told me.”
 
   “What is it about your mate they want?”
 
   “He’s a reaper,” I say jokingly but it’s not funny.
 
   “The seeing of death,” he says thrown off guard. “That’s you two?”
 
   He’s stopped, causing our grasped to pull me to a stop. “It seems like it,” I say, looking at him suspiciously. What does he know about that?
 
   Lana walks to my side and I let go of his hand. “Hey, Olar wants us to meet them so we can all go out.”
 
   I nod, looking at Laine with his flabbergasted expression. “Go ahead, black eyes, I’ll catch up with you later.”
 
   “No, come. They’ll be cool. Nathan will understand why I want you to come.” And he will.
 
   “I don’t know, now I am intimidated.”
 
   I laugh. “Oh come on.” I grab his arm, pulling him and Lana with me to the car. “Where do they want us to meet them?”
 
   “This restaurant, I’ll give you the directions he gave me.”
 
   “We already ate.”
 
   “I know, I told him that but he said it was fine because it’s like a theater as well so I guess we are going to watch a show.”
 
   “Okay, where do we go?” I ask, starting up the car.
 
   


 
   
  
 

45: Incredulity
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   Tracey
 
   I follow Lana’s directions to this building two hours out that looks like it used to be a theater but was shut down because of rats and termites. “You sure this is the right place?” I ask her, as the three of us get out the car.
 
   She wears the same look as me, muddled and questionable. “Yes,” she says, looking around. “Each direction he told me, I told you.”
 
   “This place doesn’t look like it had food or showed a movie in―” I’m cut off by what feels like a kick to the chest. I fly backward. The wind is knocked out of me on my landing.
 
   I lay in the ground gasping for air. Laine grabs my hand. “What’s wrong? Where does it hurt? What happened?”
 
   I look at him with wide eyes trying to move his hand to my chest. He gets the hint and presses his hand against me. I let out a rough breath. He pulls me from the ground. “The feeling will pass soon. Nothing is broken.”
 
   Lana is also near me. “Are you okay?”
 
   I make the film cover my eyes, as a reflex, my vines slither around me full of energy. I look for someone who may be present but invisible. I feel for them getting nothing.
 
   Nathan.
 
   He doesn’t respond. But nothing and no one shows.
 
   “Black eyes, tell me what happened,” Laine demands.
 
   I look at him, his head slightly jerks back. “Something hit me.”
 
   “You sure it’s not your mate?”
 
   “No, I’m not sure.” But I can’t feel him at all. “Come on, let’s go in here.”
 
   “Tracey.” Lana pulls my arm stopping me. “I don’t think we should. I can’t feel Olar either.”
 
   My palms heat and the vine in my back quivers as nervous butterflies fly around in my stomach, demanding me to throw them up when I feel like I’m hit there.
 
   I grab my stomach buckling over as I groan in pain. It doesn’t last long. I stand catching my breath. Please don’t be Nathan, I think to myself, please don’t be Nathan.
 
    “I’m going in.” I say to Laine and Lana.
 
   “I’m right behind you,” he responds.
 
   I look at Lana. “Are you going to wait out here?”
 
   She shakes her head. “I’ll be at your side.”
 
   I nod. “Then let’s go.”
 
   Lana and I walk side by side with Laine behind us through the doors of this building that looks like if we push the wall it will collapse.
 
   “You think it’s Nathan?” Lana asks low.
 
   “I hope it’s not Nathan. I don’t have much fight in me today,” I say, stepping over a pile of wood.
 
   “Yeah, me either,” she says.
 
   “I could always go for a fight,” Laine’s says with his ultra-quiet footsteps. 
 
   “You would.” There are easy ways to gain access to the building. When one hallway is blocked by fallen wood panels, we choose the easier paths. This seems just like Nathan and Olar to come for something in a place like this. Maybe they found Michael and Caige and I can punch both of them. Maybe not, Nathan would have told me that.
 
   The light from outside shines through the cracks of the walls, it helps us see in here. Besides our breathing and our talking, it’s quiet.
 
   We follow a couple of turns to an opening seeing Olar stand in the middle of the hall as if he’s waiting on us. “Hey,” Lana says, preparing to walk up to him. He has his face but those yellow bright eyes like Michael’s look at us instead if his.
 
   I grab her arm, as if she realized the same thing she almost freezes beside me grabbing the edge of her shirt.
 
   He smiles at me, then turns, running off. I run after him, escaping Laine’s hands that I flee before they can grab me. I follow him full speed, around corners and down long hallways. Olar can run fast but now he only runs fast enough so that I cannot catch him but not as fast as I know he can run.
 
   He flees down a flight of stairs. I’m right behind him feeling Laine and Lana on my heels. The stairs are concrete like the walls to my left and right that have no stair rails. I don’t take my eyes off Olar afraid of losing him. In this hall from the stairs, he turns in to a room.
 
   I skid to a stop. 
 
   Michael, Caige, Olar, and a guy I don’t recognize stand behind my hooded-faced mate with his arms pulled behind him.
 
   I run toward him crashing into another blocking. I stumble backward yelling at them.
 
    
 
   They don’t just stand there―no, the four of them are not just standing there. The wool bag is ripped from his head and they form around Nathan. As if he is a piñata…they hit, kick, and beat the living hell out of him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

46: Detrimental
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   Tracey
 
   This blocking―know I register it as a shield―keeps us separated. I bang against it, blast it, kick, scream but it doesn’t falter. Lana matches my screams and Laine matches my bangs. I feel every hit, every cut they apply to Nathan. Taking the four of them just to attack him.
 
   He can’t fight back…he can’t do anything. They have his eyes blocked off with a black covering. And this fucking…shield…blocks me from him.
 
   Olar vanishes, reappearing around him as he throws blows at him. Caige stays behind him, whenever Nathan turns, he kicks him, bringing him to his knees. The other Faylaman stands aside waiting for him to fall and every time he does, he kicks his face harder than necessary.
 
   And Michael…
 
   Michael is the worse, holding the pearl-encased machete slashing Nathan repeatedly. He smiles at me, watching me feel everything.
 
   Caige pulls Nathan from the ground again.
 
   Nathan’s head jerks back jaw tight. Olar smiles yelling something I can’t hear, because of the damn shield.
 
   “Olar!” Lana yells. “Please, Olar, I know you’re in there. Please stop!”
 
   My head grinds. Like a drill is being applied to every centimeter of it. I grab at it pulling at my hair, scraping at my scalp.
 
   “Aaahhh!” I yell in agony, wanting to slam my head against the shield to crack it open and take out the drill. I draw back ready to slam my head. Laine holds me back, yanking my hands to my side.
 
   Nathan’s head falls forward. Shortly after my pain eases.
 
   Helpless, useless I am. Watching my mate being mauled by a bunch of demons. By his cousin stupidly possessed by a Faylaman using him to get to Nathan. My tears fall, beyond the pain, beyond seeing him pained, but because I can do nothing to help.
 
   Aggravated, watching Michael slash Nathan across his face, I slam my fist against the stupid shield. “Stop it please!” I beg through sobs. “Please Stop!”
 
   “Nathan!” Do something please. Why aren’t you doing something? Again, I blast the shield keeping us apart. Keeping me from hurting the assholes that hurt him.
 
   Caige pulls Nathan to his feet again. Nathan’s face is leaking black fluid from the slashes Michael made. He stands strong though I feel all his pain. Michael smiles at me as Olar appears in front of Nathan choking him.
 
   My neck chokes seconds later. I wrap my own hands around it, gasping for air. The edges of my sight fade out zeroing in on Michael.
 
   He smiles as he rams the machete through Nathan’s back. Piercing through Olar’s back.
 
   My back arches in pain as it surges through my chest. I drop to my knees as Nathan does, head fallen forward. Olar and Lana have fallen backward.
 
   Tracey, I hear in a faint whisper.
 
   Michael yanks the knife out. I feel it cut through my body, I jerk as if it was being pulled out of me.
 
   The world goes silent. Nathan falls forward―body pressed against the concrete ground. My breath is taken away from my body. I can do nothing but stare as my heartbeat slows…stalls…then returns in a wrathful pound. I scream out. Feeling the sound and air leave my throat but hearing nothing.
 
   I fall against the shield watching the black liquid flow from under him. My body hits the cold cement, falling forward. The shield is gone.
 
   I’m immobile. Nathan’s black blood travels in my direction. Now cold, touching my limp fingers. Traveling under my arm and soaking my shirt. His head faces mine, his eyes are covered but I see them bright orange and brown―swirling. My mouth moves saying his name, seeing him smile once more in what was a happy memory.
 
   I won’t, he said. If I could, I would never stop touching you, or leave you…
 
    
 
   I hear nothing. I feel nothing but the vicious beat of my heart. Only able to lay and stare at my life, my air, my purpose…lay…in a pool of his own black blood. The world around me no longer exists. My sight turns the color of the fluid beneath me.
 
   I’m…noth
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Nathan…
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