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        Nathan

      

      

      

      A cluster of stars flash before my blinded eyes. Gravity yanks me from my knees, slamming my chest to the concrete.

      Memories flip through my mind like the pages of a book, turning from left to right, quickly shuffling through one after the other. Once they’re gone, they’re gone, without allowing me the opportunity to know what I’ve lost.

      I breathe. It sticks. Like the air was lodged at the opening of my lungs, my attempt to satisfy the need for a cleansing breath goes unattained.

      Frustration furrows; a feeling that’s distant as though I were out of body.

      But I can’t be, because I lay, numb, blood rushing through my ears like I’m drowning in a rapid river. But the dry air is just that, dry and stingy, depriving me of filling my hungry lungs with its much-needed oxygen. The lack thereof, momentarily, distracts me from my flesh. It’s the only thing I feel that signifies I’m still alive as I soak in the dampness of the ground beneath me.

      Hope for life is shortly lived. The courtesy of feeling is strategically accompanied by my disability to breathe, to move and free myself from the bondage.

      My body is strangling me.

      Seconds pass as I observe with mere regret that my shortness of breaths and the increasingly wetting ground are both evidence of me bleeding out, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      I’m dying.

      At least death is painless. For that, I am grateful, because I don’t deserve a painless death. I deserve the pain of whatever punctured my flesh and caused my body to drain until I lay limp and lifeless. I deserve to count the strangled seconds before I’m consumed by the time of death.

      A grimace shutters my flesh. An ache crawls up by spine then strikes throughout my entire back. It’s distant, though, and I don’t understand.

      An overtaking pain squeezes my stomach and stabs through my chest. It’s evident, with this area of attack, this pain is not my own. Its source is from somewhere else, and wherever it is, it’s an agony far worse than what I’ve suffered through the past ten minutes. I’ve come to accept my fate, but this is damning.

      My attacker, the pain, strikes me all over, seizing the little energy I have left to fight it off. A thick smog crowds my face as a misery I’ve not yet dreamed of reveals itself.

      . . . My heart.

      The torment worsens upon acknowledging it. I hate to think it. . .

      I don’t know how much time I have left, but this can’t be our last thought—our final memory. Not this. Not because of me.

      Fuckers. . . They brought her here to watch me die. It wasn’t enough pleasure to kill me, to beat me to death. No. Had it been, they would’ve allowed me to feel it. This was their pain, their death, their hell. Because what pains a man bound to death?

      Nothing but to know he’s caused his mate the worst pain . . . loss.

      Sparky. Baby, this was my punishment. This was my concluding torture before the last of my blood spills from my body. This is my final burden. I’m left to live my scorching eternity remembering this pain, this instant, and this memory knowing that you’ve witnessed my hell. That you’re feeling me die. That I have plagued you with such a tormenting existence. This damned destructive reminiscent that I’m regrettably left with to punish you, by no will of my own. If I could change it in anyway, Sparks, I would. Forgive me for being too selfish to turn away, to not accept the no.

      Not a sliver of hope infuses my paralyzed limbs. Breathing becomes far worse of a struggle as the chill of death covers my corpse. I manage my last breath, knowing if there was one last thing I wanted my heart to hear, it wouldn’t be I love you, I’ve told her that enough. It wouldn’t be miss me, she knows I can’t live without her. And it wouldn’t it be don’t cry, because though she’s strong this’ll tear her apart. But instead, my final thought. . .

      If we only had a second chance.

      
        
        Tracey
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      Death is only a noun.

      It’s just a word used to explain life has ended. For me though, it’s a verb, a feeling, a sensation that slinks over my flesh and sucks nearly all the life from me.

      But, this death knows mercy. It wants to suck me dry, but decides to not be as cruel and hands me over to life, who, knows no mercy.

      I ball my aching fingers into a tired fist. The bunched sheets clutched in my grasp does little against my nails digging into my skin, reopening the scars on my palm that have had minimal time to heal. Nearly gnawing through my bottom lip, I belt out a cry.

      A cough.

      Another cough that helps release my sigh.

      I make myself believe that it’ll be okay through coos and empty sentiments, that one day the pain will subside, and I’ll no longer feel the effects of every atom in my body being ripped in two, and that now detached half swelter into nothing.

      Death is supposed to only occur once, but for me—for people like me—it’s daily.

      I cough into my hand, and the splatters of crimson stained saliva, I wipe on the sheet. The separation’s a cancer, refusing remission usually granted by medication and time. It eats me up, inside out, starting in my heart and working its way backwards, following the path once glazed by love. Mating. . . Bonding.

      I relax onto the cracked, creaking wood floor beneath me. Staring at the stained, paint peeled ceiling, I welcome the cool breeze rushing in through the space at the bottom of the front door. It smells of dirt and the tile of a public shower, but the air lessens the stings scattering over my temperature flushed skin.

      There’s a knock on the door; a triple thud rapping against the tired wood frame. It’s ready to cave in. This entire building is ready to cave in. It howls when the wind blows a bit too roughly, the floors cry even when crept upon by tiptoes, the siren-like whine when the cold water is turned on. . .

      This building may give at any moment.

      The set of knocks come again, and I ignore it as I’ve done for . . .

      Bringing my fingers before my eyes, I try to count the months, but I get stuck somewhere between the second or third November. It’s been a while, I tell myself, and let the thought fade from my mind.

      I sigh when the person knocks again and grumble when I see their feet shuffle to a stance that appears as if they’re getting comfortable in the hall of my apartment. Maybe they leaned their shoulder against the wall aside the door, or planted their hand against the grimy, brown, time-stained door panel.

      “I’ll sleep out here if I have to,” he says. “I’ll stay here, every day, for the rest of my life, waiting for you to open the door.”

      The same voice stops by every day, knocks the same way, and says the exact same thing as if the script were written on the outer side of the door. I keep my silence, not daring to bring my past into the present I’ve created for myself. Nothing beyond these four walls is good for me. For anyone. I’ve stayed locked in here for two or three Novembers without a compliant, and if it takes another two I’ll be happy to comply.

      “Tracey,” he begs. “Please?”

      I hold my breath, shocked by the new lines, the empathy in the plea, the sorrow in my spoken name.

      The door reacts from the pressure of him leaning against it. His whisper follows, “I’m sorry.”

      I rise to my feet but will not move from my spot to keep the floor from giving me away.

      “Can you come home? We all miss you so much. Jason is getting so big, and Taylor’s doing much better. She’s trying at the mom thing. Little Nathan got a job at that restaurant over on fifth and Grannen, where they make you where cowboy hats or hooves.” His soft chuckle fades. “It’s a hoot every time he walks in the door.” A door slams from somewhere in the hall. It shakes the walls of my studio and rattles the two ceramic mugs sat beside each other in the cabinet over the sink. Angered shouts follow as a woman thunders down the stairs, heels clacking over the grimy tile. “You don’t need to live in this dump. Come home,” he urges. “You’re still a Newcomb. You’re still family. You belong with us. Nathan wouldn’t–”

      I race across the floor and rip open the door. The eyes I meet spark an angry fire in my gut I wish I could discharge from my throat like a raging dragon. “You,” I spit, “shouldn’t even think you have the right to speak his name, yet alone speak on his behalf!”

      “My—”

      My palm connects with Olar’s face, hitting him so hard my it stings. “Never come back here. Ever!”

      He stares me down. A mixture of gray and blue swirls in his deep-set eyes as the furrow of his brows settle and a pain takes over his hostel expression. “If you could hear me out.”

      “You have nothing to say to me.” I back into the apartment and push the door closed.

      Olar shoves it back open, and the knob rips from my hand.

      An anger I’ve not felt in years warms my face. I’m seeing red as I’m charging for Olar. I throw punch after punch at him, putting all the might I have behind every attack. Tears burn my raw cheeks. My breaths are heavy and my revenge is strong. I want Olar dead, as dead as the corpse I see every time I close my eyes, as I wish I were in place of who made it possible for me to breath and suffocate. I want him dead as love, as hope, as desire.

      Olar snatches my wrists in his hands, keeping my petty punches at bay. He yanks me to him and hugs me tightly. “Tracey,” he cries. “My lost too. Remember? I lost my best friend, and by my own hands. If I could’ve done anything to change it. To take it back. To replace him. It’s time you realize that I would never kill my cousin.” He wrenches away and looks me dead in my eyes. “Do you understand that? I would never do this to us.”

      I shuffle out of his grasp and walk to the cloudy window dirtied by lack of attention, time, and dust. “I don’t care for blinds,” I say, wiping the glass with the side of my fist. “I like to watch the cars pass.”

      Olar comes to my side and pushes his arm around my shoulders. He hugs me to him and though I rest my head on his chest and wrap my arm around his middle, I don’t find solace. What I do find is someone who shares my pain, someone who can, maybe, relate to the mountain-sized boulders packed tightly in my chest, and the ocean of tears on the cusp of falling from my eyes. “It hurts all the time,” I mutter.

      “A million tomorrows won’t alleviate that hurt, Tracey. But let us help ease it. Don’t give up on us too.”
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      “It’ll be easier on all of us if we were all together, Tracey. There’s a lot going on and we can’t fight it separated.” Olar’s attempt to persuade me is futile.

      “I’m away selflessly. For everyone’s protection. They are not after you all, they’re after me. The further I’m away, the safer you all are.”

      “And how safe are you?” he snaps, slapping his hand on the table. The sound echoes through the empty apartment. He’s refused to sit on one of the four pillows I have placed around the short table, but squats down as though he doesn’t intend to stay for long.

      “I’ve been okay,” I argue, pointing at my chest. “Away from the house, they don’t know where to find me.”

      “Why are you trying to make your being gone about our safety? You know that’s not what this is about.”

      I grumble an exasperated sigh. “Then what is it about, Olar?”

      “You, running. You’re running away from us to get further from memories of him!”

      I snap, “You don’t know anything about me!”

      He waves his hand dismissively. “Miss me with that, Tracey. Admit it!” he demands. “We can take care of ourselves, always have. You and I both know that you don’t need to be away to keep us safe.”

      I look toward the door.

      The handle jiggles before the lock’s turned, and the hinges whine from the door slowly swinging open. Olar’s on his feet, a bloodshot complexion of Burdened I’ve not seen in years.

      Laine and Little Nathan come around the opened door, grocery bags in hand. “What are you doing here?” the two say to Olar as he’s saying the same to them.

      “I’m not completely disconnected from the family, only those who don’t know how to let go of the past and live with the future I’m dictating.”

      “Your past is your future and there’s no way of avoiding that,” Olar declares.

      “Un-un. Don’t try to convince her, Olar. We’ll all be kicked out, and it’ll take another year to get us back where we are today,” Little Nathan says with a chuckle. “Tracey, we just did a little,” he sings, “shopping for you. Don’t throw a fit about it either. I’ll be back to chat with you this weekend. I have class the next couple of days so I won’t make it out here until then.” Little Nathan hugs me. I wrap my arms around his middle. I could argue him on buying groceries after I’ve told him not to, but after fighting with Olar, I’m weak. The miffed eye he gives me when I combat him hits me in a sore spot too.

      Little Nathan was the first to find me; tied to a tree, arms bound with rope. He knew not to bring me to the house, fearful of an enemy finding me. I was dead weight in his arms as he carried me from one place to another, in search of somewhere safe for us to rest. My life . . . Nathan’s life had departed from me in a way a butterfly brakes from a cocoon; first slowly, and then all in an instant. Ever since that day I’ve been a half, feeling the toll of my whole lacked by the missing piece. It is an affliction silence nor sound can ease. It often resurfaces and rips me apart again and again; a cold reminder of a loss I wish to grow past.

      To lose a mate. . . Again, it is a cancer, one that not even time or medication will cure.

      Little Nathan and I found this studio apartment in the middle of the city, away from any relative and remains. It’s a whole in the wall, but the gritty wall paper, stale air, and my pallet of sheets and quilts bunched up in the middle of the aged-wood floor is my new home. I’m comfortable.

      “You’re okay,” Little Nathan whispers, rubbing my back.

      I draw back and avoid looking him in his eyes. He’s an exact replica of Nathan, as tall as he was, voice an octave lower than his, and chocolate eyes I’ve looked in and swore they were my mate’s. “See you later.”

      “I’ll stay here with you tonight, Tracey,” Laine says. “They ordered a manhunt for you, and in case they happen to locate you, we don’t want you defenseless.”

      I shake my head. “It’ll be fine. They won’t find me. None of you need to stay here,” I say, sitting back on the pillow. Picking up my cast-iron mug, I take a drink of tap water and then conclude, “I’m fine.”

      Laine narrows his eyes. “This isn’t up for debate. They have eyes everywhere, hounds out with the scent of Nathan sewn in their nostrils. You catch your scent at this building’s door,” he argues, pointing at his exit. “You’re powerless against them, nothing to guard yourself and stop them from snatching you again. Lunis and the Qualms haven’t given up on you, we won’t either.”

      “Let’s not forget about the Faylamen, and they’re just along for the ride because of Michael.”

      I plop my elbows on the table and throw my hands in my face. “My mate is dead! What more could they want from me?”

      “The same thing they’ve always wanted,” Laine grumbles and his heavy Australian accent makes his voice deeper.

      “One Nemanite won’t be enough to take them on if they find you. We—.”

      Another knock on the door cuts Olar off. Silence steals the room as we look in its direction. I wrap my arms around my middle; the sudden change in temperature pinches my flesh.

      Little Nathan goes to the door, floor creaking under every step. Hand wrapped around the knob, he rips the door open, and at first glance of our visitor he stumbles away as if he’d seen a ghost. “I. I don’t understand,” he stutters.

      I jump to my feet and race to the door, hopeful for who may be on the other side. Stumbling to a stop once I’m in the door’s opening, I snap my mouth shut and let my disappointment murder my optimism.

      “My sincerest condolences for your loss,” the vaguely familiar stranger briefly bows his head. As he rises he meets my eyes, and I stiffen.

      Nervously I tremble, palms sweating as a million thoughts race through my mind. Words being spoken by different people from a mixture of memories help form sentences for the intruder to speak through me. I am Chislon, they say, only a friend of trust, not deceit. This body I wear became available when the Qualms used it in an attempt to attract you and your mate. I am not here to hurt you, and I do not want anything from you. I would like to offer some information I believe may be helpful.

      That’s where I recognize you. Tarleton, Nathan’s friend, I’m able to think.

      All hope is not gone. There is a cure, and you will not acquire it while being alone. Your enemies have known of your whereabouts for quite some time but have had no reason, until now, to seek you out. As your friend stated, they have used every avenue to locate you, and something as simple as the lingering of your mate’s scent embedded in your skin has led them straight here. It is time to move and quickly. You will not be able to fight them off alone, nor will the four of you be enough.

      I don’t plan on fighting anyone, I say. Anything. . ., I add.

      That anything to which you refer is Qualms, a half-breed creature from another dimension that forced their way into this world. Half outward soul and Ghoul, its appearance reveals exactly what it is. There is no mistaking what they want. And you, Tracey, have a gift they need. One that you have held from birth but could not reach half of its potential until you mated, and will not meet the max of its potential until what may seem like the inevitable. Gifts acquired by mating, mating itself is eternal, so do not set them aside.

      Things are not always as they seem, he continues. Use what is available to you to see through what this world is forcing you to believe. Do not give in to temptation and avoid the enemy under all circumstances, they are two steps ahead of you at every turn. This matters greatly, as there are a lot of people relying on you to come out of this on the other side, including me. Be wise and be strong.

      Memories of patient faces fade in and out. The eyes of the people from my past blink as they await my response. It’s not easy to wipe away something that’s held me down for so long. It hurts, I tell him. Everything hurts all the time.

      A memory surfaces with someone nodding as other’s say, It will continue to hurt. While your mind believes your mate is dead it is hard for your body to come to terms with such. You will find a way to overcome the pain. Believe in you.

      A deafening snap of thunder strikes me silent, and I crumple to the floor. My head feels like it’s splitting in two. With it clutched between my arms, I lay on my side, drawing my knees to my chest.

      “Just because your eyes are open, doesn’t mean you’re seeing,” Chislon whispers and is gone before anyone can lay a finger on him.
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      What if we could retrace the steps of time? If we could go back and track the steps of our decisions?

      Would anything change?

      I have made it through so many tomorrows without this worry of something coming for me. Now, every time I blink I see the events that led me to this moment, and the worse, Nathan falling to the ground, pools of black blood staining the concrete. The echoes of our screams bouncing off the walls. Then, that shield. . . Every time I lift my hand I’m touching it; the only thing that stood between me and saving Nathan.

      I couldn’t save him.

      On the other hand, when I leave my eyes closed long enough, I stare into his and pander in his smile. Nathan’s touch grazes my neck, my arm. The warmth of his body bares the cold of my lonely studio apartment. I want to cry for him, wanting it to be real, but I sigh and let the loss set in so I don’t forget he’s really gone.

      It is the loss that keeps me away more than the fear for our enemies. I can’t admit that to Olar.

      Laine extends his hand toward me. “I don’t need your help,” I state, standing. “I can do this on my own. Everything was fine before you followed Little Nathan here, and you.” I point at Olar. “How’d you find out where I was anyway?”

      “By smelling for Nathan. No matter what you do, you’ll forever be family. You didn’t have to deal with that loss on your own, Tracey.”

      “She wasn’t on her own,” Little Nathan cuts in. “She and I grew through it. She just didn’t want to go through it with the entire family. It was an ugly sight, no offense,” he says, throwing a glance at me before shifting his gaze back to Olar. “I figured watching Mom go through it, it’d be a breeze to help Tracey.” Rubbing the back of his neck, he bashfully adds, “I had my hands full.”

      “They’re bonding was still fresh,” Laine adds. “Alone, she likely would’ve killed herself. The rip apart is literal. And for a human, Tracey likely had it worse than any of us has ever known.”

      “Thanks for that extra input no one asked for,” Olar quips.

      “If it’ll get you two to stop bickering, and the three of you to stop talking about me like I’m not standing here,” I start, “I’ll leave with you. But there’s no guarantee I’ll stay.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It’s not been as long as I’ve made them believe since I’ve returned to that house. Midnight, on a warmer night, nothing like today, I snuck through the shadows and onto the porch. With just a graze of the doorknob, I was shot with a sight that stung so deeply the only life that existed was the dead. My mother, she laughed, crossing the threshold. My dad, he heaved Mom’s heavy luggage into the house. And, Nathan, at my backside, whispered in my ear. I lived in that moment for a solid ten minutes, standing lonely on the porch, consumed by my happy, yet tormenting thoughts. A loose dog sniffing my ankle is what brought me back.

      I shake the memory away and lay my head against the window. It’s cold to my temple. Passing cars and the blur of buildings are enough to distract me from reconsidering my departure.

      I hold my breath. The air’s stale, it stings as I suck it in and burns as I release it. As if the world was soaked in ammonia. While I was confined in that apartment, my reality was farther away than Australia, but for some reason, now it feels closer than my skin.

      People milling about the city fly by as Laine drives a little over the speed limit. There’s a couple exiting a store. The guy slips on a patch of ice and hits the ground sending the girl into a fit of giggles. I nearly laugh, but it’s Laine going on about the Qualms this and Sephlem that, that bogarts my inkling of humor.

      This threat of a fulfilled prophecy swept across the land of anxious creatures who wanted to own the lives of Nathan and myself is what also kept me away. I’m a bit doubtful that I’d be useful to anyone save the Grimm, but after Nathan’s death the only teary eyes were from our family. The Nemanites were joyed from his death. Wickedly, the Qualms started attacking Sephlems, and Little Nathan found out they we’re in search for the great one’s mate. Why? I still don’t know. But, to obtain this person, they started infiltrating humans and Sephlems to a sickening degree. And because there’s some crazy belief out there that it’s me, I feared for the life of my family, them enduring anymore loss. So, I went M.I.A knowing that with me out of the picture, if it was assumed that I was lost to this world, they’d stop their hunting and their influence. It worked. . .at the time. The world went silent, the possessing stopped. A couple, plus, years later, however, something has driven them back into action.

      If they are on the hunt for me, and it’s my scent that gives me away, why would it take them this long find me? Why are they coming for me again all of a sudden?

      “Before we make it home, there’s something I want to show you,” Laine says. He pulls into a parking lot of a fast-food restaurant that’s across the street from an urban office building that’s splayed with tinted glass windows. He cuts the engine and meets my gaze in the review mirror.

      I drag the zipper of Little Nathan’s coat up to my neck and snuggle my chin beneath its collar. Stuffing my hands up the sleeves, I drag my gaze away from Laine’s, asking, “What?”

      “Thank you.”

      I roll my eyes. The inner city is busy, people milling through the snow, up and down the downtown streets. I recognize the building we face, behind it is an unused underpass that gives access to its dungeon-like basement.

      Olar rubs my left shoulder, seeming to sense my discomfort being around this place again. “A side of me doesn’t know if it was worth it. Losing Scott. . .” he mentions.

      “I guess we’ll never know.” Meeting his eyes, I add, “At least you’re happy. Right?”

      He shakes his head, but holds his truth. “I don’t know if it’s her or me that’s the real enemy.”

      “Here! Now! Look!” Laine exclaims, pointing toward the building.

      A friendly mob with smiling faces quickly floods from the building as if someone called for break at a construction plant. I’m easing between the driver and passenger seat to the front of the car, gazed fixed on a single individual.

      Collar length, honey-brown hair sways as a well-groomed Scott Fallon strides from the door and down the sidewalk with an older woman on his right. I swallow hard and sit back, hand falling away from the door handle. The thought of Glen chasing me down the dark halls of an empty warehouse stops me from jumping out of the car and going after Scott.

      “It’s not Scott,” Little Nathan says. “It’s some kind of insertion. Every person that comes out of that building is dead. We’ve not figured it out yet, but we know it’s something Lunis is doing. He owns this building. We’ve assumed he and the Qualms are working together and finding a way to take up the living and the dead.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      Laine turns in his seat. “Everything wants to live. Angels and demons. The Qualms are no different. Stuck between life and death, half here and half not, they’re clinging to life but strive off not only the malevolence of our world but the hope, and the virtuous.”

      These Qualms. We’d originally thought they were some kind of demon that wore a cloak to hide its malevolence. But as Chislon explained, they are more than that. They have stalked Nathan and me for these gifts we’ve been told we possess, and I can’t see what use they have for us as it’s clear they’re getting along just fine.

      “What are we doing here?” I ask, “Just watching the show?”

      “No. I wanted you to see how serious this is. There’s a prophecy that warns of something similar, something only you can see through.”

      “How do you know it’s me, Laine?” I angrily cut in. “There’s nothing in any saying or prophecy that I’ve heard tell it’s me.” I try to remember it and can’t.

      “Just try to see something, Tracey,” Laine requests. “Was your ultimate plan just to ignore this? Just let the earth burn?”

      “Yes,” I mutter under my breath. “And hope I burn with it. Then, maybe, I’ll be reunited with Nathan,” I say under my breath.

      “What? In hell?” Laine counters my mutter with his own.

      “If that’s where I’d find him. . .” I focus on the crowd moving in and out of the building across the street. I’ve not willed my eyes to help me see beyond someone’s mask, or within to their intentions for so long, even as I try, nothing happens. For abilities acquired through mating to never fade, I feel nothing. Fire used to soar through my veins, the weaving and circling vines on my arms used to twist and swoop along my skin all the time. They now lie lifeless against my flesh, shriveled and thin as dried vines would drape a dying tree in winter’s chill. Even as I try to spark the snake of fire that’s lived ferociously in my palm, it has suffocated, and when I snap the only thing that cracks is the silence.

      I sigh and sit back against the seat. “I’m trying, Laine. Nothing’s happening.”

      With a sigh of annoyance, Laine starts the engine, then drives away. I think to apologize, but I don’t. His main concern isn’t me or what I’ve dealt with, nor is it our family and the impact that death has had on us. He’s a Nemanite and has had one responsibility since his birth and that is to limit the Burdened Sephlem and find a way to eliminate the cause of some prophecy no one can prove is true.
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      “Can you cut on the radio?” I ask Laine, hating the intense silence, sensing him, Little Nathan, and Olar all having something to say but neither of them spitting it out. I won’t pry it out of them.

      I should’ve stayed in the apartment.

      The door handle has been clutched in my hand. Jumping out of a moving car, though dangerous, may be freeing if I could escape them. Olar is the fastest of the three, and if I can out run him, I’d be set.

      Put yourself aside so the answers will be clear. Mom’s voice whispers in my ear. You don’t know now, honey, but you will.

      Slowly, I straighten my slouched spine, flesh prickling with goosebumps as I’m gripped with a wave of shivers. “No,” I say aloud, doubtful of any reason why I’d be hearing my mother’s voice. “Please, no,” I beg, grabbing my head between my hands.

      Be strong, honey, she encourages. The twang of her soft, Australian accent that she tried to hide peeks out and nearly makes me smile, it nearly comforts me. I can’t start believing the impossible when it’s proven to be so unreliable in my past.

      My mother died years ago, alongside my father, because some resilient asshole literally gets his rocks off by torturing people for the hell of it. Who or whatever you are, find another corpse to fool, I’m too drained for this. My request, though light, makes me feel even heavier because my want is so great.

      Must I prove it to you? There’s a pause as, I assume, it awaits my response. When I don’t, it chuckles lightheartedly and then says, I had sat behind you, braiding your hair, one night, three Augusts ago. Our move was in four days, but our goodbyes began a week earlier. There was a secret in your eyes, it had been there for quite some time. I had begun small talk, a question about your and Nathan’s evening. You were quiet, the communication between us had begun to dwindle not long after you two became a couple. It was because of this secret, one you later revealed. And once you did, the cloud that covered those gorgeous brown eyes lifted. For once in over a year, you were brighter than you’ve ever been. Those hallucinations had worn you down, they tore you apart. You were so cold, honey. But that day. . . The innocence, the warmth, the life—a cheerful life—had filled your cheeks with color, your eyes with amber, and your smile, sugar. My last day with you. . . I was happy to finally see the freedom in you. The freedom from those secrets, from the hallucinations, the freedom from yourself.

      I wipe away the tear threatening to fall from my eye. I miss you so much. I’m so sorry. If I’d known what he’d do, I never would’ve brought you out there.

      Tracey, not for one second more do I want you to regret the decisions you’ve made. Everyone makes decisions they may question one day. We each wish we’d done something differently with our lives, but just because it’s bad right now doesn’t mean it won’t get better. It will. You must hold on and live. Live outside of your misery and discomfort. The will is in you, honey, and even if you don’t want it for your family, you can want it for him and want it for yourself. You must care enough for your pain to end.

      Him? Him who? Why?

      “Black Eyes, are you okay?” Laine interrupts, an edge of concern in his tone.

      Mom? Who? Mom! I shout.

      “Black Eyes!”

      “Shut up!” Mom! I wait. I listen for her, but there’s nothing but the blowing of heat from the vents, the rumble of the engine, the even breaths of the four of us.

      “Dammit, Black Eyes!” Laine slams on the breaks, and I smash into the back of the passenger’s seat. “Don’t do this right now. Fight it off!” He shakes me by my shoulders.

      I shove his hands away. Calmly, I mutter, “Just drive. I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure?” he asks urgently, examining me as if the evidence of our enemy trying to take possession of me would be written on my face.

      “Yes,” I mumble, ignoring my reflection as I peer out the window. I want to hear her voice again.

      Am I this close to losing my mind, or have I already lost it?
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      My hands shake as I marvel at the two-story house. There are so many corners I won’t be able to see, too many areas someone can hide and I’ll never know. Nervous butterflies rip through my stomach, keeping my shaking legs glued to the ground.

      Little Nathan meets me halfway to the door, stopped in the driveway that’s big enough to fit a RV. “I’m not going to be able to stay here,” I say.

      The beige front door opens and a child runs off the porch to Little Nathan. The boy jumps in his arms and asks about his friend he’s bringing home. Waiting by the door, Taylor stands, hand clamped over her mouth.

      “This is your aunt Tracey, Jason,” Little Nathan tells him as he drops a soft pat on my shoulder.

      “No. My aunt name Ann, mamember, Natan?”

      “Yes. But Tracey’s your aunt too. Want to say hi?”

      “I guess,” Jason shyly replies. Little Nathan places him to the ground, and Jason stands before me, eyeing me with skepticism and curiosity. “My uncle Natan,” he points at him, “says you’re my aunt. But I only got one aunt. Are you my aunt too?”

      A mixture of Taylor and Justin standing as tall as my thighs looks up at me with confused eyes. Hair long as Justin’s and eyes as bright and green as Taylor’s, he awaits my response with an impatient huff. I squat, looking over his Burdened-fleshed skin. When I meet his vibrant eyes, I say, “I’m Tracey. I am—was—Nathan’s mate.” He looks away from me to Little Nathan, and I cut him off, saying, “Not that one, but they do look a lot alike.” I meet Little Nathan’s eyes and regret doing so. Swallowing the growing lump in my throat, I finish, “Your other uncle Nathan.”

      Jason’s mouth falls open. I take it for shock until an ear bleeding scream breaks from the small child. I throw my hands over my ears and drop to my knees unable to shield myself from his shriek. Squeezing my eyes shut, I cringe against the growing pain striking through my head, soaring through my body like electric shocks. “Stop him!” I manage through clenched teeth.

      Stoned by silence, I fall onto my side and relax, parting my lids to the sight of the dimly tinted world. Placing my palms to the freezing ground, I sit up, gaze dancing across the darkened sky. The like-night surroundings nearly startle me until a flush of heat rushes over my skin.

      “Tracey!” Little Nathan shouts, snatching Jason from the ground, out of the way of a wave of fire rippling away from me.

      I jump to my feet and wipe my hands against each other, hurrying to put out the flames. A bubble seems to pop, opening my senses to a string of emotions and presences, those that seem to be coming from everyone else. I stumble backward, away from their emotional states, but they stick with me on my retraction.

      “The hell is happening to me?” I yell, falling to the grass, where snow has melted and mud soaks my legs. Something takes a hold of me, crawling over me, seeming to sew me to the ground; my arms first, legs, and then my neck, right up to my head and down to my feet. My breaths are faster than my slowly beating heart. I jerk to break free, but it’s useless.

      A clutch of ice breaks me from my invisible captor. “Hey!” Bright, white eyes look down at me. They somewhat beg and demand me to get a freaking grip. “You’re okay,” he assures, helping me stand. “Blink long and slowly.”

      Breathing in, I follow his advice. The air I suck is soar, and when I release, it feels like fire. Coughing, I nearly hurl.

      “Hey, Black Eyes. Look at me.” Skin pale and hair so blond it could pass as white, Laine, the oh so caring Nemanite, a lifelong enemy. The tint is going; greens, blues, and reds wash the earth with color.

      “I feel everything,” I tell him, looking over my arms brought to life by twisting vines. One on my back moves in an s-like motion and the thorns on each stab me as they all slither about their areas on my body. Those on the back of my hands smolder. The burning leaves sting my nose.

      Laine takes my hands in his and lessens the effect with his ice-cold clutch. “Let’s stay outside for a while.”

      “Is she okay?” Jason whispers to Taylor, now at the front door, cradled in his mother’s arms.

      A flock of birds pass above, and I hear their wings flapping and wind brushing through their feathers. The oncoming wind passes the homes and rustles the tree’s leaves and grass. “Can you hear that?” I ask Laine.

      “What?”

      “Everything,” I mutter. “Four houses down, a mother’s reading her daughter Hansel and Gretel, while the water’s boiling on the stove. Someone’s singing Otis Redding’s I’ve been Loving You Too Long.” I grab his arm and run my finger along the vein in its crux to his wrist. “The blood’s rushing through your veins so fast it sounds like a raging river.”

      “That’s not blood.” I meet his eyes. “It’s electricity,” he says.

      I brake our clutch and pass him for the door. “I have it under control now.” Entering the house, I take it in with a swollen heart.

      Knocked off my feet, I hit the floor. “I missed you so much!” Carmen cries, hugging me tighter than I’d dare to take. She lays kisses on my cheek.

      Carmen’s just as petite as I remember; haven’t changed a bit. “I missed you too,” I mumble, keeping her orang-ish-brown curls from getting in my mouth.

      On my feet, I greet Courtney and Cart, and enter the kitchen to greet Lana and hug Taylor. A line of smiling faces, all but Jason’s. Maybe it was something in his yell that changed me. Maybe it was just being back here. But, whatever happened . . . everything that was gone has returned.

      I preferred it in my bubble. I can feel the tension in everyone, the uncertainty, the joy, the peace. I want to cut it off, to turn the lights off, to sink against the squeaking hardwood floor.
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      5: A Million Reasons and One

      

      The hall leading to the bedroom gets longer and longer no matter how close I make it to the door. A room shouldn’t be frightening, but I’m scared as hell to enter it.

      There’s nothing inside but vacant furniture and old memories. I sit on the bed, then slowly lie back. My hands carefully slide over the quilted blanket as I wrap my mind around me resting on this bed that was once shared by two but should now be comfort to one.

      I feel him here, as though he lay beside me, sleeping, breaths washing the side of my neck. Nathan’s presence is powerful, stronger than that of my memory. His scent brushes my nose.

      Too afraid to close my eyes, I stare at the ceiling fan and do my best to ignore the amount of space in this room.

      “We didn’t want to change anything. Your clothes are still in the closet. Everything is as you left it.” Carmen sits beside me. “We’re ordering a pizza, if you want to shower and then come down to join us.”

      “How can his scent still be swallowed by this room? How can Nathan still be so alive here?”

      “I smell fresh linen and vacuumed carpet.” She sucks in a deep breath through her nose. “Yeah. I don’t smell Nathan at all.”

      Sitting up, I shake my head. “I knew I shouldn’t have come back.” I snatch my bag from the floor and head for the door.

      “No.” Carmen jumps in front of my exit. “You can’t leave, Tracey.”

      “You don’t understand,” I say, tears threatening their escape. “You don’t know what it’s like to lose your parents, your best friend, your boyfriend and have to return and wake up in a life that’s—”

      “I,” she emphasizes, “I don’t know what it’s like?” she snaps. “My mother killed my father and took her life, leaving my brothers and me alone. Nathan and Scott were my best friends, they were family! I’ve lived this life you claim you can’t return to for my entire life! Both of my brothers a Burdened! I’ve loss countless friends while working with those two trying to control their beasts. I know and have experienced exactly what you’re going through my entire life, Tracey! And I didn’t get through it running away from it. I get through it by leaning on the dwindling family we have left.” She swipes tears from her chin with the back of her hand. “You have a one up on me because losing your mate is a bitch, a far worse loss than I know. But that doesn’t excuse you from the promise you made to our family. We feel your hurt too. We’re here to help you through this, give us a chance.” She shifts her gaze away from me and looks around the room. As she’s dragging her sleeve over her cheek, she adds, “If it still smells like Nathan in here, I’ll run out and get some air freshener or incense. Or, we can trade rooms. Whatever will help.”

      I draw my bottom lip between my teeth and bite back my words. Throwing my arms around her neck, “I love you too.”

      That was insensitive of me, knowing Carmen has had it bad for quite some time. She walks around like everything is okay, like nothing ever bothers her. She’s so strong.

      “Me too. Now,” she draws back, “shower and come down for pizza.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mom’s words wash my mind and the warm water patters against my head. ‘Live outside of your misery and discomfort. You must care enough for your pain to end.’ This is my problem, I don’t care. What’s kept me living this long? Hope. Hope that this is actually all a hallucination and someone is snapping their fingers before my eyes, trying to break me out of it. Like Jason’s cry broke me out of my bubble.

      This shower is far better than the one in my apartment. I stand under the sprayer and lean my head back so the water will rain down on my face. The vines curving and swirling along my body seem to soak up the water. Their happiness draws a small smile from me. A little relief is better than none at all.

      A graze brushes my arm.

      I jump back, swiping water from eyes to see who’s here. Drawing back the shower curtain, I poke my head out.

      The room is empty. I’m alone.

      Pulling the curtain closed, I shrug away the mishap and return to my shower. Again, something touches my shoulder, and I whip around, anxious to catch the person behind me.

      I swallow hard, breaths quick and slow. In the shape of Nathan, a silhouette, formed by the steam of the shower, reaches for me. I flinch away, but he doesn’t retract. His . . . its hand falls on my neck before cupping my cheek; a grip of moisture. The steam’s perfect mold of him makes my stomach flutter. “Please,” he whispers, voice a replica of the one I remember. “See me,” he says.

      “I am so confused,” I mutter. I test the waters, reaching for his waist and am able to touch him as if he were here and, also wet from the shower. Following through, I push my arms around his back and lay my head against his chest. He’s warm. He’s strong. “I miss you.”

      His arms wrap around me, and he squeezes me tightly. There’s an aching groan, and he doesn’t have to say it for me to know ‘him too.’ “See me, Sparks. Just open your eyes.” He kisses the top of my head.

      “Am I hallucinating?” I dare to ask, scared of the response.

      The pause is long, and I lift my head to take in his knit expression. “Yes,” he says and slowly evaporates; slow enough for me to take hold of his hand and not release it until it’s nonexistent in mine.

      I sigh, and then I chortle. Yeah. . . I’ve completely lost it.
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      Over a board of Monopoly, we snatch slices of pizza from pizza boxes and cans of soda from a tray. We’re on the second round, and though it’s rounding one in the morning, no one’s ready to pass out.

      I guess if I’m being honest, I miss them. I’ve missed them a lot. But, I didn’t keep away from them to be selfish or for them to suffer. I always thought that, if Lunis was bold enough to kill my parents, and then, maybe take out Nathan, it’s certain he was picking off every one of us, and maybe those Qualms were in on it too. They stalked Nathan and I too all ends, and I thought I was keeping my family safe. But, turns out, I was causing them more pain; the separation anxieties from the missing stitch.

      The Newcombs laugh and play board games, they joke and talk about happy days. They’ve not changed a bit. I sit among a bunch of happy Newcombs, rolling with a round of punches, never tapping out . . . as always.

      The next day, I wake on the living room floor, crowded by a pile of sleeping Newcombs. Little Nathan’s to my right and Carmen’s on my left. I’ve only seen Carmen once in the past few years. She’s not too happy about me shutting her out. And I don’t blame her. I wish there was a way to explain exactly what was going on with me, but it’s something that can only be experienced. Carmen, though, is sweeping it under the rug, as she’s done mostly everything.

      Sweeping it under the rug. . . That’s one way to move on.

      Roseland comes by with the twins and Ann. Their tight hugs are comforting and the twins light up my day. “It’s been such a long time since we’ve seen you, Tracey,” Curtis says.

      I nod.

      Nathan’s death gathering was a long time ago, and my time there was short. As his mate—as the head of the family’s mate—I was required to show my face. There were people around I’d never seen before, names I’d never remember, people I couldn’t force myself to smile at or hug.

      Five minutes total was all I could give. The first minute was spent walking to the podium they placed before a stadium of people—Sephlems, Mulens, creatures of all kinds. The next minute was explaining Nathan had passed and will live on through our memories. The third minute was me stepping down from podium and making my way out of there. And, my fourth minute was me hitting someone who had the balls to say that Nathan’s death is a good thing because it’ll lessen the attacks. My fifth minute was the worst.

      This is what being back does to me. I remember. I remember a lot, and I’ve spent a lot of time trying to forget. Sweeping it under the rug. I can’t even sleep in my bed. I’ve only been here for three nights and even as I take up Carmen’s bed, I feel him. I hear him. In this room. Mom and Dad’s room. I remember sitting at the foot of the bed while Mom braided my hair. And there she stands, laughing as she unpacks her suitcase, calling Dad in to share their laughter on how the lotion exploded on his shirts. “Why’d you not back the lotion in the cosmetic bag,” she asked. I remember laughing and telling Dad where to find the nearest cleaners.

      This room is no safer than the other. If I lay on this floor any longer, I’ll start believing these hallucinations I’m seeing are real, and that I could walk right up to Mom, standing with her back to me as she fiddles around in the drawer, and wrap my arms around her.

      On my passing out of the room, I purposely walk too close to the dresser, just in case my assumptions are inverted.

      I leave the house to the back yard and stroll along the bank, overlooking the lake. His voice comes before I see him appear. Holding a casual conversation about oak trees, muscle cars, and train rides, he invades in my stroll as though he’s been here the entire time.

      This is all day.

      Mom, Dad, Nathan, Glen, even Scott. Natalia even makes an appearance and to her, though she discusses flowers hanging on gutters, I apologize for breaking my promise. My words aren’t acknowledged, as these ghosts are nothing but my imagination.

      Being back here is the worst.

      Under the moon, I sit at the dock, feet dangling over the diamond black water. I periodically kick its surface with my toe and watch it ripple. I would prefer to be away. I wasn’t worried by hallucinations, I didn’t concern myself with figuring out the intentions of Qualms or why they care about a dead Burdened or a girl clinging to the skirts of life because family has asked me to.

      I tried.
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      On the dock, I wake. Like all my yesterdays, there is a soft, gloomy cast over the day, even with the sun shining.

      I should be frozen solid. It snowed at some point, but thanks to my snake of fire, still circling around me, I was kept warm. “I missed you, buddy.” I pet its head before it snakes back into my hand.

      It’s Saturday, I think. Everyone’s still sleeping, so I ease the back door closed. From the bedroom, I grab my bag and creep back out the house to my apartment. As light climbs into the sky, I take the long hike to the nearest bus stop that’ll carry me to the city.

      Along the city streets, Christmas stockings hang from the streetlights while artificial Christmas trees stand in windows of stores. I tap the person beside me. “Has Christmas gone or is it coming?”

      It’s undeniable her dislike for my question. She yanks her purple earmuffs down to her neck and snaps, “Excuse me?”

      “I’m sorry. Never mind,” I mutter, turning back to the window.

      She yanks her earmuffs back over her dark hair and rolls her dark eyes as she looks away from me.

      “It’s coming,” comes from behind me.

      I don’t turn around to thank him, but say, “Thanks.”

      My stop’s coming up, and I ease past the angry passenger sitting beside me. Once I make it home, my discomfort will pass, and I’ll feel less like I’m being watched. I hop off the bus and have to walk another couple of blocks.

      Relief washes over me when my building’s in sight. I’m still a block away, but the five story rise peeks over the commercial stores almost as if a light from heaven beamed upon it.

      My steps quicken. My breaths rush. I thrust open the building door and find myself rushing up the stairs to the third floor, down the hall to the left, and straight for the fifth door on the right.

      Hand inches from clutching the knob, I pause.

      The door’s ajar, panel broken from the wall.

      “Hey girl?” I turn and meet the eyes of a neighbor whom I’ve only seen through the peephole. “These people came with the blue boys eager to get in there. I thought they were raiding the place! They came out madder than they went in.” She hugs her door as she’s peeking around it to reveal the news.

      “Did they say what they were looking for?” I ask.

      “Nah. That wasn’t none of my business.” A baby’s cry sends her back into her apartment. She closes the door without a concern for a good-bye or my thank you.

      I face the door and nudge it open with my right elbow. The welcome mat once sat inside, in front of the door, has been shoved across the floor. The lamp from the corner is thrown down, bulb shattered. The pillows are shredded and the table’s split in two.

      I race to the corner of the kitchen where the floor creaks a little louder and one of the wood planks move. Slipping my finger into a crack, I crick it and lift the loose wood, opening a small hole where I’ve stashed my priceless possessions. Without unraveling the cloth, I stuff it in my back pocket and rise from the floor.

      There’s a creak.

      I whip around.

      I’m lunged at and tackled to the floor. The creature claws and slaps at me, snarling and grunting as it absorbs my attacks without a display of discomfort. I do my best to guard my face from the scratches to at least get a good look at my attacker, but I can’t make out the face.

      When it wraps its skinny, hard fingers around my neck and squeezes, I stare at it. I study it, unable to make out the monster. As I do so, my eyes narrow and a thick film slips over them.

      It jolts away, scratching my neck on its release. From the corner, it crouches in preparation for another attack.

      I’m standing from the floor, but am taken off-guard by its yellow eyes. I expect the sweeping shadow that hides the decay of half the Qualms being, or the grayish complexion and black lips, but what stands across from me, it takes me a minute to recognize.

      Faylaman. . . Maybe. There’s something off though.

      Doesn’t matter.

      I charge across the room, readying a ball of fire in my hands and draw back.

      It retracts, hands raised in surrender. “Wait. Wait!” it calls.

      I don’t wait. I blast it again and then again, then I release my vines to pin it to the floor. “What are you doing here?” I hiss.

      Its eyes widen. “Seeing, I beg you. Do not see past me.” Fear takes hold of its expression and it bursts into a dark mist before fading. I jump back, scampering away from it.

      “What the hell,” I mutter. “Did I just kill him or did he vanish?” I ask aloud. “Can they even do that? Can Faylamen do that? Was it both?”

      I sit in the floor of my apartment, looking over my haven. My place is a bust. No way can I stay here if they’re scouting for me. Before I head out for good, I look around once, and then again, letting my gaze wash over the grimy windows, the rotting ceiling, the dingy wood, and the new holes in the walls. Whoever’s been here, they wrecked everything. I kick aside the shredded blankets as I cross the floor to pick up the pieces of my shattered mugs. Its ceramic pieces are mixed in with the busted light bulbs and cotton from the pillows.

      It doesn’t bother me. Not in the least. What matters most to my heart is safe—it was saved—and I can walk away fine with this.

      I sigh and pull my bag on my shoulder. “Alright, little hut, you did your job. Thank you.”
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      If I knew it would get me some answers as to why they’re after me, I would allow them to capture me. What weight does who I am hold to cause such a fear in that thing that attacked me? Seeing is all I can do, and what use is that to something that wants to take over the humans, or the Sephlems.

      The bus ride back to the neighborhood near the house is uneasy. Since I left the building, I’ve felt like someone’s watching me. I scan the faces, wanting to catch the eyes of the person burning a hole through my head.

      No one’s evident.

      My stop is next. I’m the only one to stand and get off. Maybe I’m only anticipating someone following me, Chislon and Laine causing me to become on edge with their, ‘they’re after you,’ theories, and that vermin attacking me in my apartment.

      The walk from the bus stop to the house is about an hour long. The night air is frigid, but it doesn’t bother me as much as the person standing in the street, in front of my house’s driveway. Her dark, short bob blows in the wind, whipping across her eyes that have not torn away from me. My first memory of Lana is of us racing through Lunis’ corridors to rescue her. That thought carries me to what Olar had mentioned the other day, about her acting weird lately. Weird enough that he’s questioning if they were worth saving.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask when I make it before her.

      Her face morphs from a scowl to concern. “Where’ve you been? We’ve been worried sick!” she exclaims, throwing her limp arms around me.

      “I’ve been around.” I shuffle out of her hug and head for the house.

      “We are the only family you have now, Tracey. You can be open with us.”

      It’s not what she says but how she says it. It would have been easy to ignore had she not put the malign emphasis on ‘only.’ I’m painfully aware that the family I have left is limited to those in our home, and I’d do better without the reminder.

      Willing the film to help me see, I meet her eyes.

      A smug smile smoothens her lips, and while she’s rubbing me the wrong way. . . She’s herself.

      “Good night, Lana,” I say, turning away, again, and heading in the house. Lana has always been a little weird, ever sense she decapitated her sister in the foyer. It’s like, that day she was replaced by a doppelganger and has been secretly working for Lunis ever since. He is her brother after all. . .

      I throw a glance over my shoulder. Lana’s coming up the driveway, smiling with relief.

      Maybe everyone is just weird around me now.
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      Plenty of peaceful tomorrows come and go. Life’s not perfect, but peace is all I can ask for. Peace, I’m grateful for.

      Our first Christmas back together is epic. Courtney’s made it snow in the house, and Jason loves every minute of it, even clean up. We light the fireplace and drink milk and eat cookies while we wait for Santa’s arrival. We’ve planned for tonight for days, and Jason’s knocked out before Little Nathan can drop down the chimney in his Santa Clause costume. This has Little Nathan a bit bummed out because Jason’s been complaining about not being able to leave the house and go see Santa like he’s seen on TV. We’re still working on him controlling his shifting so that he can better maintain his human-like façade. It’s been a struggle for him, where his skin will mutate or his eyes will suddenly change, but he’s not giving up, and what’s better, he does an amazing job at controlling his anger.

      On Christmas day, Jason’s a bouncing bubble of energy, attacking his gifts like a Cheetah would its prey. I’ve never seen him more excited. We exchange gifts and sing Christmas carols the remainder of the day, before snuggling up by the fireplace and watching the last of the holiday specials we’ll have to wait until next year to see again.

      Coming back was so worth it. Especially to bring in the New Year with the Newcombs. Clean up isn’t all the great, but to shoot off fireworks with my hand, and chug down all the cream soda my body can handle while we bring the next year in, is a blast.

      It’s February now, and well, I’m kind of happy. Last month, I enrolled in school, starting with Little Nathan and Carmen. Tracey Warren, Freshman at Bennington University. It’s not cheap either. So, I pick up a job at a coffee shop not far from campus. It’ll be enough to cover books, and financial aid kicks in to help cover classes.

      I’m attending classes, two to three a day, proudly sitting through lectures and making study buddies. I go to work, three to four days a week, laughing with my co-workers and downing whip cream topped expressos. It’s the life I dreamed for myself my entire senior year of high school, except I didn’t intend to stay here in Bennington.

      “Hey, Tracey. You want to go out with us this weekend? There’s a party at the Gamma house tonight.” Crystal, who works evenings with me, stays at one party or another whenever the opportunity arises. She’s a bouncing bundle of joy wrapped in deep chocolate skin and black, long, silky hair. “It’s supposed to be the biggest party of the year.” She’s moved here from India seven months ago and quickly mastered the American accent. “You should come.”

      I top the last of four coffee cups and pass them to the waiting customer. “Enjoy!” I say with a smile. Leaning against the counter, I decline, “I need to get home and study. Two mid-terms tomorrow, and my third on Friday.”

      “You know Tracey’s not going to hang out with us. She only kicks it with that tall cutie with those green eyes and girly with the curly brown hair. You’re brother and sister, right?” Shannon asks, the third of us who locks up. It took her a while to warm up to me, placing judgment. I believe her exact whisper to Crystal was ‘uptight bitch who’s never had to work a day in her life.’ I let her think what she wanted and gave her space until she started up conversation. Turns out I’m not an uptight bitch and she’s not a full-on asshole.

      “He’s my brother and she’s my cousin.” I grab the broom and head over to the lock the door. “One day, I promise I’ll grab lunch with you two, but I’m not the partying type.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Shannon nags, flipping her butt-length braids over her shoulder.

      We clean the store and shut it down. Little Nathan and Carmen are right on time, meeting me out front. The coffee shop is tucked in the middle of the outside mall, in between a hat shop and a shoe store. We close at nine, and Little Nathan’s last class ends at eight. Carmen just hangs around until then, shopping. My shift starts at five, and I’m usually out of class by four-thirty, so everything really flows together. I’m used to the schedule. I’ve finally got a grip on my life and everything is ‘normal-ing’ out. Though, the air’s still sour and a slight murky cast is over the world I see, I’m lighter and life seems a bit easier. The separation spasms are easier to manage and don’t nearly affect me the way they used to six months ago. So, they were right. Being around family does make the death of a mate a lot easier.

      “What are we eating tonight,” Carmen asks, sipping the soy latte I make her every night I work.

      “I say Thai,” Little Nathan suggests. “I’ve got a lot of homework. I need something that won’t make me tired.”

      “Me too,” I add.

      “Thai it is!” Carmen cheers, grabbing her phone. She’s met a new guy that’s been taking up a lot of her attention. And, with Courtney and Cartel on family business, assisting the family in Oregon with a Nemanite issue they encountered five months ago, and then they’re off to Canada to give their support to family out there. . . Carmen’s free as a bird.

      Not too far from the house, we stop at a fast food Thai restaurant where Carmen’s placed our order. “I’ll get it,” I offer, exiting the backseat and jogging to through the opened door.

      “Hello,” the girl behind the counter greets with a smile. “Picking up?”

      “Yes, for Carmen.”

      She nods and checks the names on the bagged food sat on the counter behind her. Finding it, she turns and places it before me. “That’ll be twenty-five dollars and thirteen cents.”

      Snagging the cash from my back pocket, I hand her exact change and reach for the food. She snatches it out of my grasp. “What’s up?” I ask, reaching for the bag again.

      She smirks. I blink. Something flashes within her appearance. Knitting my brows, I blink again. Film slips over my eyes. My sight doesn’t dim, but the girl mutates into a scaly brown creature with glowing yellow eyes. Her skin appears hard to the touch, and her smirk’s not evil but deceitful. “I hope you’re enjoying life,” it says.

      In a blink she’s back, the same girl, handing me the bag as if nothing happened. “Thanks,” I say. “But, that’s okay. I’ll eat from somewhere else.” On my pivot, she grabs my arm.

      “It doesn’t stop here. Help me too,” she begs in a whisper, but only her and I are in the restaurant.

      I wrench my arm from her grasp. “What are you talking about?”

      “Please?” she begs. “I didn’t ask for this.” Her neck cricks and her expression changes in an instant; from distress to that of a glorified achievement. With a smile wider than her shoulders, she gloats, “I love this new look! Don’t you?” She twirls around, hand propped on her hip. “This one was courtesy of M. Moore himself. He’s helped me and three others obtain these new looks.” Leaning over the counter, she adds, “It’s Tracey, right? I remember your face.”

      “From where?”

      As she’s shaking her head, her expression changes as she cricks her neck again. “Nothing. You want to eat somewhere else? Okay.” She shrugs and retracts the bag of food.

      Hurriedly, I leave and get back in the car. “Where’s our food,” Carmen asks.

      “We have to eat from somewhere else.” I turn up my nose and add, “I saw bugs, like, everywhere.”

      “Ew!” The two say. “Good call,” Carmen adds. “Somewhere else it is,” Little Nathan seconds.

      I don’t want to panic them. Finally, things have settled down around us, no more bodies are piling up, no one has come to attack us. Ever since that thing looked in my eyes after that quarrel at my old apartment, there’s been nothing. Just the way I like it.

      I’ve been waiting for nothing for a long time. If ignoring that Faylamen will keep us at nothing, then I saw nothing but bugs in that place.

      We settle on burgers and eat them at home, circled around each other with our books splayed on the family room floor. I clutch my pen tighter to keep my hands from shaking, and tuck the other beneath my notebook. The Thai food girl is heavy on my mind, and I can’t help but worry that something is coming—that that nothing I was longing for is turning into something wicked.
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        * * *

      

      Tracey? Summons me, a familiar call I’ve not heard for years. Hey Tracey. A heat of relaxation eases my anxiety, but shutters me with goosebumps.

      Sitting up, I respond, Nathan?

      There’s a chuckle. Hey beautiful.

      I rise to my feet and head out the back door, headed in the direction I feel him pulling me. Stepping in the snow, I wrap my hands around my naked arms to combat the frosty breeze. Where are you?

      Remember the field, with the flowers, where I ran us to that one time? There.

      On my way. I’m sprinting. Fresh snow crunches between my toes, winter’s wind bites my cheeks, and night’s suddenly my friend as I climb through the darkness and make my way to my light.

      A familiar area surrounded by a lopsided circle of trees and blanketed with foot printed snow brings back some of the greatest memories I thought I’d let evaporate. “Nathan?” I call, leaning against a cold tree to catch my breath. Bark peels away from the trunk, tumbling onto my foot. There’s this and the breeze rustling loose snow from naked branches, but beyond this, it’s silent.

      The forest is still, no critters scammer across the ground or rustle bushes. I’m only accompanied by the half-moon giving light to what appears to be a lonely forest.

      Disheartened, I lean my back against the tree and take in the way the stars lighten the sky. I bet there are a billion wishes up there, kissed by a star, but answered by a supernova.

      “They’re beautiful, right?” From the other side of the field, he emerges through the trees, crunching snow announcing his arrival. I meet him half way, hand extended to be held by his. We touch, fingers gliding over each other’s palms before we’re grasped in the other’s embrace.

      Hooded eyes, full lips, broad shoulders, all the features of my mate. I want to think. I want to have a single presumption about this act of fate, this supernatural occurrence. But there’s nothing. The sky’s circling a mile a second as we stand still on Earth, living a moment of impracticality. “You’re real.”

      He snorts a laugh. “Of course.”

      Shrugging, I admit, “I had my doubts with the lack of you around and seeing—”

      “Don’t always believe what you see. Just because you see it, doesn’t make it real.” He nods in the direction he came. “Let’s take a walk.”

      We tread through the cold, hand in hand, climbing over fallen trees, and mounds of snow. I shiver, wishing I’d grabbed a coat.

      My hand is secured in Nathan’s as he helps me over another tree, but when we break contact, nothing leaves with them. No comfort from his touch, no warmth. . .

      I lift my gaze from the snow to the back of his head, studying the peculiar presence that’s attached to him. There’s a glitch in his appearance, when I blink.

      I snatch my hand from his grasp and prepare myself for the sting that will follow, but there’s none. “Huh?” I mutter under my breath, going unheard.

      He trudges onward, not seeming at all concerned about our disconnect.

      With another blink, it happens again. His appearance alters, but it doesn’t change long enough for me to catch it. Willing the revealing film to blanket my eyes, I squeeze my lids shut and prepare myself for the heartbreak.

      There he is. . .

      Nathan.

      Every facet about my mate walks before me, from the sound of his breaths, to the stride of his step. Everyone has been telling me to open my eyes, to see more and all I see is Nathan. But my body denies it.

      Nathan’s hand, once extended behind him, clutched as though he were still holding mine, is now drawn before him. He appears to stare at it and then stops to look behind him. At me. “What?” he asks.

      Shivering, my teeth clatter, as I say, “Something’s wrong. You’re dead,” I add, maybe more for me than him.

      He stares me down; a piercing glower that cuts through my chest. “Prove it,” he states in a voice that rattles my spine.

      “I’m trying to,” I say more to myself, unable to figure out why I can’t see through this, I can’t feel it, or why my ability isn’t helping me see what he’s hiding.

      Comfortably, Nathan steps before me, separating us by only inches. He takes my hand. “You don’t have to doubt me, Tracey. I know there’s enough you don’t understand, but you’ve taken a leap with me this far, don’t stop now.”

      An echo of Chislon’s voice reminds me of temptation, reminding me of how I can hold myself back from seeing the truth, because yes, I want him back badly. Even though everything is perfect—nearly perfect—I’ll take the curse if it means having Nathan.

      Taking a breath, I drag my eyes closed and back open. Before I can make it to his face, a deathly low voice asks, “Are you not happy with the being I’ve presented to you?” Its tone is a hushed rasp, H’s hard and heavy, S’s soft and long. Though with Nathan’s face, the eyes are now the color of space; a million miles of nothing sprinkled with tiny specs of light. “Be satisfied with what you get, Tracey Warren. Come willingly,” he warns.

      Coupled calls of my name ring out through the forest. I breathe to call back but the man stops me, throwing up his index finger. “I don’t want to hurt you, Tracey. Please, come with me.” Sober eyes narrow to an unworthy beg as the muscles in his face soften. It’s an expression I’m far too familiar with; one Nathan wore when he was on the cusps of delivering bad news, but found a way to hide it right before the words were released. “I’m begging you.”

      “Here,” I utter, hoping Little Nathan and Laine can hear my whisper.

      The imposter shakes his head, and I will the final film over my eyes to finally see what’s before me. Shaded by a hooded cloak, a new, empty eye looks back at me. Half of a face—bone-pale and black lips with an eye to match. The other half. . . the one that’s haunted many dreams from my past—coated in a flowing shadow that currents around only the right side of his face. It drifts in no particular direction, just over its skeletal, circling more so in the eye and mouth. I hold my gasp, feeling it stall in my throat.

      “You see?” the Qualm asks in a dominant, stingingly hushed voice.

      I shake my head and relax.

      “You may not view what is present to you. Come, Tracey. Let me show you things you do not see.”

      “Nah, I’m good,” I say, stuffing my hands I my back pockets. “I actually need to get going.”

      “How could you be so sure if you know not what it is?” Outstretching his hand, he sweeps it in front of me as if to present something before of us. “You don’t have to leave for this to be seen, Seeing.” His hand or arm or bones alone, presses against my back and pushes me forward.

      I ready myself for anything; keeping my eyes cloaked and prepping my hands.

      “As I said, I do not want to hurt you.” With the wave of his hand, the snow beneath us beams with light, and projects a scene as if a projector where broadcasting from the sky.

      A gloomy background of a sun burnt sky, raining rays of red and orange come to view. Deep gray trees, dead from time or force stand intact, branches dressed with leaves of the same. A wind blows a warm breeze that brushes my skin though I’m not physically there.

      A woman who looks like me but with eyes an exotic mixture of dark orange, yellow, and red that glows through permanently cloaked eyes stands proudly, a look of surety in her expression, confidence in her stance. She wears her shoulders pulled back, neck strong and dressed in a white-gold necklace with a reflective hematite crystal resting against her chest. Black palms face a crowd of kneeling celebrants, her skin’s matt in an olive complexion—smooth and irradiated by that of the sky. She’s dressed in silk the color of amber, gown resting on her flesh as if it were skin. With another look in her eyes, it’s not pride within them, but a promise—a threat—that warns these worshipers and whoever may look upon them that she is the protector of her black-hearted king. She finalizes that nothing will bring them harm. Her, a malevolent queen.

      For her king. . . I dare not mention what I see. It’s far worse than anything I could imagine, than anything I would think to ask. He’s not only Burdened, ruled by his beast, but he’s not flushed in red, nor does his eyes swirl night blue. As a man, living among his beast, they’re one; assertive and as a god among men. Invincible, I can read in the magnified eyes of the bystanders. They wash his feet in blood of babes and praise his head with riches of wealth. Neither he nor his beast seem pleased with the act as it watches the woman, waits for her. I can’t make out what he’s waiting for her to do.

      These people . . . these humans and creatures alike, they fear the two. They tremble at their feet, tears bleed slowly from their eyes. Yet, they desire them.

      “They need you,” the thing beside me says.

      My rightful place is to reveal; to show truth, desires, needs, to open the eye of their minds so they may reach deeper dimensions of realism and the physical, and much more I’m too afraid to admit to. For Nathan, though they fear him, they love him to a higher degree any man should know love. He takes care of the people, but for those who are less than favorable. . .

      There’s so much death, too much envy and desire to anything at the likes of their kings. To be loved to that great of a degree is a scary status to be held at. “Who would want this? Is this what you’re trying to get out of me?” As I retract, the boney arm presses to my back preventing from getting too far. “I don’t want to see anything else. I don’t care to rule over people. We all should be free and never burdened by someone or something, not even ourselves.”

      “Tracey, we require your gift. You have the capability to change the world. I reveal to you what will happen based on your current path.” With a wave of his hand, the scene in the snow changes, showing glimpses of the past and maybe future; they change too fast to catch. They’re of me older, with my family, the entirety of my family; my mother and father, Nathan and Natalia. Papa Nathan’s there too, and I’ll take him back if I can have Nathan. If I can have my mother back. . .

      I warm up to the idea. “How?” I ask. “How can I have this?”

      “Your choices decide your future. We’ll help you acquire all of this, if that’s all you desire,” it says. “Come with me, and you’ll have it all. Your love, your mother, happiness; these things are little to require. We will help you acquire them.”

      “How? My mate is dead. What you show can’t be real.”

      “Not yet,” it drags. “There is much placed before you that you do not understand. Through your sight reveals knowledge beyond any man’s understanding. Come with me and let me show you things you have not seen. We will not only help you grasp an understanding of your gift, we will also bring your mate back with it. The only thing standing in your way of that is you.”

      I shuffle away from him. “What’s your play here? How are you benefiting from this?”

      “Tracey.” We both look to my left. In the fog, Chislon stands, moon light glazing over the smooth, caramel complexion of Tarleton’s body. “You have no place here,” he tells the Qualm. A hiss spits from the Nathan impersonator, seeming fearful of Chislon. “You have no place here, fiend!” Chislon barks louder, a threat sticking at the end of his demand.

      Turning his attention to me, the Qualm says, “You should remember your choices, Tracey. They make you what you are, and are the only things that can change your present, future, and your past. With us, you can obtain a new. Remember what you desire. We will help you acquire this.” He turns to Chislon and in a blink of an eye, his body’s jerked backward, sucked up by the night.

      Laine and Little Nathan burst through the trees but halt seeing there’s no danger.

      “You are not a gift to them. You are a weapon,” Chislon says. “You are a weapon in anyone’s hands, remember that. Your gift of sight is only a gift for you. Let it be linked with that of death and you will become far more powerful than you know. There are some things you must discover on your own, I can only relay so much.” His hands clasp in front of his crotch, but he shakes his head, and as though realizing he took the wrong stance, he crosses his arms in front of his chest. “There is a darkness coming. It is not Faylamen, and it is not only the entities you and your mate encountered. It is something greater, something worse. And you, Tracey, hold a key to that darkness being unleashed. Remember what you have learned so far. Do not be fooled or persuaded by temptation, it will be detrimental to you. Do not be fooled by love, it will be the death of you. And do not be destroyed by death, because it will be your slayer.”

      I would’ve sworn that was Nathan, and if it weren’t for the lack of warmth, I probably would’ve followed him into that darkness. I don’t know, maybe, even if Chislon wouldn’t have shown up, with the promise of having my mom, dad, and Nathan back, I would’ve followed him. . .

      “I know it’s hard,” Chislon starts, but I cut him off.

      “It wasn’t hard,” I mumble, but repeat with more aggression, “It was not hard. Living was finally easy! I was content with the way things ended up. It’s not hard, it’s damn near impossible to deal with. Every dream is of him, with every breath I breathe I smell him, every time I move a limb or fill my chest with air a healed part of me rips apart again. Every second of every minute of every hour I’m reminded that my mate is dead because the damn bond refuses to let me live without him. Every day I think how much lesser the pain would be if I just gutted myself on the kitchen floor, or piled my pockets with rocks and sank to the bottom of the lake in the back yard. So, if I hear his voice, and by some miraculous miracle feel his presence, am I so wrong for seeing it through?”

      “Black Eyes, Nathan is dead,” Laine argues. “Anything like him is a ploy. No matter what you hear or how good it feels. Get that through your head!”

      I wipe a tear from the side of my nose. “Thanks for that, Laine.”

      “Yeah. That’s exactly what she needed to hear,” Little Nathan utters sarcastically. He throws a coat around my shoulders. “You’re going to get sick if you don’t at least grab a jacket when you want to roam the woods.” His joke is timely, and he even adds a chuckle. I meet his eyes and find myself accommodating his banter with a smile.

      Behind us, Laine thanks Chislon for his help, but I don’t hear either of them walk away. Now, Laine’s at our side, bickering until Little Nathan shuts him down.

      “You’ll never understand what she’s going through,” Little Nathan angrily declares. “Nemanites can’t grasp the idea of bonding or the breaking of a bond. While, to you, getting over it may seem easy, it’s not. Stop scolding her and being such a dick about this.” Little Nathan pivots but turns back, matter-of-factly adding, “We all know my brother is dead. You reiterating that over and over again doesn’t make us feel better about it. Just worse about you.” His words stop Laine in his tracks.

      By the time we make it back to the house, I’m an icicle. I wrap myself in blankets and lay in front of the fireplace, watching the fire tell a story with its dancing flames. Is it so wrong for me to want something unobtainable? Do we all not dream of having things that may seem a little absurd, and once an inkling of that dream reveals itself in our reality, are we wrong for chasing after it? The result of my actions may have had a bad ending, but my mistake showed me that these things cannot only possess my late friends but also take on their appearances.

      That’s unnerving.

      But, I don’t know if I wouldn’t give everything to have my parents back, to hug Mom again and laugh with Dad once more. I’d pay years off my life to stand before them and apologize for killing them, not fighting for them.

      The taste for blood in Caige’s eyes, in the beast of a dog’s drool. . . I’d pay it all to take him out. He’s played a part in countless losses, and I’ll always believe that it was by direction of Lunis. Fucking Lunis. . . Maybe he has a thing going with the Qualms and hired Caige to help. I. . . I don’t know. Maybe I’m speculating, just looking for excuses as to why anyone would go the lengths they have. None of it makes sense.
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      I turn on to my back, then my side, and then back on my back. The fire dies, but the wood’s still crackling and the smoke still rises. Green illumination from the clock on the microwave and the silvery wash of the moonlight saves me from the darkness of the living room. I’m too restless to force myself to sleep with my mind busier than midday Grand Central Station. I stuff my feet in my sneaker and head out for a stroll.

      An hour later, I’ve wandered to the pier, passing the small clothing and antique shop, the house-like hotel, and the restaurants on the bank. Down the pier, I leisurely drag my feet, counting the number of wood planks it takes me to reach the end where I’ll rest my arms against the damned wood railing and overlook the water.

      I’ve not been here in quite some time, since Mom, Dad, and I visited on whim when we were waiting for the Dinner and a Sail boat trip. Its rounding eleven thirty and they’re shutting down the lights to the business so nothing but the pier lights break the night.

      The wind kisses my cheeks and sends my curls brushing my neck. To my left, a couple takes a spot not far from me. In the corner, she’s Rose and he’s Dawson, soaring in the heavy wind that’s bringing in even colder weather. They giggle and make out, finding their warmth in each other.

      I wouldn’t mind barfing. . .

      Well, there goes that ounce of freedom.

      I head back, telling myself I’m cold, not jealous. A familiar voice catches my ear. “Good boy,” he praises.

      I throw a glance over my shoulder. That voice instantly takes me to a dark place and fills my heart with an anger I’ve been trying to suppress.

      Night begins to slowly flood over the bank as the pier lights shut down section by section. It’s nearly impossible to recognize him with it this dark, but my body takes over, forcing the film over my eyes to easily make out the monster.

      He’s heading my direction, a leash-less dog leading their stroll. I lift my hood onto my head and continue their direction. On our passing, our eyes meet. Mine, they’re cloaked black and the only light in them is that of the moon breaking through the clouds. My expression, what I believe I’m displaying is a blank scowl, maybe my hate and promise for murder; one I used to see in Nathan where his muscles were relaxed and the deadly glare in his eyes said it all.

      I must have it right.

      Caige takes off.

      I’m on his heels, shedding my coat to pick up speed. He climbs a flight of stairs leading away from the beach and hits the sidewalk full speed.

      He won’t make it out of my sight.

      His dog scrambles to a stop and whips around, growing twice its original size. It snarls and snaps a massive bark that barges a thrust of wind against me.

      There’s a chuckle that tickles my throat. My fire snake slithers from my palm without an inkling of fear but a strong determination that makes the dog cower. There’s no escape for the mangy mutt. The snake strikes and twists the dog in its clutches before quickly devouring the pooch in a snake-like nature.

      I leave them and continue after Caige. He’s taken the diversion to elude me. Only seconds into my search, I find him racing to a nearby alley.

      My speeds not what it used to be, and it hurts like hell to push myself so hard, but I race down the street and into the alley, getting close enough to snatch him by his shirt and yank him to a stop.

      Caige goes down with a satisfying crack of his spine.

      There’s a light flickering above us, and a mixture of yellow and blue churn in his eyes, reflecting the light like twinkling stars.

      Elbow spiked high in the air, the fire blazing my fist nearly blinds me as I’m throwing it forward as fast and as hard as I can.

      He dodges it, and shoves a kick in my stomach. Healed and back on his feet, he twists around to flee. My vines catch him by him legs, sending him face planting on the concrete. I climb back over him, and go to town, sending flaming blows connecting with his flesh. His body’s begun to swelter, and his burning flesh is satisfying though it burns my nose. The pay back smells good.

      When Caige is bloody with no more fight, and I’m tired with busted knuckles, I grab him by his neck and send my snake to wrap around it. I rise to my feet, and he’s forced to his.

      Heaving, I struggle to catch my breath as I ask, “Why. . .did you . . . kill my mother?”

      “If you’re going to kill me, just kill me. We don’t need to chat.”

      “Why,” I emphasize, “did you kill my mother?”

      “I was told to! No one wants you while you have ties. Now, you’re a solo act. Just the way you’re needed.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “All the shots were called from in house. Start there!” The light of the fire snake illuminates his face. “Get this thing away from me! It’s hot!”

      “Who ordered the hit on my family?”

      “I’ve already told you!” He jerks in my grasp and I struggle to keep hold of him. As I’m letting him go, my fire snake jolts into action, slithering down his throat. He’s sludge in seconds.

      My snake circles around me then rises to my height. I pet its head. “Listen, you have to learn interrogation tactics. We’ll never learn anything from anyone if you keep blowing them up.” It slithers back in my palm. “Geeze. Now how am I supposed to find out what happened?”

      I kick a chunk of Caige off my shoe. “At least this ass clown is dead.”

      Relieving? Maybe not. But what I needed? Undeniably.
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      I lay, sheets pulled over my head. The weight of the world is still on my shoulders. I’m still at square one. I don’t understand what it means to open my eyes when my eyes have been open the entire time! And I have no idea what this world, these Qualms, Laine, wants from me. The girl at the restaurant said for me to help her too. Help her do what?

      I can’t even help myself.

      There’s movement on my bed, and shuffling from someone crawling toward me. Jason rips the sheets back and snuggles beneath them before yanking them back over our heads. “Hi,” he giggles. Jason’s big night blue eyes outlined in gray like his uncle’s beam at me.

      “Hey, big guy. How are you?” He’s warmed up to me and no longer screams like a tornado siren when we talk, as long as no one mentions Nathan. Jason doesn’t like talking about the deceased, that including his father. One of his growing Burdened abilities is a wale that comes incredibly close to busting the eardrums. For the time being, it’s uncontrollable. But, he’s learned how to shift thanks to Olar, and he loves it in his tanned skin and clear nails. He also prefers his softer hair that he’s so proud of, he sweeps it across my face every opportunity he gets.

      “Is today your off day?” he asks.

      “Yep. No class, no work. I’m just going to lie down and rest.”

      He frowns heavily and knits his bushy eyebrows. “I’m not of fan of rest.”

      “Aren’t you? Well, what do you do when you get tired?”

      He jumps up and jabs his hips with his fists. “I never get tired, Tracey. I’m Superman! I can stay up all night and all day.”

      I tackle him with tickles and he turns into a fit of laughs. “Well, Superman, some of us don’t have that superpower.”

      He grabs my hands, stopping my tickling. His joyful expression is washed away quicker than it came. There’s a stomach-turning sadness in his childish voice as he says, “My mommy doesn’t have that superpower. Today, she hasn’t gotten out of the bed at all. I tried to give her some of my strength, but it didn’t work.”

      I sit back and pull him on my lap. Taylor has yet to get over Justin’s death, I’ll never forget that day either, but most days are worse than others. Hugging Jason, I say, “I’m sure you made her feel great, Jason. She may just be tired and need some sleep to let the energy you gave her reenergize her.”

      “Sleep gives you energy too?”

      “Yep. Sleep and food!”

      “Maybe I should make her an apple pie!” He jumps up and bounces on the bed. “That’ll do it!”

      I laugh. “How about we go out for some ice cream and buy her an apple pie, and she can have it when she wakes up.”

      Jason plops down on the bed with his legs crossed. “Good idea. But you’ll have to get on some clothes; you’re still in your PJs, Tracey.”

      Looking over myself, I nod, agreeing with him.

      After dressing and breakfast, Jason and I head out for ice cream and in search of apple pie. For a three-year-old, he is very good at keeping up a conversation, and doesn’t miss a beat. We’ve talked about every kid show that comes on in the morning and afternoon, every plot of each children’s book on the bookshelves, and how long it took him to match his socks after the last time they were washed. It specifically took a quadrillion days.

      I clean strawberry ice cream from his mouth before we leave the ice cream parlor. When we’re all clean, we head for the bakery a few doors down, and boy if I knew there were so many different kinds of apple pies, I would have agreed to bake one. An hour later, Jason decides on Dutch apple pie and a cherry pie, and we head home.

      Jason shoots up the stairs when we make it in the house. “Mommy, Mommy!” he calls from the hall. “I got you some apple pie! And it’s delicious! We got to taste every pie in the bakery! It was like a hundred of them, Mommy!”

      Closing the front door, I listen for Taylor’s footsteps to cross the floor, but not even the bed creaks.

      Jason knocks on the door and rattles the locked knob. “Mommy! I said I got you apple pie!” His excitement dwindles. “Mommy?”

      I come up behind him. “Hey big guy?” He turns to face me, hand extending to meet mine. “How about we go downstairs and read that book we got from the store. Mommy will come down when she wakes up.”

      Sad eyes match his frown, but Jason nods. I carry him downstairs to the family room and we settle on the loveseat. I crack open How Joey Crossed the Tracks, and two pages in, Jason’s knocked out. I lay him flat on the seat and cover him up with the blanket resting on the armrest. Sitting on the floor with my back to the chair, I trade his book for one of my own.

      I read the first line of the first chapter, ‘It was easier to ignore than it was to forget.’ I sigh, but consider if that is at all possible. Laying my head back on the chair, a glimmer on the bookshelf catches my eye. I roll my eyes at the hourglass and open the book back to read the next line.

      The hourglass continues to glimmer, taunting me for my attention. The more I try to avoid looking at it, the more it heckles me. Even when I draw the book nearer my eyes to eliminate my surrounding, the droplets of sand landing and rolling down the sandy hill sound over the silence.

      The last of the sunlight beams through the window, casting a shadow of the heart on the wall of the brown bookshelf on which it sits. Standing, I stomp across the floor and snatch the damn thing from the shelf. With all my might, I smash it against the floor. Its shatter is soundless. The obsidian heart and skull once enclosed by the glass, look up at me, burning in my eyes and clawing at my heart.

      I expect for the contents to dissolve as I recall them doing before. They don’t. The heart and skull sit among the sand, and I want for them to do something magical.

      Maybe tell me the secrets to the universe. . .

      I reach for the skull and snatch my hand back from it being scorching hot. Willing my right hand black, enabling the resistant texture of my palm and fingers, I’m able to pick up the skull without it burning. When I lift it from the floor, the sand shades black from the clear crystal it was.

      ‘He who is possessed, yet can bear a heart of love to accept the wicked soul,’ reads across the back of the skull. If a person is possessed, they can’t bear a heart because they don’t own that heart. The heart belongs to the body—the person—the entity influenced. Maybe, that’s the catch. Because something can’t happen, that’s what makes it special that it’s happening. Or, is it like being Burdened where they are, in a way, possessed, and to start, they have their own hearts until they mate and undertake the heart of their mate or give their hearts away. But, what does it mean to accept a wicked soul? The one who’s possessed or the one who bears the heart of love?

      I set the skull on the bookshelf, putting death aside and moving on to love. Assuming the heart is an indication of love. The heart’s rough and hot like a rock of lava, and in an instant, as I’m steadying it in my grasp, it bursts into a gray smog. The cloud crowds my face. I want not to inhale it, but with my gasp, it’s unavoidable. The smog snakes through my nose and the smell of lavender calms my senses, but a stinging, unsettling sensation stabs me in the chest.

      Escaping the clear crystals and shards of glass charging after me, I jump back, scraping my nails over my arms, hoping to get the scabby feeling off me. Tripping, I fall backward, back hitting the floor. For a second, I’m surrounded, black and clear crystals blanketing my body, the thick gray cloud smothering me. It pins me to the floor, and I gasp for air, clawing at anything around me to pull myself free, and cringe for release.

      Then, there’s nothing.

      I’m free, scrambling to my feet, scraping my hands over my arms and legs. Checking my surroundings, I scan the room for the shattered glass, the skull, or the heart, but only the skull sits on the bookshelf, empty eyes boring through mine, and the reflection from the last of the sunlight beaming off the obsidian.

      What the hell was that? “Hallucination maybe?” I test the idea aloud. An odd presence alerts me to a feeling that makes me straighten my spine and become eager to find . . . something.

      I scavenge through the bookshelf, and rip up the rug. I move the furniture around and snatch the cushions from the sofas. “Where is it,” I hear myself mutter, but have no idea what I’m searching for. “It’s not here,” I say after dropping to my knees to see the room at a different angle.

      “You okay, Tracey?”

      I whip around, meeting Jason’s tired eyes. “Yes. Of course, big guy.” Picking him up, I carry him to Olar’s room. I’m knocking. Olar pulls the door open and looks as if he were napping himself. “You mind keeping an eye on Jason until Taylor gets up? I’m going to run out for a bit.”

      Taking Jason, Olar asks, “Where you going?”

      Shrugging, I say, “I’m not sure exactly. I just need to go. I’ll call if I need you,” I beat him to his offer.

      “Fine.” He goes back in the room, leaving the door open and lays Jason beside him.
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      I lift the garage and press the clicker to unlock the doors to Nathan’s car. Today, I’ve spent a lot of time in his car sense Laine and Little Nathan took mine. It’s been over a year since I’ve sat in it, and with Jason being a distraction, I hadn’t realized that. It makes me uncomfortable; thinking about us and it cricks my neck every time.

      It smells like him so much, as though his aura lived in the interior. Would it be too much to ask for his scent to have died with him? Including the one on me? Maybe that’s too harsh, for me to believe he should be at rest, but every time I breathe I want to cuss and scream at him for doing nothing! He could’ve fought back! Why didn’t he fight back? He could’ve eliminated all of them, without even looking, he could’ve saved himself. There had to be a sign he should’ve seen, some kind of an impression on Olar when he brought him there to die. I hate him for not fighting back. “Dammit, Nathan!” I scream, slamming my hand against the stirring wheel over and over. “Why, dammit? Just . . .why. . .?”

      Grunting, I throw myself back on the seat and stay pressed there, waiting for the ache to pass. As it subsides, I turn the ignition and the country song that played the first time we took the ride in his truck to the docks flows through the speakers.

      If the sunshine never saw your face,

      And the moonlight never cried,

      Would I have you to restore my faith?

      Could you be my lullaby?

      If I told you that I’ll hold your hand,

      And you told me you’d caress my skin,

      Could the moonlight break between our hearts?

      Would the sunlight spare this part?

      I wanna love you, when I can’t love you,

      I wanna hold you, when the world says no,

      I wanna love you, when I can’t love you,

      I wanna love you, when my heart says so.

      It takes me back to a time we were in a place where I was so unsure and yet, so positive about being with a total stranger that I knew it wouldn’t make sense to most of the world. But, I dived in head first and if I had the chance do it again, I would. There’d be some things I’d change, like bonding so soon and getting a fuller understanding of mating. Things within me just moved so fast, emotions and nerves were so demanding it took over thoughts and actions, and I couldn’t consider what I know now. But dammit if someone offers me a second chance, boy wouldn’t I jump at it. Just to have him. . . I want him back so badly.

      Mating is one hundred percent uncontrollable, it’s fate. Although, it can happen unbeknownst to one party, I imagine for the party who knows they’re mated, it must be hell to live without that other person. A lifelong pull to one person, and never enjoying the full of love or life. Much like when someone’s mate dies. My body’s still craving for Nathan, willing to give up all logic to be with him.

      Bonding, while controllable, is very hard to avoid. Every nerve of the body, for me anyway, aches and even desires a single person in every way possible. The physical is the most powerful; to fully link to one’s mate and explore realms of one another in a way humans could never experience. Mentally, it’s exhausting; being too far united with one another, but the connection is so powerful it links the mates even if they’re in two different countries. I believe I got the short end of the stick, being human and mated to a Burdened Sephlem is the ultimate worst. My body was introduced to so many feelings and powers and emotions at one time, and the only way I knew how to handle them was to fully give in to them. I poured it all on Nathan, and every time we kissed and made love he excepted it as if it were nothing but empty feelings, when, really, it filled him up too, so much so, his beast was becoming more powerful, which resulted in frequent feedings just to keep it at ease.

      Lastly, being made. A level I’ll not get to experience, but wish it were in my future. It’s the beauty of it, so I hear. Natalia said that it’s the final step, when things settle down and though your mate and you are still as one, the effects of the bonding deplete and you live in the moment. It sounded great. To not crave another being, or require him, but to just exist with him. I wanted to just exist with Nathan.

      The song fades and is replaced by a mattress commercial that I turn down. Just as I’m changing my mind about leaving, a loud caw draws my attention to an American crow perched on the hood of the car. Draped in charcoal black feathers with a beak to match, its silk-like wings spread and it caws again with more aggression than the first.

      I jump a little and hit the windshield wipers, hoping to scare it away.

      It caws twice more and flaps its wings, thrusting a gust of dusty wind at the windshield before taking off in flight.

      Leaning forward, I look beyond the corner of the garage for the direction it flew, but it’s too fast to track. “That’s weird,” I mutter, leaning back against the seat, scraping my nails across my outer arm. It’s reddening, vines shaking. That damn misty stuff has them freaking out. Hell, I’m freaking out! I don’t know if I hallucinated the whole thing, but a part of me is uncomfortable with it.

      Cawing as it lands, the crow perches on the hood of the car and stares at me.

      Wide-eyed and anxious, I ask, “What?”

      As if it understands, it caws again and looks away from me, toward the street. When it turns back, our eyes meet, and I gasp, taken aback by the darkness in its gaze, the awareness in its bore, the sparseness in its stare. Eyes so dark, they’re filled with so much life. They reflect my own and a shiver climbs up my spine.

      Another caw screeches through my ears and snaps me out of the trance. The crow takes off and another huge gust of wind explodes in the wake of its departure.

      “Um. . . Okay. . .” I’ve done worse things. I mean, following a crow is a little farfetched, but how much worse can it get?
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      I ease on the brakes when I come to a covered bridge that’s sat over a dark, rushing river. Night’s sunk around me and the time’s nearing ten. Hitting the brights, I observe the town-like village beyond the bridge, and struggling consider shifting the car in reverse. Gas burning lanterns dimly light the streets while others brighten porches of homes made up of mud and large wood logs. Spots around the small town hide in darkness and my imagination runs away from me with what’s hiding out there.

      The crow turns around from flying through the tunnel. It perches on the hood of the car and looks in the direction of the dark entrance. Rescanning what I can of the small town, I mutter, “What time warp have you brought me through?” The town looks like something straight out of The Village, and I hated how that movie ended.

      Even in the darkness, when the crows and my eyes meet, they tell a timeless story of a bird that’s falling through the sky. It’s midday, the sun is so hot it’s burning the feathers on its belly. Though its wings look well enough to fly, it doesn’t. It falls, wings splayed, seeming accepting of its fate. Maybe hopeful for it. But, just before it hits the ground, it’s snatched out of the sky, saved by something the crow doesn’t reveal.

      Despite my gut telling me not to go, I ease off the brakes and the car slowly rolls over the bridge. It’s a blind trust that crow is hinting to me, and something in me is forcing me to see this through.

      The crow lands on the roof of a small cottage. Through tall grass, I drive to the space in front of the home, and retract my seatbelt. The earth is strong as though nothing but rain maintained the area. Ivy climbs the walls of the cottage, this one built with brick instead of logs. Moss has drowned the roof, and branches of a tall tree growing beside the home cascades onto the house like a waterfall.

      Tall grass brushes the car door as I push it open. Closing it, after a struggle to keep the grass from getting stuck, I don’t let it sound. The air’s cold, but not as chilly as it has been. I’m hoping spring will bring back the life in the flowers I planted around the house. Ones like these. I squat down near a tree and smell the array of sweet alyssums.

      On the roof, the crow watches me. I trudge through the thick grass and then climb the three moss covered steps of the porch to reach the front door.

      Footsteps approach the door before I can knock. “Who’s there,” an older voice asks.

      I’m silent, unsure of what to say or how to explain my intrusion. “Hi. I’m sorry to bother you, ma’am. I was just in the neighborhood and wanted to. . .” For Pete’s sake, she’ll know I’m lying. No one probably ever travels out here.

      The door whips open and an older woman acclaims, “Love?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      Slapping around her long, wooden cane that’s dressed in vines made up of mercury; they start at the cane’s bottom, a silver cylinder incasing a heart like the one from the hourglass are where the vines grow from and right up to the metal handle clutched tightly in her hand. “Love. . .” Bright gray, marble-like eyes look my direction. She waves me forward, but I don’t move.

      “Ma’am, honestly, I don’t mean to disturb you. I don’t even know what I’m doing here.” I don’t know why I was in a rush to leave my home, or why the hell I’m following crows to the weeping willow lodges.

      Putting her weight on her cane, she hunches over and extends her hand. “It doesn’t matter what, not even how, but why.”

      “I don’t know that either. I just followed a bird. It wasn’t my intention to bother anyone.” Something taps my ankle, and I excuse myself, “Again, ma’am, I’m sorry I bothered you. I’ll be on my way.” I turn to head back to the car.

      Behind me, she whispers, “She who is of love, yet can bear a wicked heart to accept the beast of oppression. And he, the he of he’s who is oppressed, yet can bear a heart of love—her love—to accept the wicked soul. You, love, have stumbled upon my door step by no mistake, even if death brought you here.” Turning on my heels, I face her. She nods and waves me forward again, offering, “Tea?”

      “I don’t like tea. But if you have a cold glass of water. . .”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Frankincense fills my nose on entry. It relaxes the tension in my shoulders and calms my uneasiness as I follow behind her. The walls are of the same oak wood that makes up the floor and the ceiling with potho plants draping across it from corner to corner.

      “Watch your step there.”

      I grab the nearest door frame to catch my fall, tripping over a pillow placed in the floor.

      “Sit there.”

      I look around myself, taking notice of three pillows sat around a floor level table. Sitting, I mutter, “I could’ve sworn you were blind.”

      “And I am,” she calls from the kitchen. “But, that doesn’t mean that I’m not aware. You should take note.”

      Solid burn, blind lady. . . Atop the center of the table sits a clear crystal ball. There’s nothing holding it in place, and even as I press the tip of my index finger against it, it doesn’t budge. “Hey, what’s up with your ball? Did you superglue it to the table?” I ask as she’s setting down a mug in front of me.

      She takes the spot across from me and sips from her cup before saying, “It is just a ball.”

      The silence that falls over us is deadening. I clutch and release my mug, gaze darting around the room. “I, um,” I finally utter, shaking my head. Shrugging and pushing my fingers against my temple, I add, “I should be on my way.” Whatever had me rushing from the house, hunting for . . . I still don’t know, has passed and now, “I’m just confused,” I finish my thought aloud.

      “And,” she carries, “you may be even more confused by the time this is over.” Placing her cup upside down on the table, she meets my eyes. “You fascinate me, Love. You’ve yet to ask who I am. Aren’t you curious about who you’ve stumbled upon and why?”

      Clasping my hands in front of me, I rub my fingers over my scabby knuckles. “I assume I have to initiate this conversation, huh?” She nods, and I ask, “Who are you, and why is it so important we become acquainted?”

      “Name, I am. My sparrow led you hear because you must’ve needed inclusion. You’re blind, dear girl, but think you see it all. You’re eyes there.” She points. “Filled with a darkness that is as a shield of protection, not to see. You can possess every layer of your vision without shadowing your eyes. And, no matter how wide you spread your eyes, you will always see nothing.”

      I rub my thumbs against my eyes and mutter, “Actually, I wish my eyes were normal and everything I saw was actually what I see.”

      “Dear girl, if you didn’t want to change, you shouldn’t have mated The Great Nathan.”

      “Great Nathan,” I scoff. He’d hate that.

      “Nothing happens by mistake. All prophecies come to pass, all fates will play, all that is will be. It’s time you face that sour truth and stop ignoring what already exists. Your point in this life, though it may be to live, it’s also to be mated to an unstoppable monster wanted by one of the most powerful creatures known to man, and then to die. A sacrifice to him.

      “Nathan and yourself were only meant to be together under particular circumstances; those in place if one thing happened over another. Humans are interesting creatures, small minded. They fail to take into account when making decisions that it is not the now that always matters but the multitude of what comes from those choices.” She takes a pause and swipes her finger across her nose. “I can tell by the blank look on your face, you still don’t understand. So, I will break it down for you, girl.” She turns over her mug and it refills with piping hot tea without it leaving the table. “Every word I speak may be hard for you to grasp, so I request your undivided attention. You’ll wonder how I know what I know, why I know these things, and how there are things you don’t know though you’re living the life.”

      Shaking my head, I assure, “No. I won’t wonder any of that. Ever sense I mated and he heard my thoughts, to wonder left my interest. Everything is as it is for a reason and there’s nothing we can do about it.”

      She taps her fingers against the table and the double thumps are loud in my ears. “He who is Burdened by more than just his inner beast, yet, can accept—can take on the heart of a woman who an injurious prophecy refers to as Love, and this same woman can accept a wicked soul, that of the man who’s oppressed.” She takes a pause. “Death is for her. The love is for him. Unfortunately, you, Love, are she and your mate is he. By mistake? Maybe. He may not have known what would come of mating with you.”

      “So that hourglass was talking about us?”

      “Answers lie within acceptance, acceptance in truth, and truth in you. It was the verbal bond placed over the Seeing of Death. The identity to find out who said couple is, is declared by the one who bears the mark of her and he holds the key to the gates of rule, ruin, and amity.”

      “I accept it.”

      “You don’t, girl. Understanding isn’t the hardest part of your journey.” She reaches across the table, and I meet her hand. “With the current circumstances, the current beasts that walk the earth, the current entities who seek to rule. . . You and your mate should not have mated, don’t you see,” she urges. “It shouldn’t have happened. And when you find him, you will ignore his presence and he will remain dead to you and you to him, or this will become the ruin.”

      My mouth dries, and I find it hard to swallow. “When I find him?” There’s a heavy beat to my heart, a hopeful one.

      “Knowing is the key and what will save you two, what will save our world.”

      “I don’t care about the world. You’re telling me you think my mate is alive?”

      “No. I know. He was ripped from you to prevent, Love. And you must let the prevention of death exist.”

      Soundlessly, my fist slams down on the table. “That’s not enough for me to turn my back on my mate. How is he alive? I watched him die, they murdered him!”

      “You can’t always believe what you see, Love.”

      “My name is Tracey. Not Love! I’m not a part of some prophecy, I’m just a girl who fell in love with a beast. A Burdened Sephlem who had a love for family, a horrible relationship with his dad, and everyone—everyone—wanted him dead.”

      “It never occurred to you why everyone wanted him dead?” she shouts back. “You didn’t care enough about his life to find why he was a target for every being on earth? Silly girl, it’s for this reason exactly!” she yells, pointing her finger against the table. “Your mate can bring the world one of three things and because no one was sure which of those things he’d bring, you chop him off by the legs!” She slices the air with her hand. “Your best bet is to take him out before he mates and she make him into something far worse than just a Burdened Sephlem. He mates with love that turns him into death. That is why they want him dead! That is why he was forbidden to mate! That is why he was stripped from you! And if you give an inkling of care for him, you’d stay away, you’d let him remain dead, you would watch from a distance like he was supposed to do if he happened to mate. You would do all of this for him and for you, for our world. Because, if you don’t, something far worse than loss will smother you, death will come on his white horse with a roaring fire and blazing gun, and he will slaughter you and himself.”

      “The Seeing of Death. . .” I mumble, words shaking as they whisper pass my lips. “But. . .”

      “But you loved him. You love him.” She sips from her tea cup. She laughs once. “It’s good you love him. Love couldn’t keep him away, keep him from hurting you, but maybe love can stay away and keep you two from hurting yourselves.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “I told you you’d ask.” The smile wrinkling her cheeks fade. “I was human, long ago. I was mated to a Burdened Sephlem as well. After we became bound, a distinct mark showed up on the back of his neck. A palm, no fingers. Inside that palm was an odd shaped octagon. In our time, if a marking popped up on a mated Burdened Sephlem that they weren’t born with, they hid them instantly. The Seeing of Death prophecy has been around for ages. After our bonding, I began to see things, the world was made of fire; people, objects, the sky. I saw it in blazing fire. I saw things in people no one else could. We knew to keep this a secret, if the sight adjusted in a female who was mated to a Burdened Sephlem, you don’t tell a soul. But, secrets only last so long. They came after him and I, and we ran for our lives, a child in my womb and another on his arm. We were fools to bring children into our world but we craved a family, for normality. We made our way until we couldn’t any more. At the house of my sister, we hid, but we were found not long after we arrived. They smelt for me as if my scent filled the air like a freshly baked pie. We never had a chance. The monsters stripped us of our children, and before my eyes that I still possessed at the time, they decapitated my mate. Right after, they carved out my pupils. He wasn’t Death, nothing close to the beast they claimed him to be or that the prophecy was referring to. Nor was I the sight, but they didn’t care. They don’t care.”

      “Who came after you?”

      “The Nemanites! They hunt Burdeneds, even Sephlems, without remorse. They strip them and will kill them and everyone they love if they must. They are the ones who are the beasts, they are death!” she hollers. “Not nearly as bad as demons,” she follows more calmly.

      “My mate is alive?”

      The woman nods.

      “And, because of this prophecy, I’m supposed to ignore this?”

      She shakes her head. “Because you love him, if you were to see him again, or be brought with the option to be with him, you are to decline it, by all means. No matter the cost.”

      “Would you?”

      She purses her lips and looks at me head on. “Open your eyes,” she instructs.

      Understanding, I blink and this time the tint does leave. Her gray, marble-like eyes meet mine as she says, “For the safety of my children, after they were taken away from me, I kept my distance. My children have had children and their children have children, and what I wouldn’t give to hug one of them. Every day, I wonder if I made the right decision so many years ago. Should I have gone after them? Maybe. . . but then what, they go after my children to prove a point, seeing both were Burdened. Or, I stay away, let them live their lives without the burden of their blind mother who was two steps too close to dying because she mated with a Burdened Sephlem.” Within her eyes, I see her family. A woman who resembles a younger her, a man nearly a foot taller than her, and a child. She had her baby shortly after they gouged her eyes out, and the Nemanites took her. She’s watched her children from a far, a constant warning telling her she’ll put a target on their heads because even though they may not have been the Seeing of Death, their off springs may have been and to her, that was enough to stay away.

      “When you love someone, you become selfless.” I blink and cloak my eyes.

      “A mother’s love. . . As I said, I would give my life to hug one of my grandchildren, but not theirs. They’ll never stop watching or searching for the Seeing of Death. Never trust a Nemanite. They have one mission and nothing and no one will tear them away from that.”

      Swallowing hard, I stand. “Thanks for the water. . .”

      “Tara.”

      “Thanks for the water, Tara. Sorry about what happened to your family.”

      She rises, taking the cups with her. “It was long ago, a wound that will never seal, but I live with it because I know it’s the right thing to do. Enjoy your life, Tracey. It was a pleasure to meet you.”

      On my way to the door, I turn back before grabbing the knob to ask, “What if we can change our fates? My mate, with me, was no beast. He tried to be a good guy and didn’t let his beast rule over him. What if the prophecy is based off the choice we make? We can choose to not be evil, which would be him choosing not to be death.”

      Heading for her kitchen, she states, “No, Tracey. He can’t.”

      “But, what if? We make us who we are, not our families, or this world, or some damn prophecy.”

      She slams the mugs down. “No! It’s what he was born to become. No choice will change that. The darkness is in his blood, the beast is in his mind, the last stitch to opening his eyes to that power is you! Goodbye, Tracey. Be stronger than your love.”
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      A heavy gust of wind swells my hoody. It chills my naked arms stuffed in the sleeves and exposed my belly due to the halter top I wear beneath the hoody. I tug at the collar, as I struggle to get the car door open. It’s not until the second flip of the handle that I realize it’s still locked.

      Frustrated, I kick it. Over and over, I drive the sole of my boot against the door and slap my palm against the roof of the car.

      “Argh!” I scream, dropping into a squat, hands shoved through my mess of curls. I press my forehead to my knees and let my jeans soak up my tears. “What the actual hell?” I utter. Who is she to say what’s real or what’s not. . .? If—and this is a really big if—Nathan has been alive all this time, why hasn’t he come for me? Nathan would tear down the entire world to get me, he’d sell his soul to the devil if it meant being by my side. Knowing this about my mate, I can’t believe he’d be out there and chose to remain apart.

      I wouldn’t.

      Tall blades of grass tickle my cheeks. I sit among them, and then I lie on my back, allowing them to shield me as I stare at the sky. A few meteors fly across the stoic blue splattered with stars.

      I close my eyes.

      Natalia’s voice whistles around me, as if it were blowing in the wind, ‘Nathan’s like a lion, Tracey.’ Yes, he was, and Nathan would refuse the comparison any time I’d bring it up. ‘I’m just a man,’ he’d insist, ‘at least, I wish I was,’ he’d add. I doubt he even knew there were people out there who looked at him as such greatness. I doubt he’d even care. Now, Papa Nathan on the other hand, he’d sell his soul for that kind of recognition.

      Wind brushes over my body, slapping the grass against me. The tall grass wisps back and forth, scratching against each other like the sound of cricket legs. The vines on my body seem comforted by the rhythm. At their ease, I relax and find a comfort I could only access through the caress of my mate.

      Zipping my hoody up to my neck and flipping my hood over my head, I blanket the chill of night. The sky is so close I can touch it, and when I left my hand, it’s as if my fingers dip into its pool of scattered glitter. The stars ripple like a pond and I find solace in its waves.

      We’re on spring break next week. The term alone makes my skin crawl. So many memories crowd my mind as I consider the time off. Keeping busy has made things so much easier, and I need that. An idle mind is the devil’s play ground and the last thing I need is to attract any more evil.

      It takes for me to gnaw my teeth through my bottom lip to keep back the memories of Glen and how much I wish I had her here now, to combat the yearn for my mom to throw her arms around me and listen as she coos ‘I love you, honey.’ My dad even, so many sorrys I wish I could pay back in our last year together. If I would’ve just went to Tennessee. . . Nathan definitely would’ve moved there with me, and I hate that I didn’t consider that then. Grant it, I know how much he wouldn’t want to leave his family, but really? He would’ve left them if I’d ask. He could’ve traveled and still managed his company. I just knew how important things were to him, and I selflessly put that before myself.

      Rising to my feet, I’m muttering, repeating aloud what Tara said. It just seems wrong that she’d make that call, because I can’t guarantee if I see Nathan, ever, that I’d turn away from him.

      I wrap my arms around my cramping stomach. The sickness starts in the pit of my gut and uneasily works its way to my throat. I hunch over, as a dark matter I throw up burns my throat, tongue, and then my lips. I go again and again, until my stomach heaves and nothing comes out. Scraping my hand across my mouth, it’s crumby, like sand. I squat down to the pile at my feet and take it in my hand. It’s also sand. I wipe my palm off on my jeans, as I rise to my feet.

      The crow perches on the roof of the car, and as the wind blows, it fades, as does the town around me, cottages included. I twist around and find myself in the middle of a clearing encompassed by miles of trees, save the bridge I crossed to get here.

      “What. . .?” I take a few steps toward where Tara’s home was. “Did I just hallucinate that?” I mutter. The stealthy feeling that slithered over my skin when the sand from the hourglass attacked me is gone. “Maybe it did do something to me. . .” like. . . made me imagine an entire town and even follow a crow. . .

      My hands are shaking as I shift the car into drive and twist the wheel to the right. I press my toe to the gas and notice the weakness in my knees. I’m struggling to accept if any of the past four hours just happened. Was the hourglass even real? Is Nathan really alive?

      I don’t know what to believe any more.

      Is my mind playing tricks on me? Or is something trying to communicate with me? Me. . . Am I trying to tell me something—opening my own eyes?

      But. . . What if it was the Qualms in that dark smog that snaked inside me and forced me to envision these things—their second attempt to convince me to chase after Nathan, to keep Nathan alive within me when I’ve finally accepted and grew past his death.

      I drive aimlessly away for miles, searching for a single the GPS can pick up. The radio’s getting nothing but static, and I scan the station until anything comes through. A lady with a pleasant voice that’s soft as a feather encourages, “Do not treat prophecies with contempt, but test them all. Hold on to what is good.” The station fades into white noise, but the GPS kicks on. I’m washed in relief.
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      13: Like It or Not

      “Where’ve you been,” Laine asks as I’m closing the front door.

      “I just got this urge to go for a drive and ended up chatting with this lady, I think.”

      “At three o’clock in the morning?” He pulls his sleeve back over his watch.

      “It wasn’t three o’clock when I left,” I mutter.

      Laine’s the only Nemanite that I’ve ever met and known personally. The only others I’ve came across were adamant on ending everything Burdened, and Sephlem if needed. Laine’s never displayed the hate the blind lady mentioned, and has never displayed a sign of threat to Nathan or me. Grant it, they didn’t get a long, but most of the hate was delivered from Olar and Nathan, not Laine. “A little bit of this, a little bit of that,” I tell him. “Tell me something, White Eyes. Nemanites don’t usually hang around with Sephlems, right?”

      “All of us aren’t the same.”

      “But usually?”

      Laine shrugs. “Usually. It wouldn’t be deemed as normal or usual for us to be caught in the same circles.”

      “Do you have friends outside of us?”

      He knits his brows and mutters, “Uh, Yes.”

      “But you don’t hate us? You wouldn’t try to murder Jason for being a Burdened Sephlem over some stupid assumption, right?”

      Throwing his arms out at his sides, he quips, “Haven’t done so, so far.”

      “You haven’t, but I need to make sure, because if you even try to go after my nephew, I’ll murder you.”

      Laine’s lips press into a thin line. He looks me over and a gloom I wasn’t expecting takes over his eyes. “You know, Black Eyes, I don’t. . . I never mean to be insensitive to you or what you’re going through. I respect you and sometimes wish this was something I could relate to you with. I’m sorry.”

      I give him a smug smile. His white eyes soak me in remorse. “It’s fine, Laine. You were disconnected from normal people for a long time, I doubt it’ll only take a few years to get back into the know. Plus, you have a mission, and I don’t expect you to put your morals and meaning aside for us, just not implement them when it comes to my family and me.”

      Laine slips his arms across my shoulders and tugs me into his hug. He’s so tall and is never warm enough for his embrace to be comfortable, but he’s stayed around for so long, even when he no longer needed to. And even more, he was there for me when I needed a friend and helped me hang on to hope in a place it should not have existed. “Thank you for sticking around.”

      “Sure.” Laine backs out of our embrace. “I was about to make some chicken and broccoli. Want some?”

      Laine isn’t the best chef. His meals always come out bland because he uses no seasoning on anything and will cook well past done. “No. But I’ll join you,” I say, following him into the kitchen.

      Barely making it to the counter, I’m buckling over, clutching its edge for balance. A pain stabs through my stomach and up through my chest. Breathing through it helps, but it’s hard to do when the separation takes me off guard. I hold my grunt. Just ten more seconds. It’ll be over soon. When it starts to ease I straighten my spine just in time for Laine to turn around.

      “You sure I can’t, at least, cut you an orange?” he asks. “You love oranges.”

      I chuckle, swiping the butt of my hand across my clammy forehead. “Sure, I’ll take an orange.”

      When Laine finishes cooking, we take our food to my room and sit on the floor. He stares me down until I take a bit out of an orange slice, then he digs into his food. Satisfied, he asks, “Anything you’re enjoying most about school?”

      I shrug. “Eh, getting outside of the house is cool. Things are pretty easy for now. I’m not ready to graduate any time soon, but I enjoy socializing and being normal.”

      Laine nods, stuffing a fork packed with pieces of chicken breast in his mouth. “You have just a semester before your out for the summer. Maybe we could get out and find some answers to all our questions. Little Nathan and I have been trying, but we can’t do it without you.”

      “Yeah. Maybe.” I’m fully against stirring the pot. If they’re quiet, we should be quiet, there’s no need to stir up the Qualms or Faylamen if days on days have gone by without a peep from them. I swiftly change the subject. “You’ve seen Carmen around?”

      Laine laughs. “She had a date, left with him about an hour ago.”

      “Really?” I ask, shocked. “I mean, I knew she had an interest in a guy she’d been texting, but cool.”

      “I always thought Carmen had a thing for me.” He shrugs. “I guess I was wrong.”

      “Hmm. I don’t think you’re wrong. She did, before, but with you being a Nemanite and the heavy involvement you have with our family, you probably moved to cousin or a very close friend status.”

      “I never thought or felt that Carmen would care about what I am if she had feelings for me. She doesn’t seem like the type to judge based on species.”

      I finish my last slice of orange. “That’s true, but that was before her best friend died, and she knew how he felt about your kind. We’ll befriend you, but we can’t date you. It’s not a thing against you, but your kind, and respecting the wishes of the deceased.”

      Laine seems to soak in my words as he works his hand through his hair. “I guess my kind wouldn’t like it if I came around with a Sephlem on my arm, Burdened or not.”

      “You’ll tell me about why not? Why the big beef between you two?”

      Laine looks me over for a moment, studying me in a way that makes me want to cross my arms or guard my brain. I blink my eyes, but fake a jolt in a way that appears somewhat uncontrollable, so when the black film covers my eyes, it seems unintentional. Laine’s brows knit but quickly relax. “Your eyes changing catches me off guard every time. One day you’ll be able to control it entirely.”

      I shrug and urge him to answer my question.

      “I don’t call it a beef. We don’t argue over petty things or hate each other because of things we don’t understand about the other. Nemanites and Sephlems don’t agree with each other on a constitutional level, more principalities and the way of life. From the date of existence, they were born with a stern set of laws. Burdened Sephlem, specifically, are not supposed to mate.”

      “Mating is uncontrollable,” I state. Whatever makes people believe they can interfere in someone falling in love and being able to control it is garbage! The heart wants who the hearts wants.

      “I’ll be more specific.” He sets his fork down, and meets my eyes with intent. “Sephlems can mate with who or whatever they want. No harm, they’re just a human as humans, but with abilities. We don’t much care about them. Hybrid Sephlems, they aren’t physically capable of mating with a human, they can only mate with someone of equal power or greater. Burdened Sephlem. . . I’m sure you’ve already heard they are the most dangerous of their species.” The disgust for them isn’t as present in his expression or his voice as it used to be when we’ve discussed Sephlems in the past. “The Burdened are restricted to mate with humans, in turn, restricting them to mate period, because who can tell who’s who anymore. There’s no room for mistake in this.” Finishing the last of his food, Laine adds, “There’s no tell on any of them that says who they are, because they can choose to not allow their real identity to show. So, in turn, they’re all sought out. We don’t hunt them down, as they’ve been led to believe, we merely seek them out in a way that’s more strategic and understanding.”

      “All Sephlems are suspects?”

      “Until proven they are not a threat.”

      I shake my head, hating his outlook. That’s like disliking someone for the color of their skin, or for where they come from. Actually, what they do is worse than just not liking someone. “Because one person or group is different, or you don’t understand them, that doesn’t make them targets.”

      “It actually does, Black Eyes. When you have one species whose sole purpose is to guide or lead the world’s destruction, a target is exactly what it makes them.” He throws up his index finger. “Let me back up. It’s the world that’s at risk. It’s humanity, Nemanites, Sephlems, Mulens, creatures of all kinds; the living is in danger because of this one species—this single individual. We are here to make sure they don’t destroy all of us! Sephlems included. It is far better to take out a hundred than to allow one of those one hundred to ruin a million.”

      “You’re taking out innocent people!” If what happened to that blind lady, Tara, actually occurred, she and her family were prime examples of the Nemanites using their “role” to their advantage. “That’s not fair.”

      Laine clears his throat. “Mistakes happen. But, they are warned. Don’t mate. If they don’t mate, they don’t come up on our radar. As long as they abide by that single rule, they can live their lives without our interference.”

      “Our?”

      “I am what I am, Black Eyes. Though I live among you and your family, that doesn’t change what I am, what I’m required to do.”

      “You changed for Lunis,” I fire back.

      “I didn’t change for him,” he corrects. “I worked for him. I’m a Nemanite first, with an order to protect our world, I was an employee second.”

      “Then why didn’t you kill me? You had the perfect opportunity for months.”

      “Did I say Nemanites sought out the mate of a Burdened Sephlem or the Burdened?”

      From what I’ve been made to believe, they’d take out both. And they would take out both with or without proof. Nemanites are the Sephlems greatest enemy because the Nemanites have zero care or concern for them. So, I know the answer is that the Nemanite will seek out the Burdened and their mate, but maybe his answer is different because he thinks I’m referring to myself. “Okay,” I digress. “If you were to come across the two, together, and say you saw signs in the mate that, maybe, lead you to believe she’d aid her mate in this. . . um. . . overtaking. What would you do to her?”

      Laine studies me briefly. Behind his lips, he glides his tongue over his teeth, then clucks his tongue. “Likely, the average Nemanite would gouge out her eyes after forcing her to watch the slaughter of her mate.”

      I’m nauseous, recalling the visual seen in the eyes of Tara. In a blink, Laine’s on his feet, shoving me to the ground, the fingers of his right hand charging for my eyes.

      On my feet, I’m racing for the bathroom. Hurl’s charging from my throat, and I can only make it to the sink.

      Laine’s leaning against the door panel. He snatches the towel from the counter.

      I spit out the tap water I’d shoved in my mouth. “That’s sick! What’s your proof, how do you know they are who you’re looking for.”

      Laine shrugs and there’s a twitch in his eye as he reveals, “There are certain things about the Burdened that reveal they’re a risk.”

      I lean my hip against the counter. It’s obvious, after speaking with Tara, what that thing is, but I don’t want to give off that I know too much. “I guess what I’m trying to figure out is, if you are taking all this to heart.”

      “Are you asking me if I had anything to do with your mate’s death?” he asks, surprised, eyes wide, with nearly transparent flickers of electricity flashing around his irises.

      I suck in a deep breath and find myself holding it. I guess this is what I’m asking. Nathan and I may have been who he believes are this lead or guide to this destruction he’s talking about. Was I bate? Did Lunis’ capture aide Laine in getting to me, which resulted in him getting to Nathan, all to stage this whole diversion to take him out? “Did you?” I ask. “Am I next?”

      Slowly, Laine shakes his head. “Never. Not at all.” He throws his left hand up and lets it fall to his side. They’re shaking—his hands. His next words are slow, and hold an edge of tremble. “Please, don’t take this too far out of context. I care about you on a level I probably shouldn’t, Black Eyes. I may not have liked him, but because of you, I would have fought beside him to keep him alive for you.”

      The breath I was holding rushes from me. “That means a lot, Laine. Because, I don’t know who I can trust any more. There’s a lot of weird shit happening and I don’t know what to do about any of it.”

      We go to the bedroom and sit with our backs against the foot of the bed. I continue, adding, “I don’t want to hold them up,” I gesture toward the open bedroom door. “Because they need to have a life and not worry about my problems, or Nathan’s problems.”

      “I’m here for you, Tracey. You can always rely on me for that.”

      I lean my head against his shoulder and wrap my arms around his. He suffices.

      We watch movies on Laine’s tablet the rest of the night. He has always been a breath of fresh air when I was back in the tower of torture, and then being back home with Nathan around, things got a little awkward. But, I can’t deny that I enjoyed his company and having a friend I could genuinely trust who didn’t come attached to Nathan.

      I have to believe him when he says he wouldn’t hurt us. He had plenty of opportunities and yet, here we are.
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      “What the hell!”

      Startled by someone’s holler, consciousness yanks me aware. I press my hand to the floor, but it lands on a chest. Jerking away, my eyes adjust to take in the body laid beneath me. Laine’s rising and Olar’s yelling in the doorway. “Olar, I must’ve fallen asleep. Shut up!”

      Laine looks himself over and notices the same. “Yes. Please shut up,” he blurts with his accent heavy on the please and up.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell Laine. “Olar, what is it?”

      “You’re running late for work! I’m supposed to be dropping you off this morning.”

      I find the nearest clock and to my derision, he’s right. Jumping to my feet, I race through a shower and dressing.

      On our drive to the coffee shop, Olar steals glance after glance, until I snap, “What?”

      “We’ve all grown used to Laine being around. I’ll be the first to admit I didn’t expect to like him and would have preferred to have him rip his brains out, but he’s an alright guy. He puts in a lot of work for our family, he helps out with the house, and has even contributed to helping with the family business. But—”

      I crank up the volume of the radio to the max, drowning Olar out. Whatever his ‘but’ will lead to would definitely be wrong, and it’s a short path I don’t want to walk down.

      He leaves it, but doesn’t stop his glancing.
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      I wave behind me to the afternoon girls, Pauline and Ann Marie, who I only work with when I cover Crissy’s shift. They’re less likely to be found at a party and more so in the library, which is where I’ve only ever seen Pauline outside our Gender and Society class.

      “You want to grab a burger?” I ask Olar as I’m settling in the car.

      “Absolutely.” He shifts the car in drive and quickly drives off. The scent of gas and burnt wood stings my nose. Olar’s finger tips are stained with soot, but I dare not ask where he’s been.

      At the nearest burger joint, we hang out and chat about Lana and Jason. We laugh over Cokes and joke about the old days when he, Glen, and I hung out while he was on ‘watch the girls’ duty, as he put it.

      “I missed this,” Olar says, shoving the last of his burger in his mouth.

      Smiling, I add, “We did have a lot of fun. Glen’s crossed my mind more than once lately. I miss her.”

      Olar drags his napkin across his mouth before tossing it on his plate. “There’s something I want to show you. I think you might like it.” He downs the remainder of his Coke and gobbles a few cubes of ice.

      Pushing the half empty plate aside, I ask, “What?”

      “It’s a surprise. I’ll pay for the food, go start the car.”
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      In a neighborhood I’ve only traveled to once in my life, we slowly cruise down a street named Deerfield Path RD in search of house number 30786. Houses and their yards take up acres of land that have gated driveway entrances. Whatever the surprise is, the last thing we need is a bigger house.

      “There,” Olar says, pointing across me to an all-white home guarded by an iron gate with panthers at either side of the driveway entrance. From his pocket, Olar pulls a garage clicker and hits a button in the middle of three. Within seconds, the gates part, and I pull forward, right up the drive to the front door of the home.

      “What are we doing here?” I ask.

      Unbuckling his seatbelt, Olar reveals, “This,” pointing at the house, “is Lunis’ home.”

      Excitement and a pinch of fear cause my flesh to scatter with goosebumps. I gasp, “Shut up.”

      “Promise. For the past two years, I’ve been scavenging Lana’s mind for information. She was. . . She is really good at backpedaling and hiding things, but sometimes, something small will slip. Like the area, numbers of the home, and what it looks like. And just to be sure I put it together correctly, I followed her here one day.”

      “You think he’s here?”

      Poking out his bottom lip, he shakes his head. “But. . .” Olar’s frown is darkly replaced by a facetious smile. “He lives in here. No one knows about this safe haven. So,” he shrugs a shoulder as he slips on a pair of leather gloves that has the finger tips cut out, “I say we torch the place. I’ve been torching all if his nearby residences and a couple buildings. But seeing this one is personal to him, I thought I’d ask you to join me.”

      A thrill sends excited shivers rushing from my toes to my scalp, causing all the hairs on my body to stand on end. “Oh,” I chuckle. “I’d love that.” After everything he’s done to us; murdering my parents, my best friends, stole the life of my mate, tortured me to near death, even made me wish I was dead. Everything, everything is his fault and if I could repay him the slightest favor, I would. Letting my thrill be replaced by a vengeful anger, I hiss, “I wish he was in there.”

      “Me too.” Olar sucks in the corner of his lips holding his lip ring, and scratches the edge of his brow with his black painted nail. “Would you like to see if he is?”

      The sun’s just about set, the sky is a beauty of oranges, pinks, and reds that makes me warm but stings with loathing memories. “Let’s let it get a bit darker, then we’ll go in.”

      “You got it.”

      A short time later, evening lights around the house cut on.

      As Olar gets out of the car, he asks, “You feeling better these days?”

      “Every day is different. Sometimes, he’s here, I even talk to him and he talks back. Other times, him being gone is just as evident as the oxygen we breathe. But, every day it hurts, and it’s a sore reminder he’s gone and never coming back.” At least, to my belief, despite the fairytales. “It’s definitely getting better though.”

      “I miss him too. I feel him missing.” Rolling his shoulder, Olar brings on his Burdened. “Nothing is going to ease it until I get my revenge,” he growls, voice now a husky rasp. Olar steps to the door and draws his leg back before thrashing it forward and kicking in the door. “Knock, knock,” he says, intruding.

      I’m hot on his heels, listening for rushing footsteps or a holler to ward an intruder. The font door swings on its broken hinges.

      Absence of another’s presences sulks me in disappointment. “Dammit,” I mutter.

      We enter the house from the wide foyer decorated in white walls and white paintings. Two, tall, white vases housing trees with white painted leaves sit on both sides of the hall, at the end of the foyer. White furniture and white décor decorate a living room we enter from the foyer. “I bet when the sun hits inside here, it lights up like New York,” I say.

      Olar’s standing at the fireplace, a framed picture in hand. “This is new,” he states.

      I look past him to a photo of Lana and Lunis, shoulder to shoulder, smiling. The outfit she wears is one Carmen bought for her one day recently when the three of us went to the mall. “Hmm.” I leave him with his picture. Lunis is her brother, and while we may want her to despise that nugatory scum of the earth, we shouldn’t expect it.

      On a glass, side table beside the white couch is a half-folded note and a pair of spectacles. The note reads:

      ‘I couldn’t control who I mated with. I’m mated now and that’s that. You can’t punish me for things out of my control. We’ve been cordial with the Newcombs until Nathan Sr. reneged on his sell despite what my mate did to mother and Mia. I’m doing my best to locate what you need. Cut me some slack. I love you and everything is fine. See you next week. Lana.’

      “Hey,” I turn to find Olar looking over my shoulder. He startles me. “Oh, um, here.”

      He snatches the letter, and I pick up the half-written note that was sitting next to it. It begins addressed to Lana, seeming from Lunis. He starts off telling her that she’s had a lot of time and there’s not much more of it that he can spare. But, it seems he was cut off in the middle of writing because his last sentence, unlike the first three, doesn’t end in a period.

      There’s a thud from the upper floor followed by a tangle of angry whispers. Olar and I lock eyes. I drop the notepad on the couch. Someone’s been here this entire time and hasn’t said anything? I think to Olar. He shrugs and heads for the stairs. I hurry to follow behind him. Who is that? Doesn’t sound like Lunis, I whisper. Olar continues up the stairs and I grab his arm. Wait! Do you not hear how mad this guy sounds?

      Yes. He shakes his arm from my grasp. What are you, afraid? We need to get the jump on him before he can come down here on us.

      The person quiets as their shadow nears the door on the right side of the hall, closest to the stairs. The shadow extends across the floor then up the wall as though its body leans forward. It doesn’t peek out of the door.

      We stop. Waiting.

      You think it can hear us?

      It’s likely.

      There’s more being said, but I can’t make out the language they’re speaking.

      Whatever he’s saying, Olar starts, he’s mad as hell. He may be on the phone or talking to himself.

      I’m shooting for talking to himself, I don’t hear any of that cell phone static or other voices from a phone.

      “You, out there! I’m coming for you!” It says in English.

      Umm, what the hell does that mean? I say.

      You got me. Ready to fight?

      Sure. I guard myself and will my hands black.

      Olar blasts forward, clearing the remaining of the stairs. In front of the doorway, the shadow of the person inside jumps back further into the room. I’m right behind Olar, following him into the empty space.

      “What it is?” The man asks, cowering against the wall behind him. “What do you want?” The man’s eyes churn a gray and blue as he stares at us. He may be Sephlem. Full-blooded Sephlem. Any Burdened would’ve morphed red, no way his beast would sit at bay if a threat was afoot. And Hybrid Sephlem’s eyes don’t churn.

      “We’re looking for Lunis. You seen him around?” Olar asks.

      Fidgeting his hands in front of his face, he rambles a bit, gabbing, “Oh Lunis. My brother, Lunis.” He angrily stares at his fidgeting hands until they grasp each other, then he says, “He’s got me into something again.” The accent of whatever the language he speaks is heavy on his words, nearly making him too hard to understand.

      “Do you know where he is?” I ask.

      “He aint here.”

      There’s a pinch in my neck that reins in my suspicions. It could be the way he moves his body, the unnerving twitch or the way it seems he’s unsure which hand or leg is going to move so he looks for it to do so as though he weren’t in control of the movement.

      I will the additional film over my eyes and blink to adjust my sight. Within the body is a Qualm. One who is like the Qualms. Instead of him being cloaked his body—half-body—is present with the skeletal half surrounded in the dark mist floating in and out of its crevasses. “How’d you come across this body? You steal it?”

      Insulted, the man jumps to his feet. “I was given this body by my brother!” he retorts, raking his hands over his chest, then legs. He’s strapped in a tailor-made suit and fresh haircut. “I’m getting used to it.” Fidgeting with his hands again, he adds, “I just can’t get it to do little things yet.”

      “How’d Lunis give you this body,” Olar asks. “How’s he getting these bodies?”

      The man points past us. “There be bodies walking around all out there. They’re everywhere. Not like I remember. But now, they’re here.”

      “What?” I mutter. “Humans, Sephlems? What bodies are here more than before?”

      The man laughs and dances in circles. Olar calls for his attention but goes ignored.

      “I think we lost him,” I say.

      “I’ve got an idea. Your fire worm. Bring it out here. Let’s get a diversion and you see if there’s anything we’re not seeing.”

      I turn my hand palm down, and my fire snake slithers onto the floor. It circles around me before rising to my height, facing the man. The man turns to us, attention drawn to the blazing serpent. He attempts to cross the floor but doubles back, realizing something I can’t place.

      Under his façade, the monster is equally fascinated. They stare in awe with an edge of hesitation. I concentrate, staring at the monster, searching for something within him that reveals anything. The snake of fire slithers on its hind over to him. It circles him in a way a snake would wrap around its prey, but the fire snake doesn’t touch him. Instead, it studies the monster as if it were looking for a precise way to attack.

      On my next blink, I’m seeing through the eyes of my snake, through blazing heatwaves. There’s something else inside of the man, beyond the Qualm. Maybe the reflection of the person who owns this body.

      No! It’s not a reflection. The man screams, “Help me!”

      I jump from the aggression of his holler. Grabbing Olar’s arm, I mutter, “I get it now. The girl at the restaurant, she was possessed by a Faylaman, but she asked for me to help her. They aren’t killing them, they’re taking over them. The people are still alive!”

      In the next instant, the snake has charged down the man’s throat. “Do not blow him up!” I say with a point. “Get out of there! Bad boy!”

      “Remember when we rescued Little Nathan from that jail with those oversized gorilla men? They were possessed too, right? The ladies behind the counter, Taylor freed them.”

      “You’re right.” The man begins to glow. “Hey you! You better not blow him up. Get out of him right now! And not through the other end, get out the way you entered!”

      Like an explosion from the mouth, the fire snake erupts from the man’s body and lands on the floor, slithering one way then another before settling.

      The man falls to the floor, panting. “That was the most spectacular thing I’ve ever seen and experienced.”

      Did he just have a snakegasm?

      That’s not a thing…

      Pointing to the man, Olar snorts. Prove it. Hey, didn’t you and Nathan get possessed by one of these Qualms once? That giant snake warm saved you then, Olar says.

      That was completely different than this. I’m thinking this ball falls in Taylor’s court.

      Olar scoffs.

      The man’s begging the snake for another ‘treatment’ when we turn back.

      “You need to get out of here,” Olar tells him.

      “Here is the way I can get to my home,” he says. “My brother will be home with more bodies, he has orders to fill and a cage full of them. They will repay him when he arrives.”

      “When who arrives?” Olar asks. “Be clearer.”

      There’s a click from behind me, but when I whip around, there’s nothing there. I’m blinking rapidly, trying to get my eyes to show me something. There’s breathing, and I kind of feel someone here. But, I see nothing.

      “Let’s go, Olar,” I say, grabbing his attention from punching the man. “Instinct will force him to leave.” I snap for my snake to follow, as I head out of the room.

      As I’m exiting the room, a soft breeze brushes my curls against my cheeks. Throwing a glance to my right, I search for an open window, but find a wall instead; about three feet away. “Olar, you feel that?”

      “Wind? Yeah. But where’s it coming from?” We scan the hall of closed doors and windowless walls. “That’s so weird.”

      Stepping further down the hall, I search for the reason of the breeze, but find nothing. It feels odd over here, like a million auras standing in this one spot. There are whispers I only hear when I stand still and hold my breath. They’re too quiet to make out, but something is saying something. “Maybe it’s just my imagination. Let’s get out of here.” I pass it, but it takes me a while to tear my gaze away from . . . nothing.

      We make it out of the house, back through the front door. On the porch, Olar asks, “You have to do this one thing for me.”

      He doesn’t have to say it. I give permission to my anxious snake of fire to do its “dragon” thing. Within five minutes, as Olar and I are resting against the hood of the car, the house goes up in flames. When Olar’s satisfied, we head home.
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      “What’d you say you and Olar came across yesterday?”

      I show Jason my picture of a sleeping puppy I’ve finished coloring. He gives me the okay to add it to our ‘keep’ pile of finished pictures we’re creating for our color collage. “Yeah, this man, he was like a host for a Qualm, but inside the man was the other man, I’m assuming the real spirit,” I take a whack at the word but I’m not sure if I should call it that, “was still intact.”

      Taylor trades a pink crayon for a blue. “Where before, they were just possessing corpses, now the people are alive and they’re just taking over? That’s scary.”

      “You’re telling me.” I hesitate to say my next words and release them with caution. “I thought about you, maybe, doing something to help out with that. Like, before. Maybe, help release the possessed.”

      “I can’t, Tracey. You know I can’t leave the house.”

      “Yeah,” I sigh, “I know.”

      Some nights are harder than others, and I’ve still not been able to sleep through the night in my own bed. It smells like Nathan and sometimes when I let my imagination get away with me, I feel him there, holding me, pushing his fingers through my hair, cuffing my cheek. He lies beside me and wraps his heavy arm around my middle and his chuckle for whatever humorous comment I made, trickles in my ears. It hurts like hell. So, I won’t fight Taylor over her weaknesses. In her own time, she’ll climb out of her shell. At least, today, we’re sitting up on the bed, coloring in the lines, chilling with Justin’s mini-me. He’s a bundle of smiles and laughter, a picture of joy being able to spend this better day with his mother.

      We finish our collage and tape each picture and drawing together before hanging it on the wall in their room. The bigger picture is an image of a dog’s face. Jason loves dogs. I’m thinking of getting him one if Taylor okays it.

      “Come on, Jason. Let’s get you a bath to wash off all this marker and crayon. And then it’s to bed for you, big guy.” Jason jumps on the bed and out of my reach.

      “Tracey,” he says with declaration. “I am not going to take a bath.”

      “Oh,” I gasp. “Then what are you going to do?”

      He shrugs as he’s jumping up and down, giving me a headache.

      “Would you like for me to give you a bath, Jason?” Taylor asks, silencing his ‘no bath’ song and ending his jumping. He stands in the middle of the bed, crayons crowded around his feet, staring at his mother with eyes that are equally eager and shocked. “Mommy,” he mutters with an edge of hope, “you want to give me a bath?” she nods and Jason lunges for his mother, throwing his arms around her neck. “You’re the best, Mommy.”

      Taylor seals him in her shaking arms. She picks him up and they leave the room to the bathroom. I wipe the back of my hand across the bottom of my chin, catching the tear tickling me. That’s all Jason ever wants. The little times it happens is better than it never happening at all, and Jason will eat up every moment of it, because, unfortunately, he knows it’s not lasting.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I lie on the opposite side of the bed of Taylor with Jason sleeping between us. She has the hottest room in the house, but for some reason, I like the discomfort. It doesn’t allow me to rest easily and keeps me grounded when my dreams catch up with me.

      “One day soon, Tracey, I promise I’ll do better.” Taylor’s breaths have been unsteadying for the past hour. “Just. Every time I see the sun or braid Jason’s hair, or even see a smile, even when I look at you. . . Justin is all I remember. Nathan being gone smacks me in the face.” She takes a pause. “It’s the guilt that shouts in my face. When I said I was sorry about Roehl, then, I truly didn’t mean it. What I did to my brother was put him on the line with hope it would take the target off Justin and me, even after my father was gone. Roehl was still going to come after me, but as long as you existed, he’d remain distracted. Tracey, I’m sorry.”

      I turn on to my back from side. A harsh breath rushes past my lips. “The past is in the past, Taylor. Karma has had her run at you. I don’t need to hit you too. And you don’t need to keep beating yourself up about this. We’ve forgiven you. It’s time you forgive yourself. Once you forgive you, you’ll feel a lot better.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Of course, Taylor. You have a handsome baby boy who needs you. Be there for him. Yes, it’s hard, but there’s only one way for it to get easier. And, Jason’s worth it.”

      Taylor’s silent. But she heard me.

      I drift off, holding my breath for thirty seconds before releasing it. Time’s been turning slowly and where I felt like it was circling in a direction to benefit me, the more information I find out, the more I believe it’s for the worse.

      “Tracey? Come down.” Little Nathan calls from down stairs. It’s impossible to tell the time of day in Taylor’s room with her covered windows.

      Climbing out of the bed, sure not to disturb Jason and Taylor, I pull the covers back over the both of them, and then creep across the floor and out of the room. The light of day breaks through the room when I open the door, and I hurry to close it.

      I go to the kitchen, finding Little Nathan standing over the stove. “Yeah?” I ask. He looks over his shoulder, and I stumble backward, hand clutched at my chest, breaths stuck between an inhale and the opposite. “Is . . .”

      “I made you lunch.” He lifts the skillet into view. “You hungry, beautiful?” Steady steps draw me closer. Tears are streaming down my cheeks, and my hands are shaking as they reach his shoulders. The spatula falls atop the stove. He turns around and slips his arms around my waist. I’m pulled into the tightest hug. “You okay?” he asks.

      “She said you were alive, and I didn’t believe her. But, I hoped you’d come back.”

      A kiss molds against my neck before his beard scrapes over it. “I’ll never leave you, promise.”

      I draw back and he turns back to the stove. He looks down at me from the corner of his eye. His smooth face comforts a small smirk. That flattering smirk that shows it makes him happy when he looks at me. “I love you,” I mention, wrapping an arm around his back.

      “I know.” He steps away from me, moving the skillet with the stir-fry from the stove.

      I look around the empty kitchen. “Has anyone else seen you?”

      “Of course,” he says. “I am in the middle of the kitchen cooking.” He laughs, knitting his brows at my silly question.

      “You don’t know how happy I am to see you.”

      “Un-huh.” Nathan prepares our plates, and we sit around the island, eye-gazing and smiling at each other. Over the food, we make small talk of water and mountains, flowers I’m planting, and school as the lyrics of a soft tune whisks us away.

      If love can lose its feelings and dreams are without meaning,

      What mind can lose its sense but find its evanescence.

      A missile, death came as a destroyer.

      A scythe, life slashed from a reaper.

      And life found me still as stone,

      Cold as ice,

      A heart unborn.

      And though my life is gone.

      I breathe. . .

      Without warning, our surroundings spin at an unprecedented speed. Nathan turns, the kitchen whirls, the world’s spinning, all as I stand stationary, trying to keep up with all of it rotating in different directions. Dropping to my knees, I’m dizzy, fighting the nausea burning my throat. I reach for . . . nothing, but try to hold it together.

      As quickly as it starts, my world halts, setting me free of the claim to my oxygen. There’s white noise. And I’d fear it, but I’m more disturbed by how comforting it is.

      I look to my left and right, as white noise fades into a dead silence and my surroundings alter to a new world. A gentle breeze sends strands of my hair tickling my cheeks. Chrysanthemums fill my nose and I release the breath with relief. “I recognize this place,” I say aloud.

      The sound of day breaks through the silence. Beautiful flowers growing from healthy trees, a graveled trail, the soft scent of the lake water, and the water washing up on the sand, it’s all so familiar. “The trail behind Nathan’s old house.” I used to love it out here.

      A strange happy lifts the corners of my mouth; it rises my cheeks so high I see them in my periphery. “How’d I get here?” I walk the trail, brushing my hand over each tree I pass.

      “Lunch was good?” is said as my free hand is occupied by another.

      Meeting chocolate eyes, I nod. “It was perfect.”

      “I miss you so much, Sparks.” It shows in his eyes, the way they tug at their sides and force a pinch between his brows. “You know what I mean?”

      “Definitely,” I say for certain but it’s a plea. “I know.” I close the obnoxious distance between us and take him in my arms. “If only you were here all the time.”

      “I haven’t gone anywhere, Sparky, you have.”

      Taken aback, I mutter, “I don’t understand.”

      “All this time we’d worked on belonging in this world, belonging to the family and our friends. We tried to belong to each other instead of just living.”

      Shaking my head, I say, “I don’t follow.”

      Nathan hugs me tighter and repeats, “I miss you.” There’s a long pause and then he says, “I’ve been a fire in the past, and I’m finally ready to defuse. I want to let go, but only if you will too.”

      “Nate, from the first day I said yes, I’ve let go and have been falling ever since.”

      “Falling?”

      “Soaring. I’ve been soaring ever since. For the first time though, I’ve hit the ground. I hit the ground hard; I’ve broken every bone in my body, erupted every blood vessel I possess. I know, now, there’s nothing but trouble—destruction—if I were to say yes again.” I take in his eager eyes, the gentle twitch to his bottom lip, and then I say, “Yes.”

      A smile eliminates his distress, and he takes a single step back, taking my hand. Bringing it to his lips, he kisses the knuckle of my curved thumb and something moves between our grips. Dropping to his knees, he keeps my eye contact. “Then here’s my last request, Tracey Warren.” My heart thumps terribly hard, causing my chest to shake and my skin to vibrate. “Will you?” He releases our hold, and finally, I’m able to see what I’m holding.

      I stumble away from Nathan, falling to my butt. “W-what?”

      “Just once, Tracey.” Nathan crawls over to me and grabs me before I can scramble away. He clutches my hand tighter around the handle. “For you, Sparks. Not for me. Will you do it for you?” Pulling me to sit up, he asks, “Come die with me.”

      I pull my bottom lip between my teeth and bite down so hard a metallic taste floods my tongue. I try to wake myself from this nightmare. At least, I think it’s a nightmare. Maybe it’s a reality, a desire even. I drop my gaze to the butt of the handle clutched so tightly in my hand it hurts. To the pearl glazed point of the black, fixed-blade knife, I carry my gaze and let the thought sink in.

      “So, you will?” Nathan asks, inches from me, close enough to kiss. We won’t.

      There’s nothing to consider. There’s only one option. “If I kept myself from loving you, I’d be just as empty tomorrow as I am today. If you can promise not to go away, I’ll give you my heart, my soul, and my body.”

      “I’m permanent.”

      “Then so am I.” I thrust the blade in my stomach, then release my grip.

      I gulp at the air, letting the pain sooth me. My breaths are quick but my heartbeats slow when I fall against Nathan’s chest. He strokes my hair from my face and lays a kiss on my forehead, whispering, “I’ll see you soon.”
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      Flashing red and white lights blind me. Screams and screeches blare through my ears. I try to throw my hand over them, but I can’t move. Jerking my arms, I’m strapped down.

      “What is this?” I shout, trying to snap up, but can’t. “Let me free!”

      “You’re not held down, Tracey.” Sounds like Little Nathan.

      Calming, I breathe. “Why can’t I open my eyes?”

      “Your eyes are open,” he states harshly. In my ear he whispers, “You’ve got a gash in your side and are in an ambulance. Cool it.”

      A radio crackles with urgency and codes I don’t recognize. I close my eyes, concerned that I can’t see because the film has blackened beyond vision capability. As I relax my muscle, a stabbing pain attacks my stomach. I cringe and bite back my wail. “Please,” I beg, “make the pain go away.”

      “The morphine should kick in, in a couple seconds, Tracey,” a kind, though unfamiliar voice assures. “Everything will be okay.”

      A chill starts in fingers then works its way through my shoulders. I’m numb, and though I can’t see, I have a need to close my eyes. Suddenly aware of my breathing, I count each one before forgetting I was doing so.
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        * * *

      

      I spend three days in the hospital slurping Jello and downing electrolytes. Stitches seal a gash the length of my hand, and I’ve been told that I’m lucky nothing too important was punctured, other than my pride. They put me on suicide watch for another two days, but hopefully I’ll be out here by Thursday.

      Was the other day just another hallucination? It didn’t feel like it. Just like with Tara. I’m well aware nothing is worth killing myself. At least that’s what I’ve been trying to convince myself of for the past three days, but apparently, he is. How many times can I say that I was finally happy and coming to terms with everything? It was that darn heart that ruptured and snaked its mysterious smog in my nostrils. Since that happened, everything has felt off, from me following birds, mixing reality with hallucinations, and trying to kill myself!

      “What the hell is my problem?”

      I shut my Humanities text book and drop my pen on my notebook, unable to focus on my reading. Looking down past my bunched-up hospital gown to a scar that’s sure to be permanent, I hate myself for what I’ve done to my body. After years of dealing with my hallucinations, I’ve yet to get a handle on it. Ignoring it hasn’t helped, dealing with it straight on doesn’t help, and therapy didn’t help. What’s wrong with me?!

      I spoon the last scoop of the green jello in my mouth and flip the channel on the TV. The volume is low. This floor of the hospital is quiet. The beeping from the monitors in the other rooms, and constant shuffle from the nurse’s scrubs are therapeutic.

      Laine adjusts in the chair sat near the bed. “How long have you been awake,” he asks as he’s yawning.

      I shrug and hand him a chocolate pudding. “There’s an older nurse, she said you two share a love for chocolate pudding and asked me to give this to you.”

      “Thank you.” His fingers brush my hand as he grabs the cup. I brace for the freezing shock that comes accompanied with his touch, but there is none.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      He reclines, throwing a leg over his knee as he slouches in the chair. “Can we finally talk about what happened?” he asks, pulling the aluminum cover from his pudding.

      I eye him, taking notice of the absence of his accent. “Been hanging around the American’s too much, Laine?”

      “You’re deflecting.”

      I rub my finger along my eyebrow and hesitate meeting Laine’s pearl eyes. “I’ve waited years to reacquaint with Nathan. And, I thought I had. That should be enough for you.” I turn on to my side and stuff the earbuds in my ears.

      Over the next couple of days, I catch up on tones of class work I’ve missed with nurses coming in and out of the room, demanding I get some rest or take a break. On my final day, I can’t move any faster in my rush to get changed, my bags packed, and the heck out of here. Dragging the zipper of the bag closed, I lift it as I’m standing. A sudden stab attacks my side.

      Laine snatches the bag from my hand, as I hunch over the hospital bed. Biting back a cuss word, I wrap my arms around my stomach.

      “I am not going to say it, Black Eyes,” he grumbles, remaining turned away from me.

      “You just said it,” I mutter, straightening. “I’ll let you take the bag.”

      The nurse will be back in shortly with my release papers. I’m so ready to get out of this hospital and get back to class and work and the normal life I created for myself. Normal keeps away the crazy! Next time there’s a break, I’ll be taking classes through it. I don’t want down time, or time to think. Keeping busy keeps me sane. Sanity will save my life.

      Before heading home, Laine and I make a pit stop at Nutmeg Bistro. In a two-seater, he sits across from me. I’m texting my manager, and Laine’s staring at me. He’s been staring for a while, actually.

      The words break from him unexpectedly. “Let’s take it back, Black Eyes. Remember when we were at the fair and you told me about you and your mate’s abilities?”

      Responding to another text, I recall, “Kind of. Why?”

      “I think I figured out why they’re still after you even though your mate is dead.” I cringe as he says it so coldly, though I still don’t expect Laine to feel any kind of remorse for the late events, even after our talk. “They want your sight, with or without your mate. Just because you don’t know the full capability of your gift doesn’t mean others don’t. And you’ve done little to protect it. The ability that lies within your vision allows whoever possess it to see without being seen or seen through.”

      Quirking a brow, I ask, “Does that mean I can turn invisible? Because, that would be awesome!”

      Chuckling, Laine adds, “I don’t know. Maybe you should try.”

      “I doubt it.” I stir my coffee with the wooden stirrer. “I remember when we were talking about the All-Seeing of Death,” I whisper spookily. “There was fear in your eyes. Like an unspoken fear that brought a cause for death into your always humble expression. It was the darkest I’d ever seen them,” I admit.

      “I think whoever it is, maybe more than one person realizes that knowing someone’s utmost desires and having the man power to implant your control on just about anything is a tool.”

      “A weapon,” I correct, recalling Chislon’s mention.

      “Even worse,” he adds. “Having the man power to have any being confide to your own desires and triumph over any foe is the perfect power for control.” Laine holds out his hand. “You’ll have man, beast, demon, animals, the entire universe eating out the palm of your hand.” He says it as if it sours his pallet, and the same fear that darkened his eyes the first time we talked about this has returned. “There’s been a prophecy set over the person or persons. They’re referred to as he and she; he who tyrannizes wearing the mark of death and she who sees beyond and within. Once they fall into the wrong hands, free will, will vanish. Hope will slowly be eliminated.”

      Holding my cup between both hands, I take a small sip. “Nemanites are afraid of the prophecy so you’re bringing this up again because you believe my mate and I were this he and she?”

      “Nemanites aren’t scared of the prophecy. We’re here to protect the land of mother nature and the creatures that walk upon it, “he defends aggressively. “I’m just saying,” he says a bit calmer, “there are some similarities I see in you and had seen in your mate. If someone comes along posing as him, what’s to say someone didn’t get a hold of his body and is trying to use it to get you.”

      “Because I am not who you and everyone else think I am.”

      “Black Eyes, if three people out of four are right, it’s likely that, that fourth person is the one who’s incorrect.”

      I roll my eyes, and attend to my brew, ignoring him. So what, if Nathan and I were this prophecy, then what? “Are you going to try to kill me too?” Before he answers, I continue, “Your and Nathan’s deceased friend Cesar said something very similar to that years ago.”

      “Was that before you killed him for no reason?” he sasses sardonically.

      “Whoa!” I throw up a hand. “I had a reason, and a damn good one.”

      Laine breathes, calming. “Why’d you bring him up?”

      “The holding lives in your hand thing. He said that.”

      “So. . .?” Laine sings with a shrug that accommodates his confusion.

      I state, “He was a Sephlem and purposely got possessed so that he could get the strength to take out Nathan and me. You think I took him out for no reason, but I was protecting us. I just need you to see that regardless of the size of the threat coming after me, I will protect us.”

      “To death?”

      I nod.
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      Returning to work is a bit of a challenge. I’m supposed to be taking it easy, and though my stitches have fallen out, and I got the okay to return to my every day duties, my side still hurts. Where I drove the knife through my flesh is shades of blue, black, and purple. It’s tender, and a bruise stretches to the width of a football. Adding this on top of the separation attacks that periodically send me buckling over and clutching at my stomach or chest, it’s taking a while for me to heal. I’ve caught on to the signs for when to expect the attacks will strike and am able to brace myself for the pain, so, I guess. . .it does, in fact, get easier with time. While it makes sure they are never forgotten, it makes remembering them as more of a pleasure than a pain.

      Taylor doesn’t see this that way. We’ll take a few steps forward, but when she’s hit with the reminder of her separation, we’re shoved ten steps back. Jason’s suffering because of it. Days have passed since she’s last left her room, and we’re each pitching in to take care of her son. Sometimes, Roseland and Ann pick him up, and he goes to their home where the other half of our family lives. He always returns happier than he left. I pick up the slack where I can, taking him on play dates and shopping for him, and Little Nathan and I take him to the park when we can fit it in the schedule.

      “Here,” I place a plate of sliced hot dogs in front of Jason. “Carmen?” I call. “Can you hang out with Jason?” I yell upstairs. When she comes down, I add, “I need to get Jason some clothes.” I point to his jeans that’ve turned into flooders over the past month. “Whoever said Sephlem children grow slow was lying.”

      Carmen kisses the top of Jason’s head. “That doesn’t apply to Burdeneds.”

      Jason slams his fork down on the counter. He shouts, “I do not like being racially categorized by the darker side of me!”

      “What?” Carmen and I blurt, whipping around to face him. “Where’d you hear that?” I ask.

      He shrugs and tends to his hot dogs using his fingers. “On TV.”

      “Well no more TV for you, sir,” Carmen says, picking him and the plate up and heads for the living room. “See you later, Tracey.”

      I head for the mall in the city to get a change in scenery and not worry about paying the suburb prices. Taylor originally said she was coming with me, but changed her mind last minute, when Jason ran into the room smiling, eager for a hug from his mom that she couldn’t force herself to give today. Baby steps, I remind myself.

      “Will this be all for you?” the young girl behind the counter asks, bringing me back to the moment.

      Clearing my throat, I say, “Oh, yes,” digging for some cash in my purse that’s strapped across my chest. Handing her six twenties, I gather my receipt and bags then head out of the store. It’s beautiful today. My skin tingles from the change in temperature, being glazed with the warming rays of the sun. I take in a breath as the wind tickles my nose, and my tensed shoulders lower. Taking my time, in no rush to head back home, I stroll to my next stop, wanting to enjoy the nice weather.

      “I got that for you.” A guy rushes to the entrance of the coffee shop and pulls the door open.

      Chuckling at myself juggling my bags, I thank him without looking his direction.

      “Looked like you were having some trouble,” he says, as I head in.

      “Yeah,” I say, still shuffling the bags to get a hand free. “I probably should’ve stopped at the car first.” I finish through the door and throw a smile over my shoulder.

      “Yeah, probably.” Releasing the door, he leaves to meet two others who wait for him. When they meet, they seem to pick up a conversation that might’ve gotten interrupted by his diversion. They cross a street, keeping up their lighthearted chat with hand gestures and laughs.

      He’s never looked happier; shoulders in a thin line, swaying as he strides in the middle of the two guys, a smile I’ve only seen when I’d wake up after him and he’d been watching me, relaxed eyes that don’t reflect a single worry.

      My heart is pounding. The world is silent, save the rushing of my blood and the shaking of the bags clutched tightly in my hands.

      The three cross the street to the parking lot, and I rush out the door of the coffee shop, slamming my hands against the handle to shove it open. I race to the sidewalk but stop abruptly. Blinking away a tear or two and swallowing down the frog that’s crowding my throat, I’m punched in the gut.

      Something deep within me doesn’t want to steal this happiness from him.

      I wish to experience the feeling of joy I see in him, and I know the second I bring him back to me, it’ll deplete. If our being together is what causes our tragedy, as it’s been proven one time after another, maybe staying away from him is the right decision. I want him happy more than I crave my own happiness.

      Nathan and his two friends get into a white car, neither of them looks back. Their laughs whistles through my ears, the realism in them, the peace. . . His calmness.

      I wipe away a tear that’s crept onto my cheek.

      “Excuse me?” A tap thumps my right shoulder. “You dropped these,” she says.

      I turn on my heels and meet worried brown eyes. “Thanks.” I quirk a smile, taking my forgotten bags.

      “Sure,” she chirps with a shrug. “Were you coming to order in The Bistro?” she asks, pointing to the coffee shop. “I can take your order for you.” My gaze drops to the gold, rectangle name plate pinned to her chest. Max. Assistant Manager.

      Nodding, I say, “Just got a little distracted.” I follow Max back into the shop and place an order for a large raspberry smoothie. The chair at the small, circular, rustic blue table is hard, like pins and needles to my rear-end. I throw my elbows on the table and it’s as if I’d placed them in putty. With my hands smashed against my face, I’m sinking as a million knives are stabbing through me.

      Maybe it wasn’t him. . . Just a lookalike whose presence I could feel crawl over my skin and coat me as I remember Nathan’s doing years ago. Maybe it was a mirage, the memory of a smile haunting me. It could’ve been my eyes playing a trick on me. They’ve done it before. . .

      “Here you go,” comes with a thud against the metal table top.

      “Thank you,” I mumble, sliding my hands to rest beneath my chin. I wish I had the ability to control the millions of thoughts going through my mind. I wish I wouldn’t have frozen when I saw him. Even if I don’t tell him the truth, we could’ve at least talked. God, do I want to talk to him? If our mating is in fact broken, then our being around each other is harmless. Maybe. . .

      Smoothie clutched against my side by my arm and hands overloaded with my overflow of bags, I leave The Bistro. A murky blue has cast itself over the natural color of the once beautiful day, sulking me with a heavy depression I thought I’d left in the past.

      Screeching tires break color through my haze. I jump, bags plummeting from my hands, smoothie crushed, splattering in my face.

      “Hey,” yells a familiar voice. “You okay?” Jerking my attention to my left, again, I meet peaceful eyes, a relaxing smile, and slacked shoulders. “You’re kinda dazed today, huh?” he asks.

      Playfully chuckling, I try my best to relay I don’t know him. To not look at him with a familiar gaze. To not throw my smoothie drenched arms around his neck and we taste the raspberry drink that’s freezing my face. Coolly, yet embarrassed, I say, “Sorry. I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “That goes without saying, cutie,” he says, laughing once. “Need some help with those bags? I can walk you to your car.”

      “No,” I decline, though my chest burns for me to say yes. “I’ve got it.”

      “Nah,” he waves his hand dismissively, “Let me help you. Gabe, jump in the driver’s seat! I’m going to walk her to her car.”

      “Cool,” Gabe, the young man once in the passenger’s seat says, walking around the car.

      Nathan comes to my side as I’m picking up the fourth of six bags. Snatching up the last two, he asks, “Where’d you park?” He passes me the towel I caught the guy in the backseat hand him.

      Wiping the smoothie from my neck, I say, “A couple of isles down. I like to park far away to enjoy the walk.”

      Laughing once, he says, “I get it. At least thirty-eight percent of Americans are overweight and not many people care about the peace in exercising.”

      “Wait a minute,” I say, chuckling. “I never said anything about exercising. That’s your thing.” My breath halts mid-inhale, and I want to take back my words.

      “Huh?”

      I play it off with a nudge to his arm with my elbow. “It’s more than obvious you’ve never missed a workout.”

      He drops his gaze to his muscle. It flexes and releases. “Yeah. It’s a hobby.” I chuckle and listen as he tells me about how important it is to stay healthy. “Hey, are we going to make it to your car any time soon?” Nathan asks when we make it to the sixth row of the parking lot—far from the mall.

      Checking my surroundings, I acknowledge, “You passed it.”

      “You passed it,” he counters, looking over his shoulder.

      Turning on my heels, I spot his car three rows down. Laine and Little Nathan took my car to drive out of town to where the Nemanites were holding a meeting about yet another entity conspiracy. “Sorry. We have to head back this way.”

      Laughing, “Okay. My guys are just circling the mall, checking out girls. I don’t think they’ve noticed I’m missing.” He points to the car stopped in front of a group of four girls standing on the sidewalk. “They have nothing better to do with their time.”

      “Yeah,” I mutter without looking their direction, my gaze never leaving him.

      Our eyes meet. His light-spirited mood depletes, forcing me to look away, assuming it was me who broke his spirits. “I’m right up here,” I say, throwing a quick point to the silver Mercedes.

      Suddenly, being at his side is uncomfortable, as if his presence is telling me to depart, as if it knows my being around him is bad. “Thanks for helping me out,” I say, popping the trunk. “It’s rare you find nice people nowadays.”

      “Eh. There’s still some nice folks around.” He loads the bags in the car and shuts the trunk. “Be careful heading home.” Striding pass me, I stop him just before he starts in his jog.

      I immediately regret grabbing him, but it’s too late to turn back now. “Hey,” my voice is softer than I intend it to be. Shy. “You want to hang out some time?” I’m nervous as all hell asking it, even more nervous awaiting his answer.

      He shrugs once and says, “No.”

      I die. I die so hard I’m absolutely certain I’m sinking through the concrete and am on a one-way trip to hell. But, somehow, on my shaking legs I’m still standing, but heartbroken. His response shoots through me like a high voltage shock. I knit my brows and play with a few whys but I don’t let them pass my lips.

      Laughing—he laughs as though I’ve made a joke. “You look so confused, maybe a little off-put.” Grabbing his phone from his pocket, he says, “Let’s go out tomorrow. We don’t have to hang, people don’t really do that, just fabrics, wires, and things half broken.”

      I crack a smile. “That was super lame.” He has no idea he just murdered my soul. . .

      “Put your number in my phone. I’ll call you.”

      I tap my cell number in his phone and save it under Tracey. Handing the phone back to him, I do my best to avoid allowing our fingers to graze.

      He’s jogging off, as I’m approaching the driver’s side of the car. I discretely watch him make it to his and settle in. They drive off.

      There’s a sour feeling rolling around in my stomach, just as there’s a thrill sprouting to life in my chest.
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      The front door’s closing when I pull in the driveway. I hold off on going into the house right away, tucking the news deep inside my heart. I doubt they’d believe me anyway, probably write it off to another hallucination. They’d likely tell me to stay away from him too, believing maybe it’s a Qualm, fooling me once again.

      I doubt it.

      There wasn’t even a glimpse of recognition in Nathan’s eyes. If it were some kind of trick, they would have initiated the conversation, maybe asked me to go out right then.

      For an hour, I sit in the car, juggling if I should reveal the news or not. There’s so much that’s against me. Potentially, I could get their hopes up, and it really be an enemy.

      Maybe, not telling is the better bet, if he’s not real, if it’s all a rouge, only I will get hurt and they won’t feel the sting of it.
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        * * *

      

      A patter of steps shuffle across the floor and a thud sends me racing upstairs to Taylor’s room. Twisting the knob, I gently push open the door. Jason, holding on to the door’s edge, wobbles out of the room, shoe strings tied in knots.

      “Hi Sir.”

      “Tracey?” Taylor calls, and a shutter shoots up my spine. “How’d it go?”

      Picking up Jason, I enter her room, stuttering, “Fine. Fine. I um, well. You know. It was okay.” I release a quiet sigh and encourage myself to get I together.

      The twist of the lamp on her nightstand sounds, followed by her sitting up on the bed. The necklace Nathan gave her a while ago sparkles, even in the lack of sunlight. “You sure? You’re sweating.”

      Jason wraps his arms around my neck and squeezes tightly. I take a glance at him and then ideal, “I thought Jason fell out of the bed. I was nervous. It’s always so dark in here. You want to try getting out, we can take Jason to the park or to story time at the library. He needs some air too.”

      “Maybe you and Carmen can take him. I don’t feel up to getting out. What’d you buy?”

      “Just some things. I’ll bring him back later. Get some rest.”

      Jason and I go downstairs to the family room. I convince myself, easily, that though Nathan’s their family more than he was my mate, it’s just right to avoid all areas of confusion for both parties. They’ll understand.

      Tiny lips press against my cheek, and Jason smashes his face against mine, holding the other side of my head, to keep me from breaking away. He blows hard then giggles. “Ew, Tracey. Say excuse me.”

      “You’re so silly.” I take him to the living room and try him on a couple jackets and shoes I wasn’t sure about the size. “You’re doing okay, big guy?” I ask, always worried about him with Taylor and her depressed state.

      “I’d like to watch a movie and eat watermelon,” he says.

      I chuckle and admire his innocence. “Sure.”

      Little Nathan comes up behind me and picks up Jason. “You got out today, Tracey?”

      “Yeah. It was a nice day.” I swallow hard. “Jason wants to watch a movie. I was thinking about taking him to story time at the library.”

      “Let’s do it. You’re game for some story time, and then we’ll go to the theater to see a movie on the big screen?”

      Jason cheers, wiggling out of Little Nathan’s arms. “Wait. I need to get my spaceship. Then we can go!”

      Little Nathan and I entertain Jason for the afternoon. Story time lasts about an hour, and we check out some live animation movie that Jason’s ten times past excited to see.

      I’m checking my phone every twenty seconds. Butterflies have been ripping through my stomach since I handed him his phone, hoping he’ll use the number he asked for. He said tomorrow, but I want it today. Like, what if he doesn’t call, what if he wasn’t interested and only took my number to get me out of his way, what if he lost his phone and didn’t back it up and my number won’t carry over to his new phone? What if he really was a Qualm, or a hallucination, or something worse?

      The what if’s. . . They are flying at me like worker bees. Anything, anything could be the case, but I won’t know until I know for sure. Because what if it is him?

      Could, maybe, Tara’s being a hallucination really be me telling myself my mate was out there because my eyes saw something my heart knew wasn’t true?

      Sigh.

      Jason bumps my arm, handing me his packet of fruit snacks. I open it and hand it back, and am rewarded with a hug to my arm. Nathan would love hanging out with Jason. They’d be best friends. He loved kids but dared to have one of his own. Almost like he feared the idea. After listening to Tara’s story and Laine confirming some truth to it, I can see why.

      Nathan always said he could never have his own family. Not that he had control over him being able to conceive a child, but as if it weren’t even an option, a choice. Maybe, for Burdeneds, that’s actually how they feel. He’d already broken two rules, breaking the third, he wouldn’t dare risk the fate, the life of our children. I want to say, regardless, we would do any and everything to protect them, but it’s been proven, those broken promises are weightless, empty words; hopes. We can hope nothing will happen, but they’re no guarantees. I get that now.
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        * * *

      

      It’s tomorrow. My phone’s clutched in my hand, and I’m standing in front of my bathroom mirror in my bra and panties holding back my negative thoughts as to why the phone’s been silent.

      My eyes cloak black on my next blink, and I see me, blazing with my rage like a fire around me. My snake of fire’s eyes revel in mine and the malevolence within me reminds me of the image that Qualm who had pretended to be Nathan showed me.

      I don’t want to be filled with a darkness people fear, like the Qualm who attacked me at my apartment; just by looking in my eyes. For Qualms—for enemies—maybe that’s not so bad. But, this girl—woman—she is not pleasant in the least. And the daring gaze, there is nothing but death that will lie in anyone’s future who wrongly crosses her path. She smiles, confirming.

      The phone buzzes in my hand, snapping me back.

      Immediately, without acknowledging the number, I tap to answer. “So,” Nathan sings after I say hello. “You give many men your number without getting their name?”

      I laugh at his remark, seeing how right he is. If I’m going to keep this up, I’ll have to be a lot smarter about this. “No. I rarely give any man my number.” Or out all, I’ve not gotten the slightest ‘Hey Beautiful,’ in so long, I was beginning to believe I wasn’t or wasn’t interesting enough to spare the time of a compliment. “But you’re right. Proper introductions are in order.”

      “I’m Nate, Tracey. Nice to be acquainted with you.”

      “Same, Nate,” I say and direct the conversation to what he has planned for us to do tonight.

      “I can pick you up around nine,” he offers.

      Scared of him being seen, I decline, offering, “I can meet you instead.”

      He laughs at this. He actually does a lot of that. . .laughing. It makes me smile. I do a lot of smiling as we chat, his peaceful joy filling me up. Our conversation is light and effortless, he’s so . . . not the tense Nathan I remember. And recalling, every time he asks me questions about my likes and dislikes, that he’s talking to a stranger, sours my pallet. It’s, indeed, bittersweet.

      Our conversation lasts only seven minutes, us settling on bowling. “I’ll see you in an hour then?” I ask.

      “Bye, Tracey.”

      The phone lands on the bed when I toss it.

      A double knock sounds against my bedroom door as I’m heading back to the closet.

      “Yeah?” I call, after exiting the closet, now dressed and ready to go. My first mistake of the night.

      The setting sun dips Laine’s pale skin in a warm orange that finally puts some color on his flesh. It lasts only a second as he continues into the room. “Where are you going?” Approaching me, he flips a curl over my shoulder. “You look nice too. Is this a date?”

      I’m eager to shake my head. “Just felt looking alive for once.” Actually, the first I’ve cared about my appearance in a long time.

      “Well, you did good. You, Carmen, and me can go out. There’s this new band playing at that place called Twisted Beers in the city.”

      Laine and Carmen are two of the greatest friends. I couldn’t have gotten through the past year without them and Little Nathan, but while I hate the idea of turning them down, I won’t be passing up the opportunity awaiting me at Cones Bowling Alley. “I’ll sit this one out. You two leaving now?”

      “Maybe later. Let me know if you change your mind, we’ll wait for you. You getting all dressed up to stay in the house doesn’t seem right.”

      Giggling, I brush off his banter. “Yeah, but as long as I feel good is all that matters, right?”

      “Right.” He rubs my arms, then turns on his heels. Closing the doors behind him, I wait to hear him enter another room. When Little Nathan cuts on his music, like he does most nights after making sure everyone is okay—I believe he does it to drown out the voices—I creep out the back door.

      Forty-five minutes from home, I drive to the address Nathan provided; a place that’s a mix between a bar and bowling alley. Accompanied by the two guys I saw him with yesterday and two girls, I spot Nathan standing out in the crowd. The tallest of the four, he draws all attention to himself, a smile brighter than fresh white walls, eyes glimmering with exhilaration, presence overflowed with a joyous peace I could never provide him, his aura welcomes me to him.

      Approaching, I’m nervous. My legs turn to jello and my hands are shaking. Another step forward, my teeth are chattering and sweat’s beading my forehead.

      This is a mistake.

      Eventually, it’ll come to light that I’m bad for him—that we’re each other’s demise. I halt. I’m near enough to be heard if I were to raise my voice, but not close enough to be acknowledged.

      I want to fight for him, chase what’s mine, claim what I’ve lost. But I can’t. I can’t push myself to close this short four feet of distance, tap his shoulder, and continue to act like I never met him a day in life. He’s different, the man I caught glimpses of while we were together during our lighter days. The upbeat, lighthearted guy that kept me in love with him. The guy who didn’t hold an indication of darkness in his eyes, and I didn’t have to try so hard to keep him balanced as he battled his beast. Whoever or whatever did this to him, I wish it could’ve been me three years ago.

      Turning, I take my place in his forgotten past.

      I’m running—fleeing.

      As I’m snatching open the door, someone’s helping me yank it.

      “Did something come up?” Comes from behind me.

      Steps glued to the ground, I take a slow glance over my shoulder. My heart warms and shudders crawl over my body. Months I would’ve died to see him again, days I’ve cried over losing him, hours I’ve replayed the moment he was snatched away from me, and minutes I’ve counted since that day I died. I felt him die, feet before me, the two of us soaking in his blood. I heard the last of his breath leave his body, I felt anything left of him get sucked from me.

      How can he be standing here?

      “It’s cool, but you’re going to leave me as a fifth wheel in there.” He throws a point over his shoulder. “Not that I would blame you, I’d skip out on me too.” Dropping his gaze to the bowling shoes tied tight on his feet, he says, “These things will kill anyone’s swag.” They tap the ground.

      I close-lip smile, amused by his lighthearted humor of being jetted on. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you saw me.”

      Rubbing the back of his neck, he admits, “I didn’t. I kinda felt you there. Like ESP. But when I turned around, you were running away. Everything okay, though?” he cricks his neck, causing his head to tilt. “You look a little sick.”

      I am. . . Sick to my stomach actually. Swallowing hard, I force a grin. “It’s pretty crowded in there. I think I’m going to head out. Sorry.”

      Scraping his hand over his beard, I overhear him mutter, “Well that’s a first.” Meeting my eyes, he quips, “Okay. Have a safe drive home.” And that’s it. He walks back into the building and never looks back.

      At the car, I lean my back to the door, and drag down its side as I squat and press my face against my knees. I prefer for him to be dead than for him to not recall who I am; to see the pain in my eyes but not offer a hug or kiss against my head to suck it away. I wish, for once in my life, the punishment would be over.

      I get another step forward, and here this bitch called life is again, yanking me fifty million steps back.

      “You sure you’re okay?”

      I bite down on my bottom lip, fighting both, my smile and frown. Peeking past my knee, to my right, I spot Nikes and the black jeans Nathan’s wearing. Letting my gaze drift upward, I meet his eyes. They’re soft, glimmering with concern. “I’m sure,” I say. “Thanks for checking.”

      Shrugging, he states, “Eh. I invited you, but had I known you had social anxiety, I wouldn’t have. Now I feel obligated to keep you company.” Sitting down beside me, with a knee propped up, he relaxes against the car. “I mean, not in a bad way, but as a gentleman. It’s not an inconvenience I mean, even though it might’ve come out that way.”

      “I get it,” I hurry to cut off his babble.

      He nods. “Do you like to talk?”

      Turning down the corners of my mouth and knitting my brows, I display just how caught off guard I am by his question.

      Nathan extends his hand. “Come on. But you have to drive, I left my keys with Gabe so they’ll have a ride.”

      With hesitation, I take his hand and rise—slowly. There’s no butterflies or funny feeling when we touch. I don’t feel discomfort, nor do I feel overwhelmingly comfortable. It’s simple.

      A touch.
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      We load up on fast food for a drive that’ll take us an hour. Nathan give me turn by turn directions to a sturdy pier that was once a spot for a small fair ground where the scent of hot dogs and cotton candy might’ve blown in the breeze, and laughs from a rollercoaster and Farris Wheel filled the air.

      I pull right up to the entrance and park the car. “Should we. . .get out?” I ask. I force myself to sound nervous, encouraging a tremor to my words, because by all means, the place look like it’s straight out of some Freddy Kruger nightmare. But, I’m the safest I’ve felt in years.

      He nods.

      “This place has been closed forever,” Nathan says as we stroll in the early night. “It’s deserted and that’s why I like coming here.”

      “You come here to be alone often?”

      “Often. . .? Maybe a few times a month when I just want to get away and think.”

      I bite into a fry, asking, “What do you spend this time thinking about?”

      “Eh, stuff.”

      We pass a once ticket booth that the windows are now broken on, stepping over trash that crowds the wood planks of the pier grounds. Nathan takes a turn to our left, and I follow him to the seat of a rusty, old Tilt-a-Whirl. “If this is your personal spot, why bring a stranger here?”

      Sitting, he says, “I figured if it helps me to relax, it may do the same for you. But if you don’t like it, we can go.”

      “No,” I blurt. “I mean,” calming, “It’s fine.” If I must remain as a stranger to have a bit of his time, this I will be.

      “Good. So, what’s got your Fruit Loops loose?”

      Chuckling, I question, “My Fruit Loops?”

      “Yeah.” He tosses a fry in his mouth. “There’s this look in your fire-brown eyes, which, by the way, are very intense.” Facing me, he squints—studying. “It is involuntary?” he guesses.

      “Back off, Sherlock,” I mutter, leaning away from him when he leans in for a closer look.

      He laughs. I smile. I couldn’t ask for anything greater. He’s so freaking comfortable, it’s disturbing. “Fine,” he says. “Tell me why you’re so sad, and why you travel alone.”

      Leaning back against the metal seat, the cart squeaks. “We’re just going to jump right into it, no warming me up?”

      Nathan scoots the bag of fries closer to me. Totally his move when he’s convincing me to eat up, knowing I’d be hungry later.

      Gosh, Nate. I miss you so much.

      “Okay,” he says with a nod. “Do you have a favorite color?”

      “Yeah. It’s green.”

      He plucks the shoulder of my plaid green button down. “Should’ve guessed he answer to that one. What’s your secret, weird obsession?”

      I laugh. “Um.”

      “Answer honestly.”

      That’s intense. “Well, I get great satisfaction from peeling off the layer of lint from the lint trap of the dryer. Don’t ask me why,” I say, throwing up a hand.

      “I wasn’t going to. What’s your last name, Tracey?”

      Twisting my lips to the side, I look away to hide my disappointment. It doesn’t last long and I perk up to answer, “Warren? Yours?”

      Shifting in his seat, it’s more than obvious my request or maybe his response makes him uneasy. “I picked Baker.”

      Fixing him with a shocked scowl, I blurt, “Who’s Baker?”

      Shrugging, he relays, like simple news, “I picked it. My mom died when I was a kid and my Dad never existed. So, I never actually had a last name, well not that I can remember. When I was around eleven or twelve, I named myself, Nate Baker. My real name is Nathan. But I don’t like to be called that.”

      I hitch a brow. “Nate Baker, huh?”

      “Yeah. There was this guy who was always around at this youth center when I was bouncing from foster house to foster house. His name was James Baker. At the time, I saw him as a great role model and decided to steal his last name.”

      “Nice.”

      “Exactly.” He takes a glimpse at his watch. “There’s another reason why I like this place.” He throws up his right hand, fingers splayed. They drop by the second. “Listen.”

      The bellow of an electric guitar breaks through the silence and is followed by a drum and a bass. Another instrument plays that I can’t place. “Sounds like a band is maybe, practicing for a set.” It’s as entertaining as it is soothing; the alternative beat playing in the distance. “Gosh,” I whisper, closing my eyes, letting their tunes take me away.

      We sit back in the cart of the Tilt-A-Whirl, two bags of fries between us, listening for over an hour to the band shift from soft rock to hard, forcing my heart to pound hard to match their beat and slow when they play a rhythm that nearly makes me cry. There are no words, at least not loud enough to hear. There is just an emotion of cords blessing the night with their grace.

      “They do this every Tuesday, Wednesday, and Friday night at the same time. Cool, right?”

      “Definitely,” I agree.

      From my periphery, I catch his head turn my direction and his eyes look me over. His lips part, and from them ask, “Are you warmed up yet?”

      I breathe a chuckle. “Yeah.”

      “So, Tracey Warren, why do you have that sad look in your eyes?”

      I meet his eyes and hold his gaze. Slowly, the words drawl pass my lips, “My boyfriend died a couple years ago, shortly after I lost my mother and father. I don’t have anyone.” Looking away from him, I bite my lip to curse myself. “I actually have his family. My brother, and cousin, my nephew, my friend.”

      “But you have this lonely sentiment about you.”

      “Nothing replaces them.”

      “I know how that feels. I’m about the same, but I have a few friends who I can depend on. They keep the smile intact if you know what I mean.”

      “Yes,” I’m quick to reply, “I do. He did that for me after my parents were murdered. For a very short time, I was happy. We were happy, I’d like to think. He seemed happy. But, now, I don’t think I’ve ever experienced the full of his happiness. We were going to move. I lived my entire life in Bennington, but I’m sure he’d seen all corners of the world, and though he didn’t want to leave his family, for me, he was going to.”

      “You two were a real-life couple,” he emphasizes, as if it’s common to be a fake-life couple in his world. “That’s cool. I hear, from the perspective of others, that it’s nice to know love at least once, even if it dies. At least, for the rest of your life you’ll feel the happiness he brought you rather than if he dissed you.”

      “I miss him,” I whisper.

      “I can tell.”

      “You’ve never loved anyone?” I look away when I ask this, scared of seeing the glimmer of care in his eyes for someone other than me.

      “Nah. I’ve never really had the time or space for that kind of relationship. Plus. . . no girl in her right mind should want to be with a man like me.” Meeting my eyes, he states, “the outside may glitter, but the insides damn sure aren’t gold.”

      Well. . .that makes sense. His darkness is something he doesn’t display but it’s still an active part of his life. So, nothing has changed about him. This, the man sitting next to me with the greatest demeanor on the planet Earth, who appears to look at the glass half full, is only a façade. . .?

      I was warned to not fall for things that seem unreal. But he doesn’t seem to want to capture me. Before I say my next words, I juggle how dangerous they may be, what damage can come from them. But, before I can release it, he says, “I’m sorry to hear about your family. About your guy. You can really tell you miss him.”

      I don’t get the urge to cry, nor do I feel heavy from his words. Instead, they make me smile, they make me remember. Laughing once, I say, “I do. It wasn’t great every day. . . It was enough though. He was enough.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, you’re not the only one who’s lost a mate. It happens to more people than you think.”

      “A mate. . .”

      Nodding, he says, “Yeah. Like someone you believe you belong with for the rest of your life. It’s a thing you know. Monogamous relationships.”

      Rubbing my naked arms, I say, “I’m kind of ready to go. It’s getting a little cold, and I need to check on my nephew.”

      Nathan climbs out of the Tilt-A-Whirl and keeps it from spinning as I get out. “I think you’re holding up pretty well, Tracey Warren. Even with all your inconveniences.”

      “Thanks. It took me while to get here. But, I’m fine. Will I see you again?” I ask when get in the car.

      “Sure. You know my last name, and I know yours, that means we’re pals.”

      I shake my head, smile lifting my cheeks. “Nice.”

      I drop Nathan back off at the bowling alley. He leaves with a “See you around.” I miss him already.

      There’s not much time I can sit beside him pretending. While I want to suck up every minute, I can’t do it and pretend like I don’t know the real story of his life, like my heart doesn’t beat in his chest!

      It was great, he was great, but, he also wasn’t. He was the Nate I wanted to have when our days got darker than the light we swore we possessed, just not the Nathan who knew me as his mate.
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      “Tracey!” Jason yells, flying down the slide, arms high in the air. His screaming laughs are loud and his smile is as adorable as the way he says my name.

      “I’m going to catch you!” I sing, crouching to snatch him up before he’ll hit the ground at the end of the slide.

      “Yay!”

      Putting him back down, I ask, “Are you hungry yet, Jason? I brought snacks!”

      “Snack!” he cheers. “I love the snacks,” he sings with a growl that he’s seen a character do on a kid show he watches.

      My phone rings as I’m placing a plate in front of Jason. It’s Nathan. My stomach hits the lowest part of my butt, and I suddenly feel like I’m going to barf. “Hel-lo?”

      “Hey. I think you should’ve worn a pink shirt with those pink and white Nikes instead of a white one.”

      After looking down at my shirt, I lift my curious gaze to search the park. “How do you know what I’m wearing, Stalker?”

      “Is that your nephew who’s with you?”

      “Nate, how are you doing this?” I stand to get a better look, wishing I had spotted him before he did me.

      “What’s his name?”

      “Why are you ignoring my questions?”

      Nathan laughs and asks again, “What is his name?”

      “Jason.”

      “Hi, Jason,” comes from behind me, a replica of Nate Baker’s upbeat voice. Jason waves excitedly, never looking up, blabbering “Hi” over his mouth full of grapes.

      “So, you are a stalker!” I exclaim, sitting back down. “How long have you been watching me?”

      Laughing, Nathan says, “I actually overheard your voice talking about snacks and thought I’d freak you out. I’m Nate, Jason. How you doing, little buddy?”

      Jason lifts his head and his eyes light up. Excitedly he sings, “Natan!” he struggles to get off the bench, and I catch him before he can. “No, Tracey. I want to hug him.” Looking back at Nathan, I realize what caused Jason’s excitement.

      “No. That’s not Natan,” I purposely mess up the name. “He just looks like him.”

      “He’s not? Are you positive?” Sadly, Jason lowers his arms.

      I shake my head, keeping my smile. “But, you’ll see him when we get home.” This settles Jason’s depression, and he returns to eating his snack. “Natan is his uncle, you two kinda resemble with the way you wear your hair,” I lie.

      “It’s cool. Jason, did your aunty make you a tasty snack?” Unlike most people we meet outside, who speak to him in a baby voice, Nathan addresses Jason normally, and I appreciate that.

      Jason babbles a jumble of words Nate Baker is not going to understand, so I take the liberty to translate, “He said—”

      Nathan waves me off. “Tracey made good snack. I love grapes and juice.”

      Shocked, I ask, “You have kids?”

      “No. But I understood him. He speaks pretty well.” Putting out his hand, Nathan asks, “Can I have one of your crackers?”

      Jason takes up a cracker, sucks the salt off it and then places it in Nathan’s hand. “Jace, Nate doesn’t want a cracker that’s been in your mouth. Maybe he’d like a fresh one.”

      “Um, Tracey. He’s fine. We’ve got it.”

      Giving Nathan a smug smile, I nod. “Well excuse me.” To Jason, I give him a big encouraging smile. He nods once.

      “You’re excused, Mom. Jason, thank you very much for your generosity. My friend’s daughter won’t even give me a piece of her candy! You’ll grow up to be a nice young man!”

      Jason claps, singing, “Being nice pays off. Being nice is fun. Being nice is. . .” he continues with a song he heard on the kid radio station on our way to the park.

      Bumping my shoulder, Nathan asks, “What are you doing tonight?”

      I shake my head. “What’s up?”

      “There’s some local bands playing at the Blue Lounge, and our favorite band has a spot. You want to go? We can meet up.”

      “Sure! Where?”

      “Well, there’s no point of driving two cars, and since you have this issue with sharing your address, you can meet me there.”

      I nod. “Sounds good. You’ll text me the address, and I’ll plug it into the GPS.”

      “In your fancy car? Where do you work that lets you afford a Mercedes?”

      Lifting my shoulders, I get my emotions in check before admitting, “It belonged to my boyfriend. It’s not my car.”

      Standing, Nathan says, “Oh okay. I’ll see you later, Jason.” He puts out his hand for Jason to shake and to my surprise, Jason stick his in his. “Nice to meet you!”

      “Bye, Nate. See you later.” I lean my elbow on the picnic table and watch Jason finish his food.

      Our meet ups, over the past couple of weeks have been short and pleasantly innocent. Maybe friendship is fate too. We’ve hung out a few times a week, where I can fit him into my school and work schedule; we’ve caught matinees, went out for lunch, chatted over the melodies of the live band in the night, we even did a buddy painting that came out horrible.

      Day by day, I grow more and more comfortable with the way things are instead of hoping for the way things used to be. He’s more than I can ask for, and dare I say, it’s been better than when we were mated. But, I do miss his kiss, and his hold, I even miss his eyes changing colors. He never lets it slip, always portraying himself as human. So, I also miss the trust he had in me. But. . . Nathan’s free as a bird, light as a feather, and as open as the sky. He laughs a lot, smiles even more, and welcomes adventure without the worry of looking over his shoulder.

      Every moment I’m around him, though we’re not mated in his mind, through talks and hanging out together, little by little, he’s sucking the sadness from me.

      I’m grateful and don’t want to give it up.

      Before leaving the park, I mention to Jason, that it was the way “the guy at the park” wore his hair that reminded him of his Little Nathan. He was convinced, but the guilt of lying to them has been eating me up since I confirmed this guy is no Qualm, but my mate with memory loss.

      Yes, their brother, their cousin.

      But to tell them would be stealing Nathan’s freedom, this happiness. To bring him back in our world would be selfish.
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      Taylor’s asleep when Jason and I make it in. Instead of waking her, Jason sits in the living room with Carmen, and I race through a shower but take an hour finding the perfect outfit. It’s a lounge with live music, so do I wear a skirt with a long sleeve shirt, jeans with boots, maybe I should wear a sweater? Ugh.

      He’s my friend. We’re friends. I’m his friend. Though we’re friends—just friends—I want to look nice for him. I want him to think I look nice. But we’re just friends, and I shouldn’t care if he thinks I look nice. We’re only hanging out, not dating.

      I go for boots, jeans, a long sleeve shirt and will throw on a black jacket.

      The late afternoon flies by. I wait for everyone to get settled in their rooms before I head out. Starting the car, I shift it in drive and roll onto the street before accelerating.

      I park along the street, a block away from the place we’re meeting up. There are a ton of people milling about, girls in high heels plowing down the sidewalk, men smelling of hard liqueur and tobacco.

      Nathan texts me, letting me know he’s standing outside the door of Blue Lounge.

      I exit the car and triple lock the doors, hoping no one tries to break into it. This side of town looks shady and there’s too many people standing about, eyeing this person or that, waiting for something. I don’t let it deter me, but I make sure to clutch my wallet close to my side and walk quickly to the lounge.

      Nathan and I enter together. It’s far too loud to chat, but we find a two-seater table in a corner, near the stage. A bowl of peanuts sits in the middle of the small round table. It’s night in this place, the only light beaming on the stage. Those who want to dance have a floor right in front of the stage to do so, and surrounding it are four to two-seater tables. Beyond two rows of these round tables is the bar, making the waitresses bustle around the small space convenient.

      Next to me, Nathan sits, bobbing his head to the music, snagging a peanut or two, and throwing them in his mouth. I stare at him hard, willing film after film to cover my eyes, willing my ability to see beyond the appearance presented. I purposely brush his hand when reaching for the peanut bowl, hoping some kind of feeling will tip me off to who he really is.

      When our eyes meet, once, my heart goes insane. It sends a million shivers and certainties waving over me. A voice even says, “rest assured, Tracey, he’s real.” Is he? And if he is alive, who was it I saw get murdered, who’s pain did I feel, who’s aching was I suffering through, who’s separation and death have I been living through the past, nearly, four years?

      We’re leaving before the last band plays.

      “I’ve got a killer sweet tooth. Mind killing more time with me?”

      Killing time. . . I wish. “Sure,” I say. “But I’m going to move my car. I parked over a block away. Where’d you park?”

      “I didn’t. I live about five blocks from here, so I walked. Parking is horrible tonight.”

      Popping up my eyebrows, I mutter, “You don’t say.”

      “How about you drive us to some ice cream that way your baby can stay with you.”

      “Cool. I’m parked this way.”
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      It’s still early, and long before the stores on the pier close. Nathan offers to buy my ice cream, but I decline and cover my own cost. Down the pier, we stroll side by side, to the very end, where we prop our elbows on the wood railing.

      A night boat’s passing and the people on it wave to those of us crowding the dock.

      Nathan turns his back to the water and leans against the railing. “What time is curfew?” he licks his spoon and looks down at me from the corner of his eye.

      “I’ve got class in the morning, work in the evening, my brother and cousin have late nights, so I’ll be watching Jason all night, then back up and ready for it again the next day.”

      “You’ll be busy tomorrow,” he states matter-of-factly. “What year are you?”

      Shamefully, I admit, “Freshman.”

      “Losing your family held you back?”

      “Yeah. Exactly.” My embarrassment eases with his acceptance. “But, it’s been easy getting back into the flow of things. I thought it would be hard. What about you? What’s your hobby?”

      “Oh,” he carries before scooping the last of his ice cream from his cup. “Engineering and graphic designs. I do a lot of website design and digital architecture.”

      “They pay you to do that? Sit at home and drag your mouse around your computer.”

      “Yep,” he says with a quick nod.

      “I guess, as long as you love what you do, you’re never working.”

      “Very true.” Nathan stuffs his empty cup beneath mine that’s only half empty. “If you could be doing anything else right now, anywhere in the world, what would it be?”

      Little do you know, Nathan. . . I ponder over my answer, finding it hard to come up with something other than the obvious. “Hmmm. I’d be on a hot air balloon ride in Morocco.”

      “Morocco?” he snorts.

      “Had I known I’d be judged for my answer, I wouldn’t have.”

      “No. No.” he chuckles. “I’m sorry. I just meant, you know, not many people say hot air ballooning in Morocco. It just caught me off guard. But I dig it.”

      “Excuse me for being different.”

      Nathan drags his gaze away from me, saying, “Different is good, Tracey. Refreshing. I was talking to this chick the other day, and she said on a beach in Orlando with me rubbing her feet.”

      I laugh at the amount of disgust in him over her response.

      “I ask you, anywhere in the world, and you want to go to Orlando? And I have to be rubbing your feet? We could be feeding starving children or something. Maybe zip lining through the rain forest. We could be cleaning the fucking ocean and freeing sea turtles from human trash, but this girl got me rubbing her stinking ass feet!”

      “Nate,” I blurt, laughing. “Stop.”

      “I’m serious, Tracey.”

      “I can tell,” I say in my laugh. “And after the feed the children, and freeing sea turtles, I feel bad that all I want to do is fly over the desert.”

      He bumps my arm with his elbow. “Hey. Your response was refreshing.”

      I lean over on my elbows, and look over at the water. The moon grabs my attention and peaking up at it through my lashes brings me to think of the time.

      “We’ve been out here for hours,” I say, stuffing my phone back in my pocket. “I better head home. It’s one in the morning.”

      “Shit! Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      For hours, walking along the bank, sitting on the rocks under the pier, skipping rocks along the water, Nathan and I have chatted about everything but why the sky looks black at night and at what point does the universe end. Nothing felt too personal and we each seemed a little too comfortable spending so much of each other’s time running our mouths. But, it was perfect.

      I drop Nathan off at his apartment, and he keeps me on the phone until I pull in the driveway.

      “I’ve made it home safely. Good night, Nate.”

      “Night, Tracey. I’ll call you in a few days, or you know, I don’t have to be the only one who makes first contact. Phones work both ways.”

      “Mind if I call you when I get out of class tomorrow?

      “Go for it. Bye.”
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      “What’s up with those bags under your eyes, Tracey?”

      “Bags?” Shannon runs over to us, snatches me by my shoulders, and whips me around to face her. “Don’t tell me you got out of the house last night and did some partying!”

      I shuffle out of her hands, and correct, “I didn’t. Just stayed up pretty late talking to a friend.”

      “Oooh. Sounds to me like Tracey got her a swoon.” She pats her hips and flips her hair. Her excited smile tells me to reveal some kinky secret, but there’s nothing to tell.

      “All I can tell you two is, I’m ready to go home and pass out.”

      They giggle, and Shannon adds, “Tracey was up all night with a hottie who blew her back out!” taking my little information to the next level. “Well it’s about damn time you started getting some action, Tracey. Watching you mope around here was getting exhausting.”

      I don’t know why I even played into their naughty thoughts. Sitting back on the barstool, I reopen my textbook. It’s slow as molasses today, and I spend most of the time outlining my Humanities essay due in a couple of weeks.

      The door dings as someone enters. “Welcome in!” We say in unison.

      “Oh,” Crystal chirps, “it’s just Tracey’s brother.”

      I look over my shoulder. “Shit,” I mutter under my breath, hurrying to climb off the bar stool and quickly cross the floor. Greeting Nathan, I coolly grab him by the arm, leading him back outside. “Hey. What’s up?” I ask.

      “I can ask you the same thing. Why’d she call me your brother? Why are you in such a rush to get me out of there?”

      I rake my hand through my tangled curls and rack my brain for a convincing lie. “They were already hassling me about hooking up with some guy last night. You popping up will have thinking they have the answers to the top secret, ‘who had Tracey up all night, blowing her back out’ question.”

      Squinting, he quips inquisitively, “Blowing her back out. . .?”

      I shake my head. “That’s literally what she just said. Sex is the only reason for these tired bags under my eyes,” I point.

      “Then you’re ashamed of people thinking I’m blowing your back out at two in the morning.” Turning down the corners of his mouth, he adds, “You don’t think I’m cute enough to sleep with and get your back blown out? Or don’t you think I’m capable of blowing your back out?” He’s smirking, denting a dimple in his cheek.

      How I want to answer that question is bitten back and swallowed down. Instead, I throw my palm against my forehead. “You’re making this weird, Nate.” Chuckling, I meet his eyes and ask, “What do you want?”

      “To surprise you. And . . .” he carries, and quickly spills, “I got you something, and I needed to immediately show it to you because I can’t keep secrets, although I wanted to give it to you this weekend.”

      “Whoa. Slow down, Sonic.”

      He pulls his backpack around his shoulder and drags out a medium-size square box. “Here. You need open it right now.” I’m laughing at his anxiousness; him bouncing on his toes and nearly snatching the top off the box for me. “Chocolate covered Twinkies!” he cheers. “Surprise!”

      “Oh my gosh! I love Twinkies!”

      “I know. You told me. And these,” he points, “Are covered in chocolate. Keep digging and there’s one those beaded bracelets you’re always looking at on other people. It’s green, something for healing. But,” he emphasizes, “The Twinkies are most important.”

      I throw my arms around his neck and lay a kiss beneath his ear. I didn’t intend to, but it happened, and after my lips are connected with his skin, I try to make it as quick and emotionless as possible. But when he draws back and avoids my eyes, I can tell he may know there’s love behind it.

      He covers his falter. “Don’t eat those all at once, and you better save me one.”

      “Of course,” I mutter, a hole growing in my stomach, and sucking everything within me in into it. “Thank you so much. This is perfect.”

      “I can tell.” Throwing his backpack back on his shoulder, he asks, “What are you up to today? Mind if I steal you. I want to check out that new action movie that came out last weekend and I don’t want to go by myself.”

      “Oh yeah. Okay. Let’s do it. But you’ll have to give me a ride because I got dropped off.”

      “What time are you off?”

      “In about an hour.”

      “Okay. I’ll stick around.”

      I leave Nathan with my gift and my school bag, so I can walk out the door when the clock strikes seven. To Little Nathan and Carmen, I let them know I’ll be skipping out on our midnight study session to hang out with some friends instead. They are super okay with this, as they’ve both been trying to get me out of the house for a very long time.

      Crystal and Shannon are okay with me skipping out on cleaning the shop. My only discontentment in tonight’s ventures is that I have to walk around smelling like ground coffee beans, which Nathan is so kind to point out when I get in the car.

      “If you don’t mind, I don’t mind,” he says.

      “I totally mind. But it’s okay. Let’s catch this three-hour movie.”

      “Damn. . . Is it three hours?” He drives out of the parking lot, around the corner to the movie theater. Over an extra-large bag of popcorn and an extra-large drink we stuff two straws in, we enjoy a movie we both are horrible at staying quiet while watching.

      “I have something I need to confess,” Nathan says as we’re walking back to his car. His gleeful mood plummets and heavy emotions shove his brows into an uneasy scowl. Hazel-brown eyes look away from me. Whatever it is, it’s really bringing him down.

      I don’t like it.

      We’re in the car when I ask, “What? What’s wrong?”

      “Mind if we go out to the fair? We’ve got about an hour before they finish playing.”

      Without a care for the time, I nod, and stare at him the entire ride, eagerly waiting for him to reveal his sadness.

      In the Tilt-A-Whirl, he props his feet up on the bar, and I sit beside him, closer than I usually would, as I figure that maybe he just doesn’t want to be alone while he’s dealing with whatever is bothering him.

      “I saw my father for the first time today,” he says, nearly too low for me to hear.

      I start to blurt, ‘Papa Nathan?!’ but doubt it. “What?” I gasp instead. “How’d this happen?”

      “He’s all, I know I wasn’t there, and you had to grow up with a family. But I’m here now, and we can start from scratch. Then, we chat for a bit. I’m willing to give anyone a chance. You know, never being too quick to judge.”

      “Okay. . .”

      “He coughs and he’s like, I’m dying and have been on the donor list for years and can’t find a match or it doesn’t work out.”

      “What the hell does he need you to donate?”

      Nathan shrugs. “I didn’t even stay to find out. I got so angry, Tracey. And I don’t know why I allowed it to make me so angry. But damn did I want to smash his face against the table repeatedly, and just watch his blood pour from his nose and stain his face.” He clears his throat and nervously meets my eyes. “I don’t mean that literally. That could kill him, and I don’t mean I’d kill this guy.”

      There’s a glimmer in his eyes that says otherwise, but I don’t fight him on it. “I get it. You’re just angry.”

      “I’ve always wanted so bad to have a family. To not be alone. And this asshole comes milking that desire. Son of a bitch,” he mutters. “Sorry. I just didn’t want to be by myself tonight. Today. That’s the real reason I popped up at your job today, and stole you away from your people. I’ve got some friends, but not that I can be. . .”

      “Vulnerable with,” I offer.

      “I don’t like that soft ass word. But, be honest with. Or angry with. Or let me express myself without making them uncomfortable. I didn’t know if you would or not, but I don’t know. I guess I’m comfortable enough with you to be myself.”

      “You’re not always this happy-go-lucky cute guy with a heart of kindness who’d help a girl juggling bags by getting a door for her, or give her a towel when her smoothie smashed in her face?”

      He laughs once. “Kind of.” He goes quiet, and for a very long time. Papa Nathan is dead. There’s no way whoever this man was, was him. So, what would be trying to convince Nathan he was his father? And after all this time. . .?

      The band stopped playing hours ago. It’s just us, and the rides squeaking from the wind blowing them a bit too roughly.

      “What’s on your mind, Tracey,” he asks as if I was the one who had a bad day.

      I want to grab your hand and kiss the knuckle of your thumb as I’m pushing a happiness in you that I hope will turn you into the man I’ve grown used to over the past months. I want you to look at me with familiar eyes and know exactly who I am to you so I didn’t have to pretend that I’m not missing you waking up next to me, that I’m not craving your kiss, that I’m not dying for you to hold me in your arms while you put me to sleep when the night terrors haunt me. “Too much to admit to,” I answer honestly.

      “Want me to drop you off at home?”

      “No.” I snuggle closer to him and lay my head on his shoulder. He adjusts to wrap his around me, and I lay against him. “Whenever you’re ready to go, then I am. No rush.”

      I end up falling asleep against him. He doesn’t mention it. Though the nap is short, it was the best thirty minutes I’ve had in a long time.

      “Next weekend. Want to go on a road trip?”

      “Um. . .”

      “No pressure. I’m going so if you don’t, I won’t be around for a couple of days.”

      Shit. . . Yes, I definitely want to go, but I can’t go missing for days. Everyone’s already been up my ass about where I’ve been most nights, and lying about Nathan is really weighing on me. But, “Yes. Let’s do it.”

      “Cool! Thanks for tonight. Sorry I bombarded you with my shit.”

      “What else are friends for, Nate?”

      Waggling his brows, he says, “You’d be surprised. See you later, Tracey.”

      I enter a quiet house and creep to my bedroom where I don’t bother to change my clothes. I fall onto the bed, exhausted, and praying the alarm clock has mercy when it’s ready to go off in a few hours.
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      Thank sweet baby Jesus I don’t have to work today. I can hear the bed calling me from the driveway. I don’t bother parking in the garage. Out of the car and up to my room, I make it to the entrance and crawl my tired legs across the floor. Lying next to the bed, I snatch down a pillow and the cover and close my eyes just long enough to doze off.

      “Tracey?” Laine comes in.

      I grumble. “Please, just ten minutes.” Nathan and I had plans today after I got out of class and I couldn’t believe how happy I was when he canceled. He got the opportunity to design a website for some huge property developer that would bring him in a couple thousand bucks, said he’ll spend the next few days doing that and hoped I wouldn’t mind. Surprisingly, he was embarrassed about last night, allowing his vulnerability to show and our friendship maturing to a place where he could do so, so fast. It took over a month to get to this point. That was forever for me. But, I kindly let him know to take as much time as he needed, and I’d be around whenever he needed me.

      “Why are you on the floor?” Laine asks.

      “I was too tired to make it to the bed,” I mumble, also too tired to open my mouth wider.

      Laine sits with his back to the bed, in a clear enough view for me to part my lids and look downward to see him. “What?”

      “It’s been really quiet,” he says.

      “Eerie quiet,” Little Nathan lays across the bed.

      I’m getting nervous. “Why are both of you in here?”

      “Why have you been sneaking out of the house the last couple of months? What are you doing?”

      “You’ve been sneaking out of the house?” Laine asks. His accent peaking the syllables of his high-pitched interrogation. “What’s going on? Are you going back to your apartment?”

      “Not any more. . .” I mutter. “Nothing. I’ve just. Um. Taking strolls. Sitting under the moon. Stuff. Hanging out with a few friends.” I avoid Little Nathan’s eyes, sometimes feelings like he can read the lies in my eyes. “Anything to keep my mind busy enough.”

      Laine rubs my lower leg. “You’ll be fine. Back to what I was saying. It’s been quiet, right? No visitors? No Qualms popping up? Even that one guy. . . uh.”

      “Tarleton. Well, that’s who he looks like,” Little Nathan says.

      “His name is Chislon.”

      “That’s it,” Laine says with a snap. “Without you,” he scoffs, rolling his eyes, “we’ve been meeting with Nemanites and Mulens, and on a search for as much information as we can to find out why the Qualms suddenly started flooding into our lands and stealing people’s bodies.”

      “And I suppose you found something?” I say, pulling the cover over my shoulder.

      “They’ve retreated into observing, in search of their seeing of death.”

      “We think,” Little Nathan emphasizes. “We’re not one hundred percent, but it seems like they’ve gone astray with their hunt. This is why we’ve not seen them around, or coming after you.”

      “Great,” I cheer dryly. “I’m no longer on Laine’s hit list.” I laugh softly, ribs sore from my uncomfortable laying position when I slept against Nathan last night.

      Laine pops me in the knee. “Maybe I was wrong about you, but that means nothing. We wanted to give you the news, but I’d still stay under their radar if I were you. They did want you for a reason. We just don’t know what that was.”

      And to mention Chislon’s warning, and what they’ve put me through. There was definitely something they wanted. I’ll find out eventually. But first, I can’t leave Nathan in the dark and live this new life with him. I’m tired of lying.

      My phone buzzes beneath me. It goes ignored. It goes off again.

      Laine and Little Nathan have gotten comfortable; Little Nathan’s on the bed, snoring, and Laine sits with his legs crossed over mine, playing or whatever on his phone.

      As I’m dozing, the phone rings again.

      “You gonna get that?” Laine drones.

      I turn the phone over to Nathan’s name staring back at me. I answer it, smashing the volume button to turn him all the way down. “Hi,” I answer casually.

      “Hey, you remember when you’d call somebody and have to ask to speak with them? Because a household would share a landline.” He laughs. “I used to hate that.”

      “Did you call me to reminisce about communication methods?”

      “Not really. You get some sleep? Sorry I kept you up so late last night.”

      “Don’t worry about it. You mind if I call you later. I’m kind of in the middle of something.”

      “No, you’re not, Black Eyes,” Laine says standing. “Why lie?”

      Because it’s the only way I can be around him. “Please shut up.”

      Nathan’s over talking me. “If you want to go out tonight, there’s a party. I know I said I was going to stay in, but I hit a road block and need to give my brain a break. Get some new ideas. So, tonight?”

      “Of course.”

      “K. pick me up at ten. I’ll text you the address.”

      “Bye.”

      Laine’s standing in the doorway, looking over his shoulder. “You’ll be sneaking out again tonight?”

      “No. Mind your business.” I pull the cover over my head and force myself to sleep.
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      “Nate, I’m outside if you’re ready to come down.”

      “I’ll be down in two minutes. It takes me a minute to get the TV to turn off.”

      Laughing, I mumble, “Okay.”

      He’s out in more like five and gets in the passenger’s seat. I wait for his greeting, but he says nothing as he pulls on his seatbelt. It’s not until he’s settled that he asks, “Do you mind alcohol?”

      “I don’t drink. But I don’t mind it.”

      “Cool. I’m not drinking either.”

      “You don’t or you’re just not drinking tonight?”

      “I do. But, I only do so away from people when I’ve had a really fucked up day and need to be numb for a bit. I’m a stranger to you, why were you so willing to chill with me?”

      “That’s an off-topic question,” I say nervously. I’d not thought about it, if this question came up, what I’d say. I’ve never really dated or randomly met people outside of school or just met up places and made friends, like Shannon often talks about doing. I’ve hoped the approach that I’ve been taking with Nathan was normal, and he’d not made mention of it so I went with it. “That’s how friends become friends, right?”

      “But why us? Grant it, I’m a damn good friend to have, but you don’t seem like the type to go out with a stranger, especially after what you’ve gone through.”

      Scraping my nail across my eyebrow, I mutter, “Well, I am.”

      “You’re not. I can tell. Plus, there’s that look in your eyes. . . The sadness. You try to hide it. You do a good job at it too. But. . .” Our eyes meet and the seconds crawl by as he, maybe, studies me. “It’s there. Something is there, but at the same time, something is missing. I’m not sure what to make of it, but it’s a pure part of your personality.” Nathan brushes my bangs from my eye, his thumb grazing my brow then cheek when he tucks my hair behind my ear. “Tell me your secrets, Tracey.” I playfully swat his hand away, but I want to react differently; to kiss his palm before leaning forward and kissing his mouth. I inhale, turning away from him, loving the way his cologne tickles my nose and washes the inside of my chest with warm bubbles and rushing water.

      Starting the car, I state, “I’m still standing. I’m trying not to allow things I’ve gone through define who I am or control me. And there’s a lot that wants to control me, that wants to take me over, that lives to murder me too. I won’t let it make me into the darkness it desires. You’re different from the rest. You don’t seem to care much about what I can do for you, but you just accept my existence. Rather that be near you or away.”

      “Then, are you saying that I fill a hole, because I’d accept that.”

      Pinching my lips to the side, I bite back my laugh. “Oh my gosh, Nate. You do,” I say, chuckling. “There, you happy. I admitted it.”

      Pulling his baseball cap to just above his brows, he says, “Yes. I am happy now. Start driving, aunty! We’ve got a party to get to.”

      And, a party it is. A normal human party, it would seem. I see through a lot of these people though. But, as easy as it is to see through most of them, I can’t see the Burdened in Nathan. He’s just a guy, even with every layer slapped over my eyes. I chat with his friends and stay clear of the alcohol, but indulge in the fruit punch mixture they have on the opposite end of the kitchen from liquor. Someone said it was separated like this for the ‘non-alcoholics.’

      I don’t dance, just observe, making sure to keep an eye out for my surroundings, making sure no one’s going to try to attack me. There’s this one boy, standing in the corner—been there all night—with his shoulder holding his weight against the wall. Every time I glance to that direction, he grabs my eyes. Sharp gray eyes I make out in the dimly lit, crowded room. He knows me. I can tell by the watchful expression in his stare. When I move, his gaze moves with me, and he’s not at all discrete about it.

      I feel about the room, trying to catch his presence over the others. It’s too hard to place, and I move in closer. As I’m blinking a couple of layers over my eyes, I cross the room to near him.

      “I was wondering when you were going to come over here,” he whispers. I’m feet away, and he knows I hear him clearly over the crowd, over the music, over the shuffle of pants and the swish of dresses. “Are you going to introduce yourself, or watch me from a distance?” he asks.

      “Like you’ve been doing,” I offer. “What is it?”

      “You shouldn’t be here . . . with him. You know that, don’t you?”

      “And who are you?”

      “A very important play in your game. I’m certain he doesn’t remember you as his mate, and for some reason, you aren’t in a rush to tell him. Why?”

      I step back, fixing the stranger with a contemplative glare as I gather my words. “You have the wrong girl.”

      “Do I?” he asks. A shimmer of light passes over his eyes. “Love and Death. . .? It’s only because of Laine why your eyes remain in your skull. We’ve wanted to gouge them out since the day that feather burned into your cheek.” I smack his hand away from his attempt to touch my face. “Be careful,” he warns, stuffing his hands in his pockets.

      I turn away, and he catches me by the crux of my arm. “Let me go,” I order through my teeth. “You don’t know me.”

      “Maybe you’re too selfish to tell him the truth,” he marvels. Smirking he quips, “I’ll tell him for you.” Moving away from the wall, he streaks across the room, faster than I can blink. Faster than anyone in here saw. Intruding on Nathan’s group’s conversation, he greets him with a hand shake and a smile.

      I’m at Nathan’s back before they can complete their greeting. “Hey. Where’ve you been,” Nathan asks me. He throws his arm across my shoulders and drops a kiss at the top of my head.

      A devilish grin slithers across the stranger’s face as he excitedly remarks, “She’s been talking to me.” There’s something off about him and whatever it is, it’s to ruin me. His electric white eyes and silver hair encourage me to pull a card that will turn this in my favor. Nemanite. The disgust Sephlems have for them. Assuming Nathan’s friends are also Sephlems, I calculate my next move expertly to use that dislike to my advantage.

      “You two know each other?” Nathan asks, light-hearted voice growing dark. A dark tone that I am familiar with.

      “No. I’ve never seen him before. I was interested in knowing how he got his air so silver and why his eyes looked so electric. It was peculiar to me.”

      The group of five lifts their gaze from me to the boy. His smile morphs into the hint of a scowl, warning them against their attack. “Well played,” he mutters as if he knows my strategy. “If you ever have a minute alone, Nate. Talk to me. I think you’ll benefit from some information I know.”

      “Doubt it,” Nathan states with an edge of threat coating his words. If there’s one thing I can always rely on, it’s the hate Burdeneds have for Nemanites. “You okay?” he asks me.

      “Peachy,” I squeak, moving aside as the stranger passes, yet still manages to bump me.

      Before he can flee, Nathan snatches him by his shoulder, “Dude, say excuse me.”

      Meeting my eyes, another light flashes over his eyes before he blinks. Smirking, his sorry crawls from his lips like a snake would make its way across a wall, slimy but with ease. I ignore him, turning back to finish my punch.

      “You sure you okay?” Nathan asks. “These people can be little weird at these parties.”

      Pinching my nose, I assure, “I’m fine. I’ve been around much worse.”

      “You wanna dance? We can party together the rest of the night, that way no more weirdos bother you.”

      Chuckling, I say, “Sure.”

      We dance and laugh, but only for minutes when he catches me by my arms before I can fall. “You’ve been drinking?” he asks, helping me find a seat.

      I shake my head, worsening the effects of my nausea.

      Kneeling in front of me, Nathan orders, “Tell me what you’re feeling.” The aggression of his demand thunders through my ears. I throw my hands over them, and he grabs my wrists. A piercing anger’s in his eyes when I meet his gaze. Peacefully he asks, “Can you tell me what you’re feeling?”

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I grumble, “I’m dizzy. The room’s—no, I’m spinning, water’s beneath my feet and rushing through my ears.” I look up at a wavy haze. “Am I floating?” I admire, spreading my arms out at my sides.

      “Come on.” He lifts me to my feet. “We need to leave.” I stumble at his side, and he hurries us from the apartment, down a slippery flight of stairs and outside to the intoxicating air.

      My feet don’t touch the ground. I’m skipping across every available cloud, dancing on the wind as it carries me to my next step. I do a cartwheel or two, and sing Jingle Bells. “I love this song!” I tell the world and sing it again. Giggling, I find a seat. . . Maybe. My bodies a bubble, a helium filled ecstatic bubble.

      There’s a click that reminds me of a song with a bass that bangs so hard my speakers shake. I beatbox the beat I remember.

      “Don’t move, Tracey.” I search the haze, but everything’s a blur. “What did you do?” Malevolently comes from a gap of air that floats pass me.

      A laugh shakes my water. “Nothing.”

      Thunder after thunder rocks the waters, shifting me from one side of the sea to the other. I joyfully ride the waves, giggles sending my happy to the floating creatures around me. They smile and bang their heads to my sick beats.

      “I’ll take care you. Don’t worry. It’ll ware off shortly,” a shark advises
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      I thrash upward in search of something to spew the burning barf charging up my throat into.

      “Right here.”

      My hair is pulled back as I heave, over and over, into splashing water. A towel scrapes over my mouth when I slump against something straight and hard. “Argh,” I grumble, queasy and nauseous.

      It’s dark, just a slither of light is creeping in from a covered window, slicing across the faucet of a sink. “I’m freezing,” I say, swallowing hard.

      A figure moves beside me, sliding across the cold tile floor. “Here,” Nathan drawls, pushing his arm around my shoulders. “You’ll probably need to go another round, and then it’ll be better.” He’s rubbing my arms up and down, friction causing warmth to counter the chill.

      “What?”

      “Somebody slipped you something last night. I kicked his ass then brought you back to my place. You were really fucked up.” He clears his throat. “I’m so sorry, Tracey.”

      I jump to my knees and hunch back over the toilet, throwing up the remainder of my stomach, sure after this one, there’s nothing left on the inside of my body but blood and bones. Maybe just bones with how weak I feel. “This is so disgusting. You don’t need to stay in here,” I say with my words echoing off the walls of the toilet bowl.

      Nathan rubs my back, as he’s pulling my hair back again. “I do actually.” When he helps me sit back, I lay my head on his lap, and he places his hand over my stomach. I flinch when he touches me there. “Sorry. You took a pretty hard fall. It’s probably still bruised.” A cool towel daps my forehead and then the corners of my mouth.

      There’s a heavy sigh that expels from me and damn does my stomach hurt. Dammit! The last thing I need is to go home bruised. “Oh my gosh, Nate!”

      “What!” he blurts, jumping to his knees, eager to help.

      My hands are planted to the tile, and I’m unable to keep my balance. “Did you say last night? As in, I’m now in a different day—hours later?”

      Settling back down beside me, Nathan lays me back on his lap. He strokes back my sweat drenched hair. “Yeah, we’ve been in here all night. It’s probably late afternoon.”

      I jump to my feet, reaching for the doorknob. “I have to go, Nate.”

      “Tracey, you can’t drive like this! You need to get some food in you and balance,” he says, catching my arm as I’m tripping out of the bathroom into a well-lit hallway. The tint instantly covers my eyes against the blinding light of his apartment. Nathan grabs my shoulders and twist me around. When our eyes meet, he’s struck silent.

      I shuffle out of his grasp and close my eyes tightly. “I can explain,” I hurry to say.

      “You’re not. . .human?” he cuts me off, questioning me as though a hint of betrayal lies in his friend.

      It stings, and I’m eager to explain, “I am,” as I try to blink the film from my dry eyes.

      “We’re lying to each other now, Tracey? It’s very clear you’re not.”

      I point to the opened bathroom door, accusing, “Isn’t that what you were doing some seconds ago, lying, trying to convince me I was drugged instead hypnotized?”

      Taken aback, his head jerks back a little. “Wait a minute. No. You were drugged last night. There was no lie in that. I’ve never lied to you, about anything.”

      I snort, rolling my eyes. “I live with a Nemanite and am well aware of their tricks and schemes. You’re not lying?” I ask with edge of skepticism.

      He scrapes his hand down his beard, taking several steps back. “You live with one of those eels? Under the same roof?” The disgust is so heavy in his voice it nearly beats me with regret for letting Laine in our home. The head-on glare he pins me with makes me want to take back my words. “Wow,” he mutters befuddled.

      Tracey! Little Nathan yells. Where the hell are you?

      Throwing my hands over my mouth, my eyes grow wide. He couldn’t sound more worried. I’m okay.

      What are you doing? Where’ve you been. We’ve been searching everywhere for you, and all night!

      Just go home, I’ll be there soon.

      You sure you’re safe. I can be where ever you are in an instant, promise.

      I’m sure. . .

      He sighs. Okay. I’ll let everyone know you’re fine.

      Thanks.

      “Wow. . . You’re not human,” Nathan assumes.

      I brush my hair back and let my hands rest at the top of my head. “Nate, my boyfriend wasn’t human. . . We mated and he changed me.”

      “But, you were going to lie to me just now. You should’ve said that first.”

      “Shut up, with that.” I do lie, saying, “I see right through you, Burdened and all. Don’t give me that not human shit.”

      Throwing his hands up, he defends, “I never lied. The conversation never came up and damn good thing it didn’t. But, had it, with you, I would have had no problem revealing who I really was.” He instantly takes on his beast. Standing an even seven feet tall, complexions deep red, and hair slicked back, strands ending in sharp, venomous points. His eyes swirl a deeper gray and the dark blue of his irises churn in a way that’s both clockwise and counter. They’re nearly hypnotizing, and I have to look away. He morphs to his human façade. “I have no issue telling you the truth, Tracey. But you’re either ashamed of yours or you don’t want me to know it.”

      “Maybe. . . Maybe I am ashamed of it. That you’ll judge me because, because of me mating with a Burdened Sephlem, I was turned into this. . .” It takes me a minute to will the real me to the forefront of my being, which I’ve never done.

      First, the feather burns present on my cheek, and then my vines slowly work themselves to life, followed by my eyes cloaking their deepest tint. My palms burn black and in the next second, they spark with fire, and I’m inflamed and seeing the fiery glow around me. I don’t burn anything, but I’m bright enough that Nathan needs to squint. Just before he can get comfortable with the ‘real’ sight of me, my snake of fire slithers from my hand. I expect for it to circle me before resting at my side as it usually would, but it doesn’t. Nearly as big as him, the fiery snake, slithers to Nathan’s side, and brushes against its hand. Nathan returns the gesture with a pet against his head, and satisfied with that, the snake returns to my palm and slithers away.

      I return to my preferred image. “There,” I say. “The me I’ve become.” Defeated, I reveal, “I don’t want to lie to you, Nate. I just,” I sigh. “It’s so damn complicated.”

      “Honesty, Tracey, is not complicated. It’s difficult at times, because we consider too much. But complicated, for who? I never ask for much, from anyone, but please, don’t lie to me. My entire life seems like a great big lie and you have been the only thing that’s made sense in a long time. Don’t ruin that.” He grabs my shoulders and yanks me to him. Hugging me, gently, he says, “You look creepy as hell. But I accept you as you are. We can walk down the street together, looking like two freaks, and I wouldn’t mind not one bit.”

      I force a chuckle, but I don’t nearly mean it. Because. . . Well. . .

      “Is your family okay? You let them know you’re safe?” He speaks before I can. And maybe I’m grateful he cut me off because, though I want to reveal this truth, on the other hand, I don’t.

      It’s funny he knew I was speaking to my family. Even when he can’t read my mind . . . he can read my mind. “Yes.”

      “Then, in that case. You can sit down and eat something before driving. At least I’ll feel better about you going out.” He heads to my left, adding, “And I wasn’t lying about your drink being spiked. It was my fault. I should’ve been keeping a closer eye on you.”

      “I’m an adult, I don’t need to be kept watch of.”

      Grabbing a croissant from the stove, he wraps it in a paper towel and brings it over to me. “You’ve not had many friends, huh?”

      I lean against the nearest wall, breathing away the nausea. “I’ve had plenty of friends.” Friends I’ve turned my back on, friends I’ve lost, friends I’m lying to. . .

      After handing me the buttery bread, he wraps his arm around my neck and drawls me near him. In our hug, he kisses the top of my head, and as if he knew it was coming, I fight—hard—the tears burning my eyes. “It’s okay, you know. You don’t have to bury all your sadness. Just beyond these four walls should you not let it show. In here, though, with me, you can.”

      “I spent an entire year expressing my sadness. No more.”

      “If you insist. It’s also okay for you to return my hug.”

      I step closer, pressing my face against his chest and the black died cotton of his shirt soaks up my tears. I fist the back of it, squeezing so tightly that the shirt being bunched up hurts my hands. There’s supposed to be a scent accommodated with this hold. A familiar inhale that’s supposed to fill me with a reassuring comfort that everything is going to be fine. That I’ll let go and there will be a kiss that I left on his lips years ago waiting on me to retrieve. But, contrary to my wants—my needs—there’s just fabric softener; lavender. I want him back so badly and though I can fake it, I want my mate holding me right now. So, I hold him tighter, and I hope harder, and wish greater. As low as I can speak, I mumble, “I miss you so much.”

      Dammit if he doesn’t feel the same in my arms, but his shield is intact; he’s hard as a brick wall.

      “Sit down, Tracey.” He scoops me up in his arms and carries me to the couch. As we sit, I lean against his shoulder and let my tears dry. Nathan leaves me coddled in his embrace. In it, there’s no compassion, no affection, but there is something I’ve always missed from him that I didn’t realize I was missing until just now. Genuine love for a friend, an acceptance for me I doubt he ever had before.

      It’s here for me. A deep yearn for more of this that settles my want for more of everything else. Sometimes.

      Leaning away from him, I scrape my hand down his sleeve. “Ew. Sorry I cried on you,” I say jokingly.

      “No problem.” He strips off his shirt and snatches one off the back of the couch to throw on. “You feel better? I mean, your nausea?”

      “No. I feel like I can barf up my bones.”

      “Maybe you should chill here until you’re better.”

      “I can’t. My brother is about to lose his shit. I really need to go. I’ll be okay.”

      Leaving for the kitchen, he grabs a can of soda and an apple. “Take this for the trip and call me if you think you can’t make it. I’ll meet you, take you the rest of the way. Your car’s downstairs parked in front of the building.”

      Smiling, I take the items. “Thanks.” Throwing up my arm and letting it fall, I add, “Thanks for all of this. You didn’t have to do it.”

      “I did. I couldn’t let my best pal stay face planted on the concrete.”

      “Did I really hit the concrete?” He nods and pokes my cheek. I jump flinch away from the pain. “Dammit. My brother is going to have so many questions.”

      Nathan snatches my keys from his coffee table. “At least you have someone to care about you. You could’ve lost everyone and been totally alone.”

      “Right. . .” I sit back down for a second, waiting for my dizziness to wear off.

      Nathan’s fully furnished living room is much cozier than mine was. There’s a window, but no patio door, it looks out to a beautiful, large lake three stories down. It’s definitely evening. The sun’s burning orange washes the water with such a perfect color the lake appears to be on fire. Birds are flying over or landing upon it, trying to catch the fish that poke their heads above the surface.

      The scent of baked croissants fills his home, and I have a valid assumption he didn’t forget how to cook. I take a bite of the one he gave me and dammit if it doesn’t taste like heaven.

      Sigh. “I wish the sun was rising. I see an argument in my future.” Meeting Nathan’s eyes, I say, “You’re not alone either. Anything you need. Let me know. I’ll be there. Promise.”

      He smirks and his dimple winks at me. “I don’t know what you could do for me, Tracey. But I like your company. And appreciate you coming out with me every time I ask. You’re a trooper, but I think we outta cool it for a while. At least until I find out what’s up with that guy who talked to you last night.”

      “He’s not your problem. I’m the one who should be staying away from you, really. I’m dangerous and if I’m not careful, I’m the one who could ruin your life. So, as much as I love you. I mean, being around you.” I hurry to correct. “You’re right.”

      Nathan purses his lips and stands on something that causes his left eye to squint. Much like Nathan, never curious enough to ask more questions, he lets it go and his shoulders slump forward. “Okay. Make sure you at least drink that ginger ale.” I follow him to the door. “Drive safe.”

      “Thanks.” We hug, and I leave. Maybe forever.
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        * * *

      

      Easing the door open, I creep in and gently close it behind me.

      “Where the hell have you been?!” Little Nathan jumps from a middle step and skips the rest in one leap to meet me. “I was pulling my hair out!”

      “How many times do I have to say I’m sorry?” I pass him for the stairs.

      “Okay. Fine. You don’t have to tell me, but you’ve gotta let me know what’s going on with you. You’ve been sneaking around, out all night, you don’t talk to any of us anymore. What’s up?”

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      Little Nathan follows me up the stairs, shouting, “Is this some new way of coping? Rebellion?”

      I bite my tongue, keeping the truth withheld. Twisting around, I say, “Little Nathan, you’re not my boyfriend nor my dad. Back off! You all wanted me to get out of the house and that’s what I’m doing, you wanted me to find some freedom and that’s what I’ve done! Now leave me alone. I’m tired.” His soured expression drives a nail into my chest. “I’m sorry, bro.” Throwing my arms around his middle, I say, “Thank you for caring about me. But I’m okay.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay, Tracey? You smell like barf, cigarette smoke, and alcohol.”

      “I’m sure,” I say, pulling away. “It was a very long night. I’m tired, need to shower, and will be going to sleep. Please stop asking me questions, okay?” Looking him in his eyes, I add, “I don’t want to lie to you.”

      I leave him standing in the hall and close the bedroom door after I enter. Sliding my back down the door, I press my face to my knees once I’ve sat on the floor. I sigh aloud, unfulfilled, broken, fixed, despaired. If whoever that guy was recognized who I am and who Nathan is, that means others know he’s alive too. We are just the only ones oblivious to his living.

      My phone beeps. A text from Nathan asking if I’ve made it home. I let him know I had and thank him for looking out for me last night. His response, a complete contradiction of what we’d agreed on earlier. ‘Ok. See you later.’
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      I drag my shirt over my head and toss it to the floor. Kicking my bedroom door closed, I fall on my mattress and wish I could fall asleep. She’s kept me up for the past three nights. Turning onto my back, I grab my phone and scroll through the pictures. One I took of her last night before shit got too crazy. There’s a wrinkle in her eyes; it slices through the glee that I’d expect would be inside of a girl like her.

      Tracey looks like she’d be spoiled by parents who’d be paying her way through college. She’d be coupled up with a guy she’d been dating since her Junior year of high school, and a chick best friend who she’d been kicking it with since grade school. They’d have this double dating thing going on. Her gloomy personality doesn’t match her style. I get it, she’s hit a few hard walls; rather, those hard walls have hit her. I just expect more from a girl like her. I can’t see how she’s so fucking interested in a guy like me. I’m a complete stranger to this girl and she’s clung to me without doubt or question, like she’s meant to.

      Shit. . . I guess I may have too.

      Her olive, warm toned complexion is smooth as butter, but scars from events I don’t want to know of and creases from possible sadness I can’t stand for her to relive through informing, plague her outer beauty. She’s still beautiful. Only, a type of beauty that takes being seen through. Her heart’s dark and her touch is rough. She claims humanity, but her eyes tell me otherwise. It’s sensible to leave her alone and move on without discovering what lies beneath that pain, but I want to reach that beauty and watch a happy overshadow her darkness.

      I text her, scheduling miniature golf later tonight.

      When we’re together, I’m lighter and it’s pleasantly obvious she is too. I’ve wanted that in a friendship for as long as I can remember. Tracey, I can tell her everything and not feel guilty and tested by doing so. It’s easy with her and though I said it’d be good for us to not chill, I didn’t mean that shit. Friends are hard to come by being Burdened and unable to trust people. Tracey. . . She’s easy like a late drive going nowhere, or the angelic tunes of a rhythm that makes my toe tap, and I not even know it. And selfishly, I want more of that simple—effortless living.
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        * * *

      

      I meet Tracey at Parrington Park where there’s plenty of activities we can partake in, but I am about to kick her ass in miniature golf.

      “If I make every hole in one,” Tracey says, “Pizza is on you.”

      Laughing, I bat back, “And if I win, the next round is on you.”

      “Bet.” She hunches over, clutching the club between her hands. Drawing back, she then putts like she’s smacking a baseball, hitting the ball way over the windmill meant for the golf ball to pass through, not over.

      “Great shot!” I say, clapping. I turn a bit toward the line behind us, and encourage them to clap along with me, and cheer her attempt.

      She lifts the club in front of her face, and scampers behind me. “Just take your turn.”

      “It’s all about control, Tracey.” I putt the golf ball and sink it. “That’s one nothing.”

      “No need to rub it in, Tiger.”

      Shit talking and golf ball hitting, we work our way around the course. I’ve never laughed so much in my life; laughing with and at her. We reach the last hole and she finally sinks one. Jumping up and down with her fist and club in the air, she whoops and cheers her praise, getting a round of claps and “Yays” from those behind us. Tracey throws her hand out, and I high-five her. “Good job,” I join them.

      “I’m going to go pay for another round,” she says, running into the building near the course. I follow behind her, meeting her in line. “That was so much fun!” she exclaims, bouncing on her toes.

      Nodding, I agree. “Before we start, you want to grab a bit to eat? I’m starving.”

      “Yeah, sure!”

      We leave the line and Tracey trips over the golf club she drops. I lift my gaze to what’s behold her and have to clench my fist to keep the beast withering within me from making a public appearance.

      Instinctively, I step a foot before Tracey in guard from the impersonator.

      “Tracey?” he questions, moving in on us. I shake my head, telling him not to, and with regard, he stops. “What is this?” he asks. “Nathan?”

      “What are you?” I ask, keeping the threat at bay. As this, thing, looks more afraid or confused by me. “Whatever you want, we need to take it outside.”

      He throws his hand to his chest. “What I want?” Charging forward, he shoves me. “What do you want? Get the hell away from my sister!”

      Tracey jumps between us, and I put some space between me and the two of them. “I’m confused,” I say, and would swear I was looking in a mirror. “He’s your brother,” I say to Tracey. “He fucking looks just like me! You never mentioned that.”

      “You actually look like this?” The boy asks me, pointing. He grabs my hand and looks over its side before I can remove it from him. “You don’t know who I am?” He throws his arms around me.

      I pry his arms away. “You gotta back off, guy.”

      “That scar on the side of your hand, you got that one day we were playing in the back yard with one of those pearl arrows Roseland made. Rose was shooting it and you tried to catch it, missed, and it went straight in my arm.” He rolls up his left sleeve, revealing a star-like scar.

      I shrug. “Never seen you in my life, guy.”

      “It’s not Nathan,” Tracey cuts in. “I’ll explain everything when we get home.”

      “No,” he blurts. “I can feel it. Nathan, it’s me. I’m your brother. Nearly thirty years we’ve been together, you can’t forget me.” Confusion burning in his eyes, as he’s crying, “It’s me. Nathan. We’ve got the same name, named after our father. Taylor, Roseland, Rose, Nickolas, you, me. All of us. What the hell, Tracey? Nathan!” he continues, advancing on me as I’m retracting.

      Confused, myself, I’m at a loss for words. “Help me out here, Tracey. I don’t mean to hurt the kid’s feelings.” I mean, I’d claim he was my long-lost twin or something, but I had a sister. She died a long time ago.

      Muttering ‘remember whens’ and ‘don’t you remembers’ Tracey tries to calm him down. She yet, though, has tried to convince him otherwise of his assumptions, but does say that I’m not this Nathan he believes I am.

      “I’ll explain it when we get home, Little Nathan,” she says again.

      “No,” he objects, and the two fall silent.

      Squeezing the back of my neck in my hand, I try to fight off the despair coming over me. Last night was a piece of shit, Nemanites always think they have to keep an eye on us in a poor attempt of ‘keeping us in check.’ I’d find great pleasure in killing all of them, but the time doesn’t call for that, I’ve been working on being able to co-exist with those eels, but the jerk last night showed that that may not be possible. All Burdened Sephlem know it’s a horrible idea to mate with a human since the death vision revealed itself hundreds of years ago. Now, I guess, the eels don’t even want us to friend them either. I’d hoped Tracey and I could move forward without the outside drama, but it’s not possible. “I’m getting out of here, Tracey. It was fun,” I say. “A lot of fun. But, you’ve got a lot going on and after last night, this morning, and now this, you’re right. We should kick this.”

      “Wait, Nate. Let me explain. Would you mind taking a ride with us?” Tracey eyes sadden, but are also hopeful. If they’re hopeful for my agreement, I give that to her. They don’t lift. “I’ll explain on the ride to our house.”
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      How could this perfect night turn so badly so fast? Living without Nathan was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Walking away from him would be detrimental and if us being together takes me revealing him to our family, fine. I just didn’t want it to be like this. Nor do I want to pay the cost of never having him.

      I explain to ‘Nate’ how it’s a possibility he’s my dead mate, which he declines, but listens to every word without argument. I leave out smaller details about how he may have died, but explain that the people we’re about to see are his family.

      Little Nathan calls everyone who lives with us to make sure they’re at the house when we get there. I hate the idea of bombarding Nathan with so many people at once, but I lost the battle against what was good for him when Little Nathan so aggressively reminded me that he is his brother and despite what relationship I had with Nathan, blood trumps bond.

      I can feel it, by doing this, that I’m going to lose Nathan. He’s going to hate me for not telling him exactly why I was so willing to hang out with him, or worse, telling him and disrupting the perfect happiness he’d believed he lived in. His presence has shifted to a heavy discomfort, and he’s not into it at all, yet he pushes onward.

      Nathan enters the house behind Little Nathan and me. To the living room, we meet a crowd of hopeful Newcombs. When they see Nathan, they cry.

      Nathan grabs my hand and stands back from them. “They look at me like they know me,” he whispers.

      “They think they do,” I say, and add with a shrug, “To them, you’re a cousin, a brother, an uncle.”

      His fingers slip between mine. “A mate.”

      My heart double beats and the earnest of hope makes me chew on my bottom lip to stop it’s trembling. Looking down at our clasped hands, I nod. “A mate.” I meet his eyes.

      Nathan looks away from me and breaks our hold. “Hi, everyone,” he greets with a smile. “I’m sorry I’m not the guy you think I am, and I really wish I was. I’ve always wanted a family this big.”

      “It’s bigger than you think,” Olar says.

      Only Taylor has crossed the room. Color refills her cheeks, and the darkness has lifted her eyes. She smiles. “I don’t care if you don’t remember us. It’s enough just knowing that you’re alive.”

      Nathan looks over Taylor and says, “You look like you could be my sister.” He hugs her, and holds her for a while. They both hold each other. “She was murdered by a Nemanite a long time ago, for mating with a human.” He draws away from her. Taking the stone of Taylor’s necklace between his fingers, he asks, “Where’d you get this?”

      Clearing her throat, Taylor says, “It belonged to my mother. My brother gave it to me.” They bond over the necklace.

      I look pass them to Olar, holding Lana to, maybe, wait. She aggressively shakes her head and tells him, “If he doesn’t remember you all, then what’s the point. So, you tell him today and he’ll forget you tomorrow. You all should let the idea of having him back go.”

      “What’s your problem,” Olar asks, lips turned up into a disgruntled scoff.

      “It’s stupid.”

      I cross the floor to them. “It’s not stupid,” escapes me quietly enough to not alert the others. “You know how big this moment is for us. Being a part of our family, you know what Nathan means to each of us.”

      “Maybe. But that’s not the Nathan you all think he is. So, he means nothing. You can’t go up to him and ask him to kiss away your depression. Taylor and Little Nathan can’t remember child hood memories with him. Olar can’t walk up to him and have friendly banter as if they’d been best friends forever. I can’t thank him for what he did for Olar and expect him to know what I’m talking about. When we’re all done staring at him, he’s going to go back home and not be the least bit concerned with how him leaving hurts us.” I look over my shoulder at Nathan, pandering just how right she is. “He’s not Nathan,” she continues. “He’s just another look-a-like that feels good, and all of you need to accept that.”

      Meeting Lana’s cold eyes, I shake my head. “Why are you being so negative?”

      With a soft smile, she layers on another reality, “I’m not, just being helpful so you’ll accept the inevitable a little bit easier.” Leaving, she keeps Olar from embracing her. Maybe a touch of reassurance, a request for comfort. He’s right, Lana’s changed.

      “What’d she mean by, he won’t remember us tomorrow?”

      Olar shakes his head. “No telling. She’s been different. I can’t touch her, she won’t talk to me. Nothing is how it used to be since before he left.”

      “Forget what she says. Go talk to him. She’s right. He doesn’t remember us, but that doesn’t change you’re actually talking to Nathan, and yes, you can feel he’s really him physically, just not mentally. And he’s really nice,” I smile and waggle my eyebrows.

      “I don’t know, Tracey. Have you done anything to try to get him to remember you?”

      “I wouldn’t know where to start.” I pull him from being seated and shove him toward his cousin. “Go.”

      They each find something to bond over with Nathan. Carmen, Courtney and Cartel talk about movies and football. Taylor talks about Jason, and Jason joins in telling Nathan about how much he loves going to the park and playing in the lake. Little Nathan talks school and the greater education of graphic design and engineering. Olar, his and Nathan’s conversation is the funniest; their disgust for ‘eels.’

      Nathan spends hours with them. I’m impressed. All is going well until Laine comes in. Nathan is on his feet, a cold disgust washes over his face, and he takes a onceover over us all calmly seated in the living room. Laine’s equally flabbergasted.

      “Na-Nathan,” he mutters with shock.

      “What are—”

      “How are you here?” Laine cuts him off. “Is this for real?” he asks, directing his question at Little Nathan.

      “As you and I.”

      Discomforted Nathan departs, “It was nice to meet you all. I’ll be on my way. Tracey?” he nods toward the door.

      Passing Laine, I ignore his questioning glare. Closing the front floor behind me, I offer, “I can drop you back off at the arcade place.”

      Nathan shakes his head, “I’ll find my way back. You should stay here. They may need you more than me.” The optimistic eyes he once viewed me with, has dimmed out. Now, in them, lies skepticism—betrayal. “You have a nice family, Tracey.”

      “We do.”

      His head bows in regret. “I should not have come here, Tracey. I’ve got a bad feeling.”

      Stepping to him, I look up, and discard his regret. “I know it was wrong, but if I had the chance to do it again, I would. Every time. And, I’m sorry about that. So sorry. But, it’s so hard to live without you.” There’s relief with finally saying that to him, but it’s evident it’s not something he wants to hear.

      He sighs heavily. “I can’t believe I’m mated. It’s impossible.” He grabs my hand and places it over his chest. “You feel that?”

      “I feel nothing.”

      Hitching his finger in a come here motion, he says, “Listen.”

      I place my ear to his chest. It’s silent. “How is that possible?”

      “It’s a curse. A while ago I was marked by death and as a result, a Mulen-mixed-witch froze my heart. I walk and breathe by likes of the curse, but really, I’m empty inside. I can’t love, I can’t mate, I impersonate care, but I feel pain.”

      Whatever happened to Nathan, whoever did this to him, from stealing his memory to freezing his heart, if that’s even a thing, it has to be a load of crap. I wish there was a way to undo it. Lana echoes in my mind, he can’t kiss away your depression, but what if a kiss could change it all. A kiss makes people fall in love, can it remind the mind of love too?

      As if Nathan was on my same page, he slips his crooked finger under my chin and tilts my head back, allowing his lips to easily fall onto mine.

      I live. I come to life, for the first time in a long while. A volcano erupts in my chest and drives scorching lava through the vines laid against my skin that are trembling as goosebumps scatter along my flesh. I clutch his shirt in my hands and force the only thought I can from my mind to his.

      Nathan’s kiss is seducing. Warm lips mold against mine before they part just enough for our tongues to graze. He cups my cheek and draws, me closer, kissing my entire life, eliminating the doubt and insecurities away.

      I’m weightless when he breaks our embrace.

      He says, “I feel nothing.”

      My heart sinks and his words knock the wind out of me, though I stay upright. “O-okay,” with a fake chuckle. “Maybe we’re wrong.” I turn my back to him and pant the hurt away. I felt so much, and the heat’s still rushing through my veins and flowing in my chest.

      “We’re good right?”

      I turn back, nodding, and do what I can to smile.

      “Good. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      He strides to the sidewalk, without a glance back. I have to stop myself from calling after him, or racing to the end of the driveway and stopping him from leaving.

      But, like he gave me the freedom to make the decision to choose him, I need to offer him the same choice. If he doesn’t come back, I may have to live with that. . .
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        * * *

      

      My bed’s cold. I expect myself to cry a river, laying here, washed in the dreary moonlight. My cheeks are dry. I expect my anger to be so heavy that I’ll sink to the bottom of the mattress. I’m light.

      I hold the pillow to my chest and count down from one hundred, because, while I don’t cry, it’s just because I can’t, not because I don’t want to. While I don’t sink, it’s because I’m empty.

      My phone chirps.

      I jump from my bed and scavenge my jean pockets for the device.

      Finding it, I unlock it to find a text from Nathan. It reads, ‘streaming movies and popcorn. My place at eight. Bring soda.’

      Yes, my life may be a wicked disaster of ups and downs but dammit, it’s this that makes my ugly darkness beautiful.

      I reply to the message with a thumbs up emoji.

      He doesn’t have to be my mate, I’ll take movies and laughs, just as long as he’s in my life. That’s all we need.
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      Whatever it is about that girl is going to either get me killed or thrown in an insane asylum. I don’t want to have some mated relationship with her, or be bound to her family. I just want her around. We can chill and laugh and be fucking marry, and that’s it. Two normal people doing normal people shit. Why is that too much to ask for in my life.

      Tracey slept over last night and left early this morning. I stared at her all night, searching for something, anything to reveal to me if she actually is my mate who I can’t remember. I allowed my beast to taste her, to see if she’s even a bit familiar, and we came up with nothing. She’s brand new to me.

      But, there’s a part of me that believes her. It’s in her eyes. The first day I met her, she looked at me like she knew me. Maybe I’ve been using that, using the hint of familiarity to have someone around me who isn’t using me for what I am or what I can do. Someone who can be with me because they genuinely want to be. Maybe we’ve been using each other.

      But sticking with her, something bad is bound to happen.

      Confusion and disappointment have gotten the best of me. Hunched over a bar, empty shot glass in my hand, I call for a refill. “You should probably slow down,” a kind Samaritan advises, taking the empty barstool beside me.

      Without looking her direction, I hitch a brow and let it fall, throwing the filled shot glass of amber liquid down my throat. The burn ceased on shot three. This is seven.

      I tap the glass on the counter top for another refill. Simplicity is a far reach for my life. I’ve wanted a full family for years. I’ve desired having someone to lean on and not go at this alone. There’s no telling if what they claimed was true, and if it were ten years ago, I’d jump at the idea of getting to know the Newcombs.

      “You’re having a hard night, huh?” A woman wrapped in a short black dress, with jet black hair that stops at her cheeks, thrusts out her hand. “Lana. And you are?”

      Shaking her hand, “Nate.”

      “Nice to meet you. I’ve watched you toss back a lot of these,” she points to the glass, “but your eyes are still clear.”

      Checking out the empty glass, I mutter, “It’s a bitch.” It’ll take another ten just to get me buzzed and a feeding to get me high. I should probably leave here and go for that, cut out the middle man. Standing from my seat, I drop a couple of twenty-dollar bills on the counter. “See you, Bonnie.” I call to the bartender.

      “You’re leaving,” Lana asks.

      Throwing her a side eye glance, I turn my back to her and head out of the bar. Hitting the door, I run into the worst of beings. “Excuse me,” he says.

      “Hm-hum.”

      “Excuse me, Nathan?”

      Half-way through the door, I turn on my heels and meet the eyes of the electric eel. He tries to catch me with a blow to the face that I dodge but feel the shock of his zap.

      Stumbling out of a door, I twist one way before the other, worried for where I am. How I got here. . . I check my hands and can’t remember my name.

      “You alright, man?” a stranger asks. A peculiar look about the man makes me wonder his nature, a head full of silver-white hair, pale skin, and eyes the shade of pearl.

      A woman comes up behind him, dark hair and black dress, nearly resembling someone I may have seen before. “There are some things we need to tell you,” she says.

      I turn to my left and in a blink, I’m plunged in a hole of darkness.
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      Eternity catches me as I sleep and death grips me when I wake; throughout the day, no matter what I’m doing, his hands stay secured around my neck. I’m wondering if I torture myself by living a life I know will take me up, higher than peace and pleasure, and slam me down to re-experience the torture. How great it would be to go mountain climbing today and jump off a ledge? I’d free fall, maybe for minutes before he’d catch me. Death. I know death will finally catch me then.

      Maybe I like it. Maybe I enjoy the high after the letdown. The whole, you have to have rain to enjoy the sunshine.

      “Tracey, you’re not paying attention.” Jason tugs my arm. “Hello!” he sings.

      “I’m sorry. Isn’t it past your bedtime, Jace? Why don’t you head to bed?”

      He stands from the steps, saying, “Bye,” and heads downstairs.

      Five days? Seven days? Maybe, eight days I’ve waited for Nathan to come back, to text me, or to call. On a few steps away from the door, ready to split at any second and race across the world to see him, I sit. I lean against the wall and let a yawn escape.

      Laine’s not stop complaining for the past four days. “This is bloody ridiculous, Black Eyes!” He throws the strap of his duffle bag on his shoulder. “I won’t sit here while you waste your life on a loss cause. That guy who walked in here wasn’t your mate. Why can’t you accept this?”

      “Because, Laine.” I push my hands over my hair and my bowed head rests against my inner arms. “You never give up on the people you love. If you had the chance to go back and save your mother from being murdered by your hand, wouldn’t you do it? Wouldn’t you fight to remember her in order to save her?”

      He looks down and away. There’s a slight pinch to his brows but it doesn’t stick. “Apparently, not,” he mutters and turns for the door. “I won’t watch you kill yourself, Tracey. I care about you too.”

      “Shut up about you care about me, Laine. You don’t.” I sit up and rest my elbows on my knees, so I can point as I say, “You care about me enough to leave, but not enough to support me. If you don’t regret what Lunis did to you, I sure do.”

      Laine closes the front door behind his exit. The click from it closing echoes in my ears like a shout in a deep cave. Displaying emotions with sensible words has never been Laine’s strongest attribute, and when he does express himself, it’s an all-out gesture; like when he kissed me in the sunroom at the Castle of Torture. Him walking out on me, when it’s so clear I need him right now, is his way of being mad at me for God knows what!

      Soft footsteps come down the hall from Taylor’s room. “Hey. You want me to wait up for him so you can lie down?” She sits and leans over on her knees as well. “He’s an asshole.”

      Unannounced tears fill my eyes. I catch them as they pour over my lids with the heel of my hand and quickly scrape them away. “You remember when you asked what you did to deserve the punishment of losing everything?” She nods, eyes reddening with her own tears threatening their descend. “I think I get it.” I roughly wipe my face, pissed my tears won’t stop staining my cheeks. “You thought it was because of Karma.” I meet her eyes. “It’s not, Taylor. There are some people in the world who are only meant to experience happiness once in their life. They are meant to fall in love once, meant to only be hurt once, meant to die. . . once. Some people, they meet the love of their life and then, that love dies, they die. And that bliss was only meant for them that one time.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “But it is,” I say, tears finally dry as I’m washed with the realization. “Isn’t it? You got the chance to experience something most people can’t even fathom, most people will never come close to feeling, that most people force in a ploy to claim happy. Love. It’s why he had said he’ll take that once than to never take the chance at all. See, you—we. We got to experience it to its utmost potential. Nearly. And that’s it. We’ve had our happiness.” I follow my rant with a breathless whisper, ‘That’s all we get.”

      “Some people aren’t meant to be fine,” she breaks in. “Some people’s point in life is to experience that temporary feel of happiness and just be ultimately fucked once that ends. . . Forever?”

      I look away from her. “Exactly.”

      “That’d mean there’d be no hope. And if there is no hope, there is no faith. And if there is no faith, there is no life. And if there is no life, well. . . not a breath is worth breathing.” She goes quiet, then her voice lowers an octave, becoming airier as she explains, “Maybe for me, but not for you. I felt it in Nathan the day he met you. He’d tear apart the universe for you, Tracey. He’d have you again and again if he was offered the opportunity. Nathan would never give up on you, so don’t you sit here and give up on him. When Lunis took you, Nathan didn’t rest, at all.” She twists me to face her. “If I found out Justin was alive, and I hadn’t seen him, do you think I’d be sitting on my ass, crying about it, complaining to my sister? Hell no! I’d be going through any and everything that stood between me and my finding him. God and the devil would need to hold me back to keep us apart. You all would have to tie me to my fucking bed to keep me from chasing him down.” She breathes through her mouth and calm clears the red churn in her eyes. “You have an opportunity I will never have. You’ve had your mate twice. Experienced love with him in two different ways we never get to. So, get off your ass and you get out there and rip the hearts of out anyone who stands in your way. Knock down ever building. Tear down the sky if that’s what it takes. He’d do it for you.”
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        * * *

      

      I call Nathan and the line rings back disconnected as it has for the past week. I drive to his apartment and climb up to the third floor. On the door, I knock, but from the sounds coming from beyond it, it won’t be him who answers. Yet, hope pulls my heart strings.

      “Yes?” the young lady says, as she’s pulling the door open. “Can I help you?”

      “Um. No.” I’m backing away from the door. “Sorry.” I twist around and race for the stairs. Clearing them, I quickly exit the building and jump in the car. The tires screech as I’m peeling out of the parking spot, and horns blow as the tires of other cars cry to a stop behind me.

      I’m smashing the gas, hands gripped so tightly around the steering wheel my knuckles go white. My breaths are quick and my hearing’s gone. My heart’s racing and my mind’s a whirl of confusion.

      We saw him. He definitely exists! I just need to find him.

      Red and blue lights flash in the rearview, lightening up the car like strobe lights. I steal a glance in the mirror. “Shit!” I cuss under my breath as I pull to the side of the road. Slamming my head against the headrest, I blurt, “This is the last thing I need right now!”

      A bright, white light beams into my car, and I have to flip the rearview mirror to not be blinded by it. In the side view mirror, the officer exits his car and slams the door. Hard sole boots smack the ground as he crosses the car-length distance of space from his patrol car to my driver’s side window.

      I press the clicker to roll it down.

      “Tracey,” he calls.

      I clutched the door handle in my hand and with all my might, I shove the door open, knocking him over. Out the door and on my feet, I charge across the concrete and stand over him sitting with his arm clutched around his stomach. “You slimy son of a bitch!” I yell with an aggressive point against his chest. “Where is he?”

      Rising, his frame towers mine. “There will forever be something standing in your way.”

      “You knew this entire time my mate was alive, didn’t you?”

      “There is only so much I can reveal. Knowledge only goes so far.”

      I hate this guy! “Chislon, I didn’t invade your life. We didn’t ask for any of this. What do you want from me? You’re as vague as the two-word sentence ‘kind of.’”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Exactly!” I shout. I turn for the car.

      “You finally see. But you must not chase your dreams,” he declares. “Hell will lie in your future and you will not be any better off tomorrow than you are today. Continue your journey as you were, a life where you were not tormented by the plagues of his life, and now your own. You must realize that there are times where your lonely suffering is greater than a thousand suffering. That your pain right now, is not permanent, but the result of the two tethered is death and that is forever.”

      “Apparently it’s not.” I throw a dismissive wave in his direction, as I continue to the car. As I get in, I say, “Give me a reason.”

      “You two are a beginning of the ruin for more lives than your own. What you will become, the weapon in the hands of one of the darkest beasts this world has known will cause such calamity that can never be rectified. Your beginning is also your ending. Who you are today will no longer be. You will become the darkness, you will become that evil.”

      I jump to my feet and angrily declare, “I chose who and what I become! Not you and not this world!”

      “You don’t have control over fate, Tracey.”

      “The hell I don’t. Prophecies, and hexes, and fate, do not make us who we are! Our choices do. I can choose to not be this,” I snap my fingers and burst into flames, seeing a blur of red through tinted vision. The orange and red glow of my blaze brightens Tarleton’s caramel skin. In his eyes, I watch my reflection, the dancing fire surrounding my body, the vines around my eyes, and the darkness in me. “This world took him away and this is what I’ve become. That unnerving ash from the hourglass, slithered inside of me and did something to me,” I rant aggressively. The yell I’m containing makes my voice a bit raspy. “It’s changed me and there’s nothing I can do about that. But I will not allow this or anyone else to control me. Even you.”

      “There is fire in your eyes,” he utters.

      Damn right there is! There’s so much stuff wrong with me I could write a damn book! “There is rage and anger and a darkness in me that I’m doing my best to control. But the more you and this world dishes at me, the harder it gets. The more you give and take away, the more I want to let go. The more I’m away from him, that he is away from me, the more I’m willing to release my own hell on this earth. Now get the fuck out of my way!”

      A fear takes over his eyes as he steps aside. “Oh my,” he mumbles. His hand drags down his mouth and he sobers his wide eyes. “We assumed they’d stop coming after you because you and your mate were not together and they finally accepted that. When in fact, they led you right to him.” His heavy hands slam down on my shoulders, he grips me tightly as I assume the fire’s burning his flesh. “Did you not notice the sand looked exactly like the Qualms when they disburse from your presence?” he shouts angrily. “Did you ignore the fact that your present time evaporated—disappeared—as it would when they’ve forced you to see their apparitions?”

      I will myself back to normal, and the area returns to night. We’re swallowed by the darkness, only light provided by the cars behind us. “I don’t understand.”

      “The hourglass was it? A skull on one end, heart on the other?”

      I nod.

      “Haberens,” he whispers the word. “It’s an object that can retain Essezichet, a curse that alters perception, making so whoever held it sees what the entity who hexed it requires. It can cause turmoil and will entreat anyone so whatever was placed inside can be released. The Qualms weren’t distracted or afraid. They have been quiet on purpose. They put you in a position to get exactly what they’ve wanted. Now, the only option is for you to return as you were. Or, you are correct, your wrath will take you over and desire the darkness of a Qualm to bind with you. You will become what they want and they will get out of you what they desire. Control. Your mate. Your power. The Seeing of Death.”

      His reveal is thought out as though each word was a realization to himself instead of an inform to me. I shuffle out of his grasp, stumbling over my feet as I retract, wanting to make it to my car.

      “Go, Tracey,” he says, evaporating into a white poof of smoke. “I’m sorry I’ve let you down.”

      I jump in the car and speed home. When I arrive, my snake of fire slithers from my palm and its dark eyes meet mine. As its tongue slithers out and back in its mouth, it nods.

      “Thank you,” I say. “Taylor!” I call. She rushes down and I inform, “Let’s find Nathan.”
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      Two stinking months, seventeen sour days, and four dreary hours have flown by while Taylor and I hunt non-stop for Nathan. Our search has driven us across states, to low and high ends of cities. I’ve crossed oceans for this boy, and it was one hell of a trip. We found him once . . . in New York City.

      It’s only because of my snake of fire that I knew it was him, because though he looked like Nathan, this guy was angry and mean. At just the sight of Taylor and me, he instantly gave his control to his demon and snarled a furious threat. Taylor kept me back, fearful that if we got too close, we’d be turned into nothing. It was there, a promise in his eyes that guaranteed Taylor’s assumptions were true.

      We didn’t get the chance to talk to him. There was a tall guy with him, he mumbled something as he pulled Nathan away. Taylor and I stood in an urban part of town, surrounded by motels and night clubs, neither of us sure what our next move should be. But we didn’t follow, not willing to die that night.

      Carmen accompanies Taylor and me tonight. We’re on yet another road trip, my fire snake zipping pass cars and around corners, leading us to another place it assumes Nathan will be.

      “Do you have any idea where we’re going, Tracey?”

      “Yes, Carmen. No matter how many times you ask, my answer will continue to be the same,” I tell her, flustered. “You need to sit back and be patient.”

      Taylor adds, “We’re never one hundred percent sure, the snake leads, we follow.”

      Falling back against the seat, Carmen joyfully exclaims, “I want to punch him, see if he’ll remember then.”

      “You are going to get us killed, Carmen,” I retort.

      “I doubt it. I doubt that even though Nathan doesn’t know you, even if he tried, he couldn’t kill you.”

      Someone is purposely doing this, wiping his memory, forcing him further and further away from me. A small part of me believes this may be greater than just the Qualms. I don’t know very much about them, but ever sense leaving my apartment, maybe the mischief began with them. The very first day I left, I heard Mom’s voice in my head, speaking to me as though she was fully aware of my situation, hinting for me to search for him. Maybe that him was Nathan. I began living my life the way I wanted and started accepting that Nathan was dead. Everything became easier and was nearly, dare I claim, perfect—waking up with a smile, equals perfection in my eyes. Shortly after my desired normal, the hourglass happened. It led me to the blind women, with a believable story, who just about convinced me Nathan was alive. I think I believed it the moment she spoke those words.

      They were giving me hope. They knew this entire time that Nathan was alive, and maybe they needed me to lead them to him because he’s been doing a better job than me at staying under the radar. I’m giving them exactly what they want—us, together.

      I hate Chislon’s mysteriousness and how he feels he’s this guide but doesn’t help me accomplish anything. But, he’s not led me wrong yet, and if he’s right about the . . . what was it. . .? Essezichet. The Qualms have been playing me since the first time I saw that hourglass sitting on the bookshelf. They’ve been formulating their plan, maybe, even longer than that. But how. . ?

      I slam on the breaks.

      Carmen thrashes through the two front seats and Taylor throws her hand against the dash. “What. The. Hell, Tracey!” Carmen snaps, trying to adjust herself.

      “I have no choice than to go after Nathan, but what if I’m leading our enemies to him at the same time?” My shoulders rise as I’m adding, “Everything I’ve done has been exactly what they’ve wanted. The Qualms, they want me and him, and every step I’ve taken has been in preparation for their plan.” I ramble on about my assumptions and theories, as I’m trying to make sense of it aloud.

      “You’ve bust your ass in fighting against those stupid Qualms, Tracey. Don’t start doubting yourself now. Maybe. . .” Carmen carries, “That shit Chislon told you was true, maybe you are leading them to Nathan, and maybe you are setting up the pieces to their game. But. And hear me out before you two shoot me down. Would it be better for you to play the game with Nathan or alone?”

      Taylor and I stare at Carmen. “You’re right,” we say to her.

      Nodding once, Carmen quips, “Why, thank you. I put some thought into that one.”

      “Look at that.” Taylor points to our left, at a partially lit warehouse.

      “What about it?” I say with a shrug. It’s just a three-story warehouse.

      “I got this feeling. We’ll find Nathan later, just stop there first.” Taylor waves me in the direction of the building, flipping her hand twice. “That looks like Uncle Donald, Carmen.”

      A slender man emerges from the dark side of the building, crossing the path to a doorway lit by a lamp hanging over the entrance.

      Carmen leans across me and stares intently out the glass. “It does. Tracey, go over there.”

      “I will not go over there. We’ll park on this side of the street.” Ever since we talked to Mrs. Waturstrom about her showing up in my dreams and maybe knowing something about Lunis’ plan and murder of Natalia, I’ve wanted to get the scoop on Uncle Donald; how someone who they’ve seen dead, can be alive.

      Actually . . . it shouldn’t be that far-fetched considering the circumstances.

      The man who we suspect to be Donald pulls open the door by an attached metal handle, and enters the building. He saunters stiffly, as if the movement is complicated for him.

      We creep from the car to the door. Taylor catches the door from closing and pulls it open. The air from within the building blows out freezing cold. I’m shivering on entry and will my body warm, something I’ve not been able to do before. It’s dark, lights from outside dimly shining through the window is what illuminates our way, but just barely.

      Donald awkwardly strolls through a door to our right, he limps or walk as though his legs don’t bend, or as if he has metal in his hip. All the above makes me skeptical as to if it is Donald in that body and not something like in that man Olar and I saw at Lunis house who had the same type of questionable movement.

      Carmen takes the lead, as we silently tiptoe behind him. I watch our backs, scanning the area to make sure we go unseen. It’s not at all quiet here; people are running up and down the stairs on the upper levels, others ramble in rooms, and phones are ringing. I know it’s my ears making things louder and clearer than what they are, but I’m kind of freaking out. It feels like we’re walking into a trap and someone is going to bust us.

      I jump from a nudge against my arm. Crap, Taylor! Don’t do that. You scared me!

      She points and grabs Carmen’s arm to pull her back with us. We duck in the shadows of a nearby wall and Mrs. Waturstrom crosses our path. She takes Donald’s side and they enter a room a man on the other side of the door welcomes them into.

      What are they saying, Tracey? Carmen asks.

      Triple steps are coming our direction. My heart starts pounding, and I press us against the wall. I have to throw my hand over my mouth to muffle my rushing breaths. Their footsteps are heavy, but slow. Cloaking my eyes, I survey the on-comers.

      I think they’re just passing by, Taylor says. She points to the three shadows stretching past the wall that’s guarding us from three men we can’t see on its other side.

      With the film blanketing my eyes, I search for the heat of their bodies, spotting them heading in a different direction than the one that would lead them past us. We’re clear.

      Okay. What is she saying? Carmen urges.

      I train my ears to listen closely to what’s being said from within the room, trying to block out the echoes and ruckus going on in this place.

      “He is not functional,” Mrs. Waturstrom argues, rage rising her voice.

      “He moves and breathes. That’s what they told you he would do.” The smooth voice of a man follows. He’s not nearly concerned with her aggression as he subtly responds.

      She’s not happy about him, like she purchased him or something. Let’s get closer.

      We scamper across the floor and line the wall by the door, resisting peeking into the room.

      “Would you like to try someone different?” The man asks. “Someone who’d be more . . . involved with the human life.”

      “Yes. I want someone that can talk back to me. Something like we’ve seen the others come back as.”

      “These are spirits of fallen Faylamen. They aren’t meant to be placed inside of a full-grown man’s body to live. You cannot expect much. If you want more, go sell your soul.”

      “Your work is inadequate. I’ll go to them.”

      The man laughs. “Let’s go downstairs and try something different, Cynthia.”

      We shuffle around, moving away from the door. Hinges whine from inside the room and they shuffle about, though no one approaches the door we surround. We peek inside. The three of them are walking through what could be a closet that leads down a flight of stairs. I snag a peek behind me before the three of us head into the room. Taylor pushes up the door behind and we tread to the door they entered.

      Well. . . this one sure tops the cake, following a dead man, a deceitful aunt, and I don’t know what the other guy is, down a flight of stairs to see just how they are putting these things into bodies.

      Making the choice to be with Nathan has brought me through some journeys I’d never thought I’d embark on. It’s given me an abundant amount of confidence that I can overcome anything for myself and the people I love. But this same life has also given me the most insufferable misery I’ve ever experienced, the most loss I’ve ever witnessed, and an abundance of hate I wish I could overcome. How ironic?

      We creep down the stairs, stopping before the landing that leads to an opening where three wood caskets, four chairs placed around two tables, and a seven-foot glass case occupy the space.

      Mrs. Waturstrom and Donald sit in two of the chairs at one of the tables furthest from us, nearer the glass case. Donald, dark skinned, bald, and an inch or two shorter than Mrs. Waturstrom, stiffly sits upright. His wife rubs his hand as they wait.

      The man that accompanying them approaches Donald, helps him stand, and walks him to the glass case. Donald steps in and turns to faces the man as he’s closes the glass door. It seals shut and a white mist sprays into the small, closed off space, clouding it. In a matter of seconds, Donald sinks to his knees and his head hits the glass. He appears to have died, turning pale, body so limp there shouldn’t be a sliver of life left in him.

      We stay tucked in the darkness of the stairwell, like sitting ducks, asking for someone to descend them and see us.

      “How long will it take this time?” A heavy, uncertain tone laces Mrs. Waturstrom’s question. Her presence feels irritated and nervous, an unfamiliar disposition for her. A soft, sorrowed confidence would describe the presence of the kind little nurse who helped at my high school. Prior to getting to know her, I thought she was a kind, aging lady, but she’s easily changed my mind after Natalia died. She turned out to be someone I never would’ve expected, and seeing this puts the cherry atop the whipped cream.

      “Give me a week.” The gentleman, who led them down here, turns away from the glass case’s door. “I’ll talk to Lunis and see if he knows any willing Faylamen, who wants to infuse the body of an old man. Your chances are slim to none, but it never hurts to ask.” He laughs, husky-like.

      “Your humor amuses me,” she nags.

      “Sarcasm. Ha!” he guffaws. “You would be humorous to a lot of people, Cynthia. People die, it’s what they do. Humans, Sephlems, Faylamen, animals, the list goes on. And when they die, they’re designed to remain dead. You, however, are selfish. Your husband, mate, has been dead for years. The moment you found out Lunis can―”

      “Hey!” she barks. “I don’t need you to go over my life story about my husband! I know what happened, I know what I did,” she spits.

      He turns up his wide nose, reflecting his disgust, as if she smelled of a sewer. “You are the worst kind of person.”

      She snarls and slams her hand down on the table. Pointing, she exclaims, “You cannot judge me! I am a person who will go to all ends for her mate.”

      The man looks at her as if she’s lost it, throwing his arms in the air, “Your mate is dead, you imprudent woman,” he informs matter-of-factly.

      “He is not!” she shouts.

      “Proven by the tear drop under your eye, by the body that lies lifeless against that glass.” He throws a point behind him. “Your mate is dead. And he will remain dead. No matter what extent you go through to bring his body back, he will never be your mate. But we will continue to waste our time with you,” he mumbles under his breath derisively.

      “You better!” she demands.

      “Says the woman who gave up her sister for another chance at bringing back her dead husband.”

      Taylor burst from the stairs. I reach for her, just short of snagging her shirt. Lunging at Mrs. Waturstrom, she tackles her. They hit the floor, Mrs. Waturstrom falling backward from the chair. “Tell me you didn’t!” Taylor shouts. “Tell me you didn’t sell out my mother!” She’s waling on her aunt, her body morphing in and out of control as her beast’s trying to break through.

      The man laughs as he moves against a wall, watching their quarrel as if this were a WWE match. Carmen and I enter the area, neither of us strong enough to break Taylor away from her aunt. They battle words like bullets, fists like missals.

      Mrs. Waturstrom demands Taylor stop and when she starts screaming for help, Carmen jumps in.

      The man remains leaned against the wall, arms crossed as he watches with pleasure. Cloaking my eyes, I near him. “Can you tell me what’s going on here?” I point to the glass holding Donald’s body.

      He smiles cheerfully, enthused by my curiosity. “What’s your name?”

      “Lauren,” I spit out, immediately wanting to take it back. I don’t like the name Lauren. . .

      “Hi, Lauren. I’m Karthik. You’re interested in this kind of stuff?” He looks me directly in my eyes as he speaks to me, as if he can see through me, beyond their darkness.

      I look away, remembering long ago when Lunis gazed upon me with the same inquisitive glare Nathan had said he could possibly be looking through me. For his answers, maybe? “Yes,” I lie. “I have an interest in it. Can you explain it to me?”

      “You are her niece?” he asks, pointing to Mrs. Waturstrom.

      I juggle lying or telling the truth. I’m unsure which would be the better choice to get the answers I’m after. I don’t know what all he knows.

      “You are,” he says with a mischievous smirk. “I’ve seen you before. That’s why that other one is upset. You two are the children of the mother she turned over to Lunis to bring her dead mate back.” He smiles wider as if he’s figuring out the pieces to a puzzle. “You are not the daughter but mated-in.” Carmen comes to my side. He turns his attention to her. “The question is . . .” his gaze slides back to me. “Whose mate would you be?” he questions slyly.

      “Let’s go.” A loud crack sounds behind Carmen’s words. The yelling ceases, making it stone quiet.

      Karthik chuckles. “Looks like I don’t have to get another Faylaman to fill her mate’s body. What do you say, Lauren?” he implies wickedly.

      I blink, trying to see beyond the person he’s showing me. There’s no possession, no other entities. I can’t prove he’s human.

      There’s chatter that’s grows louder upstairs. I don’t allow the worry to show in my expression, but we both shift our gazes to the ceiling before they fall back on each other’s.

      “No one ever wants to be possessed,” he says, looking past our shoulders, I assume to the empty glass case. “And we—the living—are selfish, not wanting to let go of the dead. We, as flesh, are weak and hurt when others move on. It causes us to go through extrinsic tasks and request things of our foes.” He looks at me head on. “Give ourselves to our enemies, lie, kill, and deceive.” Then he shifts his gaze to Taylor now standing on my other side. “We seek out people who have been gone for years to get something small, but giving something bigger at a cost we cannot accommodate. We are left to battle with our choices for the remainder of our lives until death resurfaces and finds us. Right, Lauren?” He nods at me. “And when death resurfaces, it not only takes you away, but it fills you. And many times, others.” He walks around us to the glass case.

      The chatter nearing the door upstairs tells me we should be getting out of here, but there’s something forcing me to stay and hear him out.

      “Lauren, I can tell you all about this.” His finger sliding along the glass screeches annoyingly. “How bad do you want to know?”

      “Not that bad,” I respond without hesitation, heading for the door.

      “Wait,” he says quickly. “You are Nathan’s mate. The death. . .”

      His mention halts me mid-step. It’s not what he said, I suspect people to know who my mate is. Everyone knows, except Nathan. But it’s how Karthik said it, as if a little birdy just whispered it in his ear and he had to say it aloud because of his disbelief or astonishment for the news.

      “The mate of death, before me.” I twist around, and meet his stone-gray eyes. “Everyone wants you two,” he whispers in apprehension and a bit of shock.

      “I don’t know what you mean.” I try to put him off.

      “The look in your eyes says you do.” He smirks. “I will not turn you in. I am shocked to meet you. Shocked to see that for all these years, what everyone has been searching for actually exists.” He takes a step forward. “If I may,” he says, extending his hand.

      I swat his hand. “You may not.”

      He meets his outreached hand with his other, and then pulls them to his chest. “Tell me, you and your mate, you create something powerful, yes?”

      “No,” I say strongly. “My mate is dead.”

      “Impossible,” he whispers astounded. “No. . .” The news seems to murder him. He stumbles about until he finds a seat.

      “He is.” I motion for Taylor and Carmen to come on. “Excuse us.”

      “Wait.” He steps in front of my exit. “They will see you if you go that way. There’s another exit. But before you go, I’ll answer your question.” He nods, requesting I agree.

      Slowly, as if a thought enhanced with every stride he takes across the floor, he makes it before the glass case that Donald’s body is slumped in. “As you might’ve heard, his body encased a Faylamen that didn’t agree with the body. One of many actually.” He shrugs once. “Maybe it was the wrong size, or it smelled weird. Like a shoe. Hahahaa.” His husky laugh’s deep and devious. “There could be a number of reasons why this didn’t work out for dear old Donald.”

      I recall seeing Scott, how he moved about well enough but the expression on his face relayed he wasn’t ‘involved’ with the world around him. But, that doesn’t go for the guy we saw at Lunis’ house. He, too, seemed as if he was getting used to the body, but it was a Qualm in him. “How does that explain the Qualms inside the body of my friends, or taking on their images?”

      “I will get around to that shortly.” Karthik drags two chairs around the table where two others are already placed. “Please, sit,” he offers.

      “We’ll stand,” Taylor advises as she crosses her blood smeared arms in front of her torn shirt. “Continue.”

      “There are multiple evils. In this world, the one amongst us today, there are the Faylamen; there is no point in their possession, only the numbers in the possession in other beings, rather it be man, creature, or animal. For the Qualms,” he chuckles as he calls the name. “They are a very interesting creature. They’re not from our world, you know?” Karthik’s eyes light up with admiration as he reveals, “These things entered from a realm unknown to our own. Their desire is greater than numbers, they want to overtake, to rule. They desire to have the biggest influence over the humans as they rule highest on the pyramid. They are the only creatures who do not out rightly hide who they are, they are free, and the Qualms require their freedom. But they won’t stop there, they want the strongest of beings as well. They’ll use them to help take control of the humans. But, they can do none of this with just their being alone, so they require a latch, for the strength, and for the control. Like a parasite. Then my favorite part of the story, there is a demon who shall not be named, ever. He, it, is a very smart creature and he’s had a play in the making since the beginning of a long time ago.”

      Cautiously, the three of us sit around table. The upper level has gone quiet and Karthik seems to be believe we’re in the clear down here.

      “Many have been believed to be the All-Seeing of Death, a single being—said to be a Sephlem of sorts—who will have the ability to avert the mind, control one’s body, fill a heart with its own desires, invade the vision and change the site or perception. Oh boy,” he sings. “The control is unlimited.” He throws up his hand, palm in a cupping gesture. “This one person can control the will of a person where a single thought will snatch the life from someone. Here one moment instantly gone the next!”

      Taylor, Carmen, and I exchange glances. His excitement in this thing is absurd. Who would want that kind of power? To eliminate the freewill of everyone, to destroy someone by their own thought. I had a problem with Nathan being able to do that to me, he could insert thoughts in my mind and sometimes make them seem as if I was thinking for myself. No one should be able to control someone’s mind.

      “Her mate, the death of the meaning, though he can cause death, he can also stop it,” he admires, eyes growing wide with wonder. “Controlled he can control, because of his bloodline, he secretly holds these abilities and the capability to manage all this power! Oh, what most would give for his body.” He’s having an infogasm, eyes rolling in the back of his head as he’s balling his fists. They slowly unclench as his glossed gaze falls on me. “Her. The seeing of the meaning has the eyes of a Volvë, seeress, known as Elbany. She ruled as queen over her people. They looked upon her not only as guidance but also as their keeper. She was able to see beyond realms, in their lives, her life, and others’ lives. She was able to envision a better understanding of them so that they could live right and be sacred. Seeing for the people, saving the people from devastation and misfortune, from themselves and others. She saw who people really were, what they really wanted, what their utmost desires were, and what was required of them to accomplish those wants and needs.”

      Maybe there’s a hint of similarity there. . .

      “She used her powers for evil. Visited frequently by this demon that made her promises of sight for things she has not yet accomplished, things they would show her to increase her ability. She already possessed what they promised, the strongest of her kind. But greedily, she followed them, yearning for the promise of more, of better, of perfection. One of flesh’s greatest weaknesses. She was fooled and taken over by the demon who desired her most, the one who required the power, who wanted Elbany’s worshipers because they loved her so dearly. This demon received all of it through possession of her.

      “Elbany’s people hated who she’d become, the pride she kept, the resilience she had. One night in her sleep, she was slain. The demon within her latched onto the nearest body, who happened to be her murderer. This added onto its desire, but it was dissatisfied living within this normal man. He didn’t acquire nearly as much worship as he did while inhibited within Elbany, The All-Seeing Goddess. With that, he searched for greatness, someone he could shed his current form for and set his plan in motion as he was nowhere near as powerful as required. In his search, he came across a woman who was Sephlem. She was a different type of creature the demon had not yet embarked upon. She smelled different, possessed non-human abilities though she looked human. Intrigued, he became infatuated with her as she played in his trap of seduction. He made love to the unfamiliar creature and made her promise she’ll remain as his forever, forever being bind to him. From her, one night as she slept, he took her heart, and sucked the blood from it before refilling it with his own. Now, the two were bound by the exchange when he returned the heart to her. A year later, alone, the female bore three different children. All of which were Sephlems, but of a new nature; Burdened, Hybrid, and the final, simple like her. This was a change this world wasn’t expecting.”

      “What does that have to do with the demons and them bringing dead people back to life?” Carmen cuts in and is shushed by Taylor and me.

      “Let him finish,” I say.

      Karthik nods. “The woman searched for her seducer only coming upon his lifeless body discarded by a nearby town that was run by a king called Nathan. This king was possessed by the demon who’s name I cannot reveal. The town was small and her presence drew attention from citizens of the city. A farmer told the king about a woman who was accompanied by three babies: one red, one pale with black eyes and liquid black hair, and another of normality, and that she was being held in the home of a wine-man. The king promptly wanted to know of this woman and why her children were not of one’s anyone had ever seen. Within the red child, he saw himself, not in its looks but in the deep blue churning of its eyes. This child, he kept and raised, finding this baby was much like him. A demon in the body of a beast. The beast of the body he was currently in. It was by no mistake King Nathan was sovereign, by the murder of the previous king―his father, he took the throne and the people adored him, for the things he was capable of; he conquered every war, he took care of his people, and would slay an enemy without question no matter the means. For the woman, he remained bound to her eternally. The demon had a plan to become more powerful by mixing the strength of the beast he created and the power of the seerer he once was. He had taken the sample of life he drew from Elbany’s dead body and fed it to the Burdened baby as he hexed the child with the mark of what we know to be the All-Seeing of Death. He thought this would take effect immediately and the boy would grow into this beast he desired, but it never took. For years, he waited and watched, but it never came to pass, as the hex was in the bloodline not the body. He gave up, but listened for signs. But, he didn’t know there was one thing he was missing. However, the possessing of the body is what brought me to this story.”

      Sorrow wipes his once excited eyes sober, and he continues, “The Qualms have come in search for the body of the Sephlem that holds the heart of an innocent but bares the soul of the wicked. This is the part of the hex the demon ignored. The descendent from the direct bloodline of the Sephlems creator. And they’ve found him. They have found exactly what they need. And this. . . Lauren, is bad. Everything will change.”

      “But you help them,” I softly accuse, not understanding what’s changed in his disposition.

      “It’s my job. I owe my soul. A debt I can only pay in death. Cursed, years ago, I cannot die. It leaves me obligated to be servant to he who asks of me. Now, they ask me to work with the Faylamen and Qualms, in helping them acquire as many available, willing and unwilling creatures, as we can. You cannot kill what is already dead, what has not taken a body, and walks amongst you in its truest form. But in seeing what is in the desire of one who is dead, in death can lay defeat brought forth by death.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” I tell him truthfully.

      “With your mate being deceased, it is nothing but a pointless prophecy for saving what we will look upon in our future as peace. What we see today as challenging times will be our beg for mercy for what is to come.”

      “So, we’re doomed,” Carmen blurts.

      He smiles kind-heartedly, personality switching from wicked to mournful, powerless. “It was very nice to meet you, Lauren. Sorry to hear about your mate. I had hopes for us all.”

      Standing from the table, I blink and behind his kindhearted smile, he weeps. His face is flooded with sadness, despair, and defeat. It saddens me to see him this way, and truthfully, I admit, “My name is not Lauren, it is Tracey. Nathan is my mate. He was once dead and now, suddenly, he is alive. I’ve seen him, but he doesn’t remember me, his family, or anything. I don’t know how to fix it.”

      “Thank you, Tracey, for your time. It was my pleasure to meet you, and the best of luck with getting Nathan back to you. For all our sakes. You two have an ardent purpose that can help save us or will trouble us. I and many others are hoping for the better.” Karthik rises from the chair, contemplation in his eyes. “Please choose wisely.”

      I lie, “I’ll do my best. We should go. Can you tell me how to get out of here?”
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      The night is heavy. It weighs on me as though I was walking with this car on my back instead of driving it. It’s not just me, Taylor and Carmen have been quiet since we left that warehouse. I chance a glance to my right. “Taylor, are you okay?” She hasn’t said a word since we got back in the car.

      “I’m . . . relating.”

      “Ooh kay. . .?” What does that mean. . .? To what?

      “Going with the enemy for help and turning on your family.” She raises her blood-smeared hands. “I didn’t think twice. . .” She shoves her hands in her face. “I had zero control.”

      I dared looking in Mrs. Waturstrom’s direction when we exited from the basement of that place. Blood had pooled on the floor and from the cracking sound I overheard from their battle, I was very familiar with the outcome.

      “We would always talk about how bad Nathan was, how merciless he could be,” Taylor whispers. “I could never ignore the fact, though, that with family he wasn’t that bad. Look at what I did to him, to you; he never came close to killing me. He may have thought about it, maybe discussed it, but he wouldn’t kill me. With everything we’ve done to him . . . the only one of us whose death was brought forth by Nathan was our father’s. But he shouldn’t have been the only one. I, unlike my brother, didn’t think twice before I brutally murdered my aunt. Not a single thought of mercy for her seared through my mind. Only the need for revenge, to give to her what she gave to our mother, to repay her for the damage and suffering she caused my brothers. I regarded her as though she was the one who stole the life of my mother. I lost it and punished her as if she was nothing. Nothing like family would have. Nathan wouldn’t have done that, and we talk about how bad he is.” She shifts in her seat, looking in the back. “I’m sorry, Carmen.”

      I lift my gaze to the rearview. Carmen flicks her hand, waving off Taylor’s apology as if her actions are no big deal, but when she turns toward her window, after Taylor turns around, she drags her finger across her nose. In her reflection, her tears are falling.

      Mrs. Waturstrom stood in place as Carmen, Courtney, and Carteal’s mother. They lost their parent’s long ago, and she was the one who took that role for them. Now, maybe, she feels like she has no one.

      Whether the death is forth coming, unexpected, or brought on by someone, no matter the betrayal, when you love someone, you love them, and the loss of them hurts regardless. Knowing you’ll never get the opportunity to see them, to hear them, to experience a single graze of their hand gently caress your skin, it always still hurts. Even though they did some extremely messed up shit—like kill off another family member—knowing they’re gone from you forever still burns a hole in your heart.

      We make it home, and Carmen stops on the porch. “When is Laine supposed to come back?” she asks.

      I retract and wrap my hands around my elbows. “He didn’t, he just left. Everything okay?”

      “I’m going home, Tracey. Just a day or two. Let me know when Laine gets back.” She hugs me. “Sorry, I just need a break from all this for a minute. I’m a little sad about my aunt and just.” She sighs. “Tracey, I don’t want to add onto everything with my stuff too.” I feel her sadness coating her presence, though she’s trying to cover it with a smile. Nudging me, she grins. “Not like I had many immediate older relatives left, you know. Just Aunt Nati and Aunt Cent.” She zones out and a pool of tears collect along her lids. Clearing her throat, she blinks them away. I envy how she’s able to forbid the gloom that demands she release it. With only the straightening of her neck and two blinks, she’s back to chipper Carmen. “I’ll tell my brother to come over here.”

      “You don’t need to do that, Carmen. Little Nathan’s here. I can bug him if anything comes up.”

      Her attempt to appear strong struggles as we continue our exchange. “I’ve already told them,” she says, shaking her head. “Carteal is coming. Courtney will stay with me, do the big brother thing and let me cry on his shoulder. Be a total girl for a day.”

      “We all need one of those days.” I sigh, pinching my lips to the side.

      She cackles, to simulate cheer. I see past it, her faux exterior is nothing less than a lie, deceived by the lament gloss of her eyes. “Don’t die or anything while I’m gone.”

      I wrap my arms around her neck. “I get it, Carmen. Take as much time as you need. It’s okay. But know, I can also be that friend you need right now.”

      “Thanks, Tracey. But you have enough to worry about. Every minute you spend talking to me is time you can spend looking for Nathan.”

      My first though is to say Nathan isn’t as important as being there for her, but that’d be a lie. I chew on my bottom lip and search for the words to bring her comfort and reiterate her importance in my life. The best I have is, “I do need to find him, yes. But I’ve spent years, Carmen, and you’ve given years for us. I’ll take that time for you, and Nathan would want me to, too.”

      “Thanks, Tracey. That means a lot to me.” A grim smirk tugs at the corner of her lips. I hadn’t realized how Carmen has ceased to look me in my eyes until now. There’s been nothing but a flick of her gaze, taking seconds of a glance at my face. She does it again, eyes rising to me and falling away within the same second. “Bye.”

      Courtney pulls up and she gets in the passenger’s side of the car.

      Whatever it is about me, it’s off-putting to her, but I won’t make her feel bad about it.
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      I try to rest in bed, but there’s been an unusual tug in my chest ever since we left that building earlier. It wasn’t until I settled down that I noticed it. Thinking back on it, it’s been here ever sense I stepped foot in that warehouse. As I lay here in silence, in darkness, I cringe as the attacks on my chest grow worse. My hand is burning, a slight sting in my palm, coming from my fire snake demanding release.

      It’s eleven thirty at night. Whatever my body’s pushing me to go after, I chase it.

      I snag my boots and jacket from the closet. In case I’m spotted, to insure I don’t stand out, I let my hair hang down around my face. I leave from the back door and take off, full speed. There’s a peculiar excitement thrashing through me as I push myself to follow my heart. My gut is telling me I’m headed back to the warehouse. I need to be there right now, at this moment. I raise my blackened palm and say to it, “Help me find Nathan.” Though I can’t feel Nathan, something tells me the fire snake can, that this feeling in my chest and it are somehow connected.

      My palm burns viciously as I let it down and the fire snake slithers from me, taking the color of blue flames to dim its brightness. “So that’s how you go without being seen.”

      It slithers off, clearing ground faster than I can run. I race behind it, wind burning my cheeks and whipping through my hair. We quickly make it. I’m panting, standing on a hill that overlooks the building that’s now dark. This part of the city has fallen asleep with its building dark and lack of people. The only light offered is by the street lights.

      “He’s in there,” I tell the snake, still catching my breath.

      It slithers in place before lifting itself up to come back in my hand. Assuming this means it agrees, I move my hand over its head, accepting it back.

      I’m not leaving here without him, no matter how hard he fights me, or if he tries to kill me.

      Every step I take, nearing the building, is preparing me for whatever is about to come. A fight? Most likely.

      The door we used to enter earlier is locked. I circle the building, checking for one that’s opened, but find them all sealed shut. On the second level, a window is cracked. A couple of pipes and a ledge assist my climb to it, and I push it open so I can slip inside.

      I cloak my eyes to see in the dark and examine this level of the warehouse. I’m on a landing that leads to a flight of stairs, the scent of sawdust and rusty metal tickles my nose. It’s so quiet, I’m afraid to take a step.

      On my tip toes, I cross the chain-linked ledge to the metal stairs and lightly descend them, hoping I go unheard. At the bottom of the stairs, I hit a fork, and I take the path leading to my left.

      “You came here looking for me?” A familiar voice from behind me draws me to a halt.

      Damn. . . Michael Moore. . .

      As I’m turning, ready to sic my snake on him, a wool bag is pulled over my head and something smacks me across my temple. The hit dazes me, but not enough to lose consciousness, though I’m a bit discombobulated as my body tries to regain balance as someone’s pulling me to walk.

      They slam me down on a chair, yank my arms behind my back, and tie me up, binding my wrists with a rope that cuts into my skin.

      The bag’s pulled from my head.

      The room’s spinning.

      It takes minutes for me to focus. I’m staring at an empty doorway, and no one’s in sight. The instant I turn my head, a blindfold is placed over my eyes before I can make out my surroundings. “Argh! Lunis must be in here,” I gurgle to whoever is in the room besides Michael and me. “Just so you idiots know, with my mate being dead, I can’t latch on to his ability, so, no need to think I can dust you or anything.”

      Michael snickers. “No, Tracey, baby. It’s just you and me.”

      Clearing my throat, I say, “You know, no matter what you do to me, I will never want you. Maybe we could’ve been friends, but after what you did, I hate you with every fiber of my being.”

      “Stop it, Cey,” he whines.

      “Let me go, Michael.” I jerk my arms. “If I have to get out of here myself, it’s not going to end well for any of you.”

      “Don’t threaten me, Tracey.” He steps in front of me. “I’d just like to make things right between us again. Like the way they used to be.”

      I part my lips, preparing to cuss Michael, but I’m struck silent, sucking in a bitter breath. The deepest breath, as Nathan’s demanding presence takes over the room. I’ve not felt him in forever. When I release the breath, it takes me a minute to take it back in.

      Drawn speechless, I sit here, quietly, listening to the two breathe. Once the effect of Nathan’s presence settles in me, I relax my muscles and contemplate my exit.

      I tug my arms testing how tightly Michael’s tide the rope. It’s pretty tight and hurts when I twist my arms as the rope cuts deeper into my skin. With my vision limited, I use my ability to feel for everyone and get an idea of where they stand. Nathan’s far off in this room to my right, and Michael’s a couple feet in front of me. He moves frequently, possibly left and right, maybe pacing. My feet are loose, and I cross my ankles. The door is in front of me, and I’m prepared to make a run for it at the right time.

      “What do you want, Michael? Why don’t you just let me go?” Why Michael is even in the middle of this has me stumped. Besides him being a Faylaman, why is he even bothering with us. He’s alive, so he’s not benefiting from anything Lunis has to offer. “What’s your play here?”

      Michael’s steps drag across the floor.

      “Can you please get away from me?” I shake off the hand he places on my knee. “You don’t have to be near me to answer my question. Don’t touch me.”

      “You used to like it when I touched you like this,” he utters, replacing his hand to the center of my thigh while the other settles on my waist.

      “The keywords are used to. Never again will I ever like it or want it. Get the hell away from me and get on with whatever you are going to do.”

      There a smile on his voice as he says, “I’m doing it.” He draws nearer me, and his lips press against mine. I yank away, but he leans in, moving as I move, not allowing us space.

      I ram my foot into a part of his body I hope is his groin. He grunts, jerking away, cussing my attack. I spit in the direction. “Asshole!”

      “Make her be still and when I kiss her . . . make her return my affection,” Michael commands with a deep rage that causes his voice to growl.

      “Don’t do it, Nathan,” I say smoothly, shaking my head, assuming Michael’s talking to him.

      “Shut the hell up, Tracey!” Michael barks. “He isn’t here for you.”

      “Nathan, don’t make me kiss him.” I keep my voice even and strong, not wanting them to sense any kind of fear. Not that I’m scared or worried, but I don’t want them to misinterpret even the slightest crack in my voice. “You don’t want to do this.” This guy has to have some kind of morals within him somewhere. He has to know that forcing me to kiss Michael is wrong.

      Michael moves in again, as a stealthy sense crawls over me and compels my compliance in Michael’s order of my submission.

      “I’m not going to force her to kiss you, but she won’t attack you,” Nathan says.

      “The hell I won’t,” I say, but am unable to move a limb. “Michael, I’m playing nicely, because I want answers, but you touch me again, these measly ropes aren’t going to hold me back.”

      There’s a titter. A hand wraps around my neck, and I’m ripped from the chair and thrown to the floor. Michael’s over me, pinning me to the floor. He slams his mouth down on me, and rocks his hard hips against mine.

      I buck beneath him, trying to wrench free, but I’m motionless, still as the concrete beneath me. My fire snake isn’t shooting from my palm as I’m willing it to. My body is not bursting into flames as I’m demanding it.

      Shit. I’m a sitting duck. . .

      Michael “Mmmms” against my mouth and my aggravated grunt for freedom gives off the wrong signal. He drags his mouth from mine, down to my neck, sending revolting shocks painfully striking with every connection.

      I tried compromising with Nathan, but he’s forcing me to be a bitch. Through the pain, I clench my teeth, as I say, “This isn’t who you are, Nate. You’re greater than taking orders from him.” A distraction is all I need. “When’d you become a Faylamen’s bitch?!” I yell.

      “What?” Nathan barks. I’m able to move, snake shooting from my hand and I’m the girl on fire. Michael jumps away from me. I’m on my feet, ripping the blind fold from my eyes. “Kill everything!” I tell the snake. I whip around.

      Gasp!

      Nathan snatches me up by my neck, hand wound so tightly he cuts off my air supply. “Who is who’s bitch now?” he snarls.

      My hands are clutched around his wrists. I can’t speak and my face is burning hot as I choke. “Please,” I breathe, eyes locked on his that are peaceful but without care.

      I will my fire snake to do something. Entranced by Nathan’s swirling eyes, I can’t see what it does, but Nathan breaks our gaze and drops me. I run from the room, hitting a corner, and race down a flight of stairs. Around another corner, I hit another flight, and then I shoot down a hallway in search of somewhere I can rest and come up with a plan.

      Michael screams my name from somewhere on an upper level. He follows with, “I know you’re still in here. Whatever you came here to accomplish tonight isn’t going to happen.”

      “You know, Michael, I don’t know what has come over you, or who this guy is you’ve become. But, when Nathan remembers, and we all know I’m going to get him to remember, he’s going to murder you for what you did.”

      There’s a laugh. “You’re very optimistic.”

      I slip inside of a room where there’s a door that leads down another hall. I’m lost, but I push onward, hoping to come up on a door that’ll lead me outside. I take a corner to my left and then another to the right and enter a corridor with the ceiling and walls lined with pipes and railing.

      I’ve found my way in another basement area.

      Pounding footstep spike in my hearing. They’re coming my way.

      I’ve taken too many turns, I don’t know which is the way away or to them. Against a corner, hidden in darkness, I press my body to the wall. The heavy steps are echoing as they make their way down one of the three halls leading to me.

      I hold my breath.

      He makes it to the center, back to me. With a look over his shoulder, he instantly meets my eyes—his a glow of midnight blue chilling my shaking bones.

      I’m shaking my head. “Nathan,” I whisper. “Don’t hurt me. I’m just trying to find a way out of here.”

      He parts his lips and takes a deep breath as though he were preparing to shout.

      I shoot from the wall and throw my hand over his mouth. “Don’t!” I whisper harshly. “Please?” I beg desperately.

      Snatching my hand from his face, he shoves me away from him. “Touch me again, and I’ll tear you apart, girl.”

      I throw up my hands, surrendering to his threat. “I’m sorry.”

      “Go ahead,” he says. “Run that way.” He throws a point, not caring one way or another. “Get further lost in this maze you’ve worked your way into.”

      “You’ll let me escape?” I ask, backing away from him.

      “For now.” He folds his thick arms in front of his swollen chest. A brow hitches and accommodates a rising smirk. “I like the hunt.”

      Drawing my lips to the side, I consider it, escaping. But, I didn’t come all this way to get mouth raped by my ex-boyfriend and leave empty handed. My reason for all of this is standing right in front of me, we’re alone, and I’m willing to do whatever it takes to get him back. My only downfall is that I don’t know what to do about it. How do I get him to remember me?

      My last stitch effort.

      “I’m either going to walk away from this or die at your feet,” I mutter. Uncloaking my eyes and breaking down my walls, I open myself up to him. I strip off my jacket and shake out my hair, hoping my scent fills this small space we occupy. His nostrils flare as he studies me.

      He’s always wanted to, but never would take a feeding from me. Maybe now he will and maybe. . . just maybe, he’ll recall me, and let his guard down just enough for me to break into his thoughts.

      Nathan strikes across the ground and pins me to the concrete corner. The stone is smooth to my skin, but his grip is constricting. “Why,” he hisses, “do you smell so good?” His head dips down beside mine and my stomach flutters. My hands are shaking and my breaths stutter. Nathan inhales and there’s restraint as he tries to muffle the reflexes of his sensory. Instead, he growls.

      Slowly, he drawls back, eyes swirling night blue, outlined in a stinging gray. To his demon, I mutter, “Did they make it to you too? You remember me, don’t you?”

      “What?” Nathan spits.

      “Taste it . . .” I dare it, tilting my head back. “Just a little. Help me.”

      In a blink, the control is snatched from Nathan and with ease his beast has taken possession of their being, and it is it who has me pinned against the wall, more than a foot off the ground. Huge hands are wrapped around my wrists, splaying my arms out, keeping me pinned. Managing my weight by my shoulders hurt, but I hold in my complaint. The beast growls, “How dare you speak to me?”

      “You know who I am. I know you do.”

      “I know what he knows,” it says. It sucks in my air and dips its head near my neck. “You’re offering yourself to me, Tracey?” it asks, followed by its sharp teeth scraping across my neck. They break the skin and its tongue slides over the abrasions. “You’re saying, right now, I can finally sip from you, everything?”

      My heart’s pounding, and I try to keep my breaths even. “I just want you two back. If this is what it takes.”

      “Us two?”

      “You’re a package deal. Help me get him back?”

      Those night eyes look me over as its lowering me to the ground. “What are you?” it whispers in its rough voice that’s as venomous as it is intriguing.

      When it releases my wrist, I place my hand on his diamond hard cheek. “You know what I am. Now,” I take on the tone Nathan has always hated and demand my next words with a will I hope controls him. “Give me back my mate.”

      The beast cringes in weakness as it shrinks before me, shifting back to Nathan-size. Nathan throws his hands to his head, and squeezes his eyes shut. I wrench from the wall and rush over to him, calling, “Nathan? You okay?” cautiously, but hopeful.
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      Her light-brown eyes consume me. Arched eyebrows nearly touch her hairline as she looks upon me with hopefulness.

      I slide the knuckle of my index finger along her tear dampened cheek. When I meet her jaw, I push my hand around the back of her neck and let my thumb graze a spot beneath her ear. She smells like lilac and orchids. Cherry-red lips tremble. She tucks the bottom one between her teeth and bites down.

      I tug one of her curls and it bounces on my release. With my left hand, I trace the bridge of her nose.

      “Anything?” she whispers, seemingly unintentional as it’s followed by a hard swallow and the shifting of her worried gaze.

      I break our contact and retract my steps. Her hands shake as they drop to her sides. She’s familiar; a certain memory left on her lips and a constant worry in the creases beside her eyes. I’d be certain about my assumptions, but I can’t feel her.

      To settle her fear, I smile and say, “I see you,” as I glide a finger along her jawline and tilt her head back when I make it to her chin. I kiss her mouth. Her trembling stops and a smile consumes her face. “You’re happy?”

      “Is that a trick question?”

      I don’t recall why I was chasing her, or how she got me cornered. I’m dizzy, but I shake it off. “How’d we get down here?” Her expression morphs from hopeful to disappointed. “What’s wrong.” I rub her shoulders.

      “Do.” She clears the grogginess. “Do you know who I am?” she asks.

      I scoff, “Of course, Tracey. Are you okay?”

      “Just Tracey?”

      I flick my gaze away from her and then re-meet her eyes. “Tracey Warren. . ?”

      “Oh.” She squeezes the back of her neck. “Right.” A smirk warms her cheeks. “I’m just happy I got you back. You were zoned and maybe wanted to kill me.”

      A thunder of footsteps echoes through the basement. I search for an exit, not immediately finding one.

      “What’s wrong,” she asks.

      “I can’t remember how to get out of here,” I admit with the sour taste of regret.

      “Crap!”

      Grabbing her hand, I pull her to our right, a hallway darker than the other two. “Let’s try this way.” Corner after corner we hunt the halls for an exit. “There’s an exit around here somewhere.” Finding a door at the end of the hall, we escape with ease.

      I shove the door open. We’re ambushed!

      I tuck Tracey behind me, shielding her from three cloaked creatures huddled on the door’s other side. One says, “We’ve left you with plenty of time. Now is our time and we need to speak with you.”

      My Burdened sends a sting driving up my spine. With a stab in my stomach, it requests control, but with Tracey here, I refuse to give in to it. Settled and seeming to understand why I declined it, it sends thoughts to me, wanting me to request more time. Without question, to the oddly cloaked figures, I say, “I require more time.”

      With a single nod from the one in the center, they each nod and disperse with the darkness, shadows seeming to evaporate. Once they’re out of sight, I bring Tracey to my front, and silently pull the door closed. “Are you okay?” I ask.

      She hugs me. “Thanks.”

      Uncomfortably, I push my arms around her back. “For what?”

      “Shh. Just a second.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, still unable to shake my dizziness. The last few days are a blur, maybe a little longer. The last thing I recall was sitting at a bar after a small tiff with Tracey over a dying conversation. Her being my mate. I was doubtful. I’m still doubtful. I didn’t want things to change between us, and she was okay with keeping things the same. Mostly. But, something changed. Everything averted, and I can’t remember how. The family she brought me to meet though, they’re my blood. I remember them, living and growing with them. For some reason, at the time I was with Tracey, though, I didn’t recall them in the least.

      The hell they do to me?

      From inside the building, maybe on a different level than the basement, Michael is yelling for Tracey. Michael, the name offered to me by my Burdened. He’s Tracey’s ex-boyfriend, but I have a faint memory of them together more recently. My Burdened’s quirking and shifting within me. It’s hard to fight it, so I choose not to. “Tracey, there’s something I need to handle. I’ll be right back,” we tell her. “Wait for me somewhere safe. I’ll find you.”

      “Don’t forget,” she adds, before running to my left, out of sight.

      I keep her scent current in my senses so I can quickly find her after I carry out this itch my Burdened won’t allow me to ignore. Whatever Michael did, there’s no way he’s living with the pleasure of getting away with it.

      It’s easy for me to find my way back through the basement and to the main opening of the warehouse.

      Michael’s racing down the stairs, calling, “Nate, did you see her? Was she down there?”

      It’s my stall that makes us wait for him to make it before me. My Burdened knows exactly what it wants to do, but for me, I’m curious to what this clown did. He’s half my size and my lightest punch should knock him out. But, my Burdened seems to think he’ll give us a run for our money and it hates him so much, it forces its scornful feelings to stab down my spine. With flashes from a past I’ve yet to recall, it reveals our hate for Michael and him damn near raping Tracey as she lay on the floor bound and blindfolded.

      There’s a snarl that rips from me as my sight changes and the ground grows further away. Michael shudders and, possibly, fear sends him stammering back. “W-what’s up, man. You find her or not?” to my delight, it’s fear. The air around him shades red and the scent of terror soars through my nostrils sending a savor over my pallet. Dammit if it doesn’t smell good. My Burdened quirks for me to attack, while I prefer to savor it. The longer I wait the better it’ll taste.

      There has forever been an itch to force this Faylaman to reap what he sows. I’ve not been able to place it until now, why I’ve despised him so much, but I’m starting to remember.

      “We need to find her before she makes it out of here. Who knows what the bitch is capable of,” Michael spits, retreating for the stares. He’s trying to keep his cool, too afraid to run and too afraid to stay put.

      I was hoping he’d run.

      I draw back and ram my fist in his face. He drops on contact and morphs into his true form, looking like a goddamn armadillo. “I really fucking hate you. And I’m going to enjoy the shit out of this.” I prowl toward my prey and let him put up a fight. I even give him hope by allowing him to get in a couple of jabs. But in the end, it doesn’t matter. He knows he lost, even as he regains his balance, blood smearing his teeth, raised fist too tired to throw another punch. He starts forward. I snatch him up by his neck and inhale his hope and then his fear.

      My beast demands to be fed, and I allow it to take over. It’s slow, drawing Michael toward our frame, driving our nails into his solid fresh and feeding from his pain. Our lips part and from me growls, “What’s your greatest desire?”

      “You’re wrong, Nate, you promised. She was mine. You swore I could have her.”

      “The girl?” growls from me with a hint of amusement in a immoral tone. “Out of all the things? Fine.” We’re easily accepting. “Want her more than you want to live?” And his desire spills off him into us. My jaw drops and my teeth are dug into his flesh, but not without difficulty. We draw the remaining soul from his body, leaving an empty corpse beneath us.

      I preferred to smash his head in and burn him and this place down, but my beast has other plans. It not only wants Michael’s soul, but his heart too. A quick thought from it says I can still set it all on fire, but it takes its pleasures first.

      It’s sure to keep us clean, a constant thought of Tracey keeping it slightly tamed with its meal. When it’s finished, it willingly gives me back the control.

      Snatching a lighter from my pocket and grabbing a keg of gasoline from a corner, I drench the floor and walls, and then set it ablaze.

      It’s beyond satisfying, as I admire my work.

      On a lift that looks over me, Lunis is leaning against the rail. Over the snapping and crackling of his warehouse, he says, “It will only be a matter of time before you return.”

      I flick him off and leave from the side door.
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      Tracey traveled on foot, over fifty miles from her home. We stand before a two-story house big enough for us and an a second family. Vaguely, I recognize it, but not enough to know when I enter I’ll feel at home as Tracey insists I’ll experience. She does a lot of this, insisting. While I agreed that Lunis and his goons will likely know to return to my one-bedroom apartment, I originally was against coming back here with her. But after more insisting and Tracey’s persistence, I opted to coming to her spot. I may be uncomfortable, but at least she’s stopped begging me.

      Tracey pushes the front door open, and I step in behind her. It’s quiet. A mixture of baked pie and fabric softener makes it smell homey. It partially welcomes me, while on the other hand, I’m entering the home of a stranger. I battle with the double feelings, but allow it to settle discomfortingly as I follow Tracey up the stairs, and to a master bedroom.

      “How do you feel?” she asks.

      “Like I don’t belong here,” I say honestly.

      “Are you at least comfortable?”

      I shrug. “I’m fine.” Her expression falls mournful, and a sorrow steals her beautiful brown eyes. “Come here, Tracey. You look like you could use a hug.” She enters my open arms and rests her head on my chest. I rub along her back. “Tonight was pretty crazy, huh? I had to murder that jerk Michael. After seeing what he did to you, he rubbed me the wrong way. I’m not one hundred percent certain, but there’s a memory I can’t exactly recall involving him. He deserved it.”

      She sighs hard, and heavy. “He caused a lot of issues. You’re right. He did deserve it.” She bites back the squeak that would’ve been present in her voice. Leaning away from me, her gaze is on my chest. She stares at me pensively, eyebrows drawing tightly together and a frown drooping her cheeks.

      “What?” I ask.

      “You still don’t have a heartbeat?”

      I focus on me. I push my hand across my chest. Slowly, I shrug, and say, “I’ve not had one as long as I can remember. I was hexed and—”

      She raises her hand, and I quiet. “What do you remember?”

      Shrugging, I say, “I don’t know, Tracey. We’ve been friends for half a year. I have a family. I think, maybe, that you think we’re mated. But, I’m doubtful because I’d have your heart filing my chest if we were, and I don’t.”

      Tracey turns a shade redder than an apple and leaves for the bathroom. I follow after her, but retract when the bedroom door opens. My sister, Taylor, rushes in. My brother, Little Nathan, follows behind her along with my cousins Carmen, Cart, and Court. I hug each of them and then follow my sister downstairs.

      “I’d like to say that I had missed all of you, but that’d be a lie because I now miss you.” They laugh, but each stair at me as if I’m performing a magic before their eyes. “Don’t make me feel weird, guys.”

      Carmen scoffs. “Don’t make you feel weird? You do know you were dead for years and suddenly appeared without a single memory of any of us, and now you’re back acting as if it’s been us who’s been gone and not you?”

      I chuckle, scraping the back of my hand against my chin. “You have a point.”

      Taylor brings to me a hardy sandwich on a napkin. “You’re slimming up there. Eat up. I can make another if you’re still hungry.”

      I take a large bite. “Thanks. So, we’re going to stand around the kitchen or sit down somewhere?”

      Tracey’s missing. It’d make being around everyone a lot easier if she were down here, helping me through this odd re-acquaintance. I give her space. Maybe doing so will allow her to accept that the past me she hoped to receive is different from the man standing before her today.

      I follow Taylor to the living room. I remember this house a little, more of a fading after thought than a direct memory. I can better recall a home I shared with my mother, but a stronger memory of an event, reminds me she has passed and our home died in a fire.

      For now, I ignore the oncoming discontent with the recall and allow myself to be comforted by the familiar faces smiling at me.

      Beside my cousin Olar sits a woman I recognize from a more recent event. I can’t quite place my finger on it though. The eight of us lounge on the floor, playing a board game, and I can’t take my eyes off her. “I’ve seen you before,” I say to her. I think hard on her name.

      “It’s Lana,” Olar says. “She’s been my mate for a long time now.”

      Nodding, I realize that. “But I recognize you from more recently. I just can’t put my finger on it. You were around me just recently.”

      Lana shakes her head and is quick to reassure, “I doubt it, Nathan.” She pronounces my full name cautiously. “You’re probably remembering me from when you forgot us and had stopped by with Tracey that time.”

      “Hmm. . . Maybe.” I discard it and take my turn, rolling the dice.

      The time I share with my family is refreshing. For a while, I was convinced I was alone, and though those memories were fabricated, they felt real. But, whatever Tracey did, I remember these people as though they were never forgotten, except the more recent events they bring up, and this Lana chick. After another game and a movie, I head to the room I’ve been told I share with Tracey. She’s beneath the blankets and tucked in between a couple of pillows.

      I snag a pillow she’s not using and a blanket from the bed that won’t affect her warmth, and make a pallet on the floor.

      Nate?

      “What?” I answer allowed, alerted, hearing Olar in my mind. It’s been a long time since I’ve heard a voice in my head other than my own.

      “Let’s go out for a bit. I need to talk to you.”

      Sleep was on the top of my list of things to do. But, I rise from the floor and head for the door. Meeting Olar on its other side, I say, “Sure.”
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      On a nearby mountain, one we’ve often visited when we needed a break from the rest of the world, Olar and I sit on a cliff overlooking the land lit by the city lights.

      Olar throws a pillow-soft punch against my shoulder. “You okay?”

      “Nah. Nowhere near.”

      He cracks open a beer bottle and hands me one. “Time will give you a break eventually.”

      “Shit. I doubt it. I’m supposed to mated but can’t even feel it. And I don’t want to lose Tracey because I can’t love her the way she wants me to. But, I don’t want to be around her with the hopeful way she looks at me, craving for it all to magically come back. I don’t remember like she wants me too. Nothing beyond meeting her at the mall and enjoying her company.”

      Olar shakes his head, looking out before us. “Tracey doesn’t care about that. Of course, she wants to bond with you as her mate, but Tracey will accept you as just her friend or whatever you two are to each other now.”

      I shrug and take another swig from my bottle. “What’s been going on around here? The last thing I remember before I met Tracey was shit being so bad I was willing to leave all of you to make sure everyone remained safe. Now I’m back, and though I don’t sense the same threat, I also don’t feel like I belong.”

      “What can I do to help?”

      Dragging my hand down my face, I drone, “I have no idea.”

      “It’s never going to be the right time to tell you this, but it’s been eating me up since your death gathering. It’s my fault that you were caught up. I got taken over by a Faylaman. They have been working with the Qualms, these nasty looking fuckers, and snagged me. I haven’t been able to live with myself knowing I got you, uh, killed.”

      I grab another beer from the case and clink it against his. “It’s water under the bridge. Let’s just focus on finding our today and forget about yesterdays.”

      “Fine by me. But I needed to officially apologize.”

      “Whatever happened to that eel that was always around?”

      “Oh, he’s still around. He went away for a few days to catch up with some of his eel pals. He’ll be back in a day or two. Seriously, I never thought I’d say this, but Laine’s not too bad for an eel. He still gets on my nerves, but he’s not too bad.”

      “Humph. I don’t know, bro. I ran into some of them just recently and they’re still, ‘Burdeneds are the scum of the earth.’ I’m doubting he’s any different.” A pinch of sunlight is peeking through the night in the distance. “We better get back. I don’t want Tracey to think I skipped town on her.”

      “Try for her. She’s been through so much. Just try.”

      Before I jump down from the cliff, I say, “I have been trying.”
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      I stretch and my arm bumps into a body. Yawning, I look to my right and on the floor, Tracey’s tucked beneath me. She sleeps peaceful as a kitten.

      A jubilant smile breaks past my frown as I observe her. Can I look on her as my best friend when she’s supposed to be my mate and me not wanting a mate but wanting the quality of a friend?

      She’s beautiful, and though I don’t see her as the girl who holds my heart, there are some things I can’t ignore. I love it when she laughs, it makes me sore I can’t get her to do so more often. I love it how she pinches her nose when she’s thinking on something obscure and her kitten snores are fucking adorable. There are some things I don’t want to live without.

      I kiss her forehead and lay back beside her, waiting for her to wake up. As I lay, I try to remember moments she and I may have shared, but I come up blank. I can only look upon her as my mate because I’m told so, and not because I feel it. I want to feel it. I need to feel it so I can believe it and force a beat in my chest. At least if I do, then she can really be happy around me and finally feel comfortable. But, that wouldn’t be real and what I’ve always wanted, if I were to love someone, is authenticity. I need for my feelings toward someone to be organic and me not be told and forced in love. She seems fine with that. She seems okay with being told, I was her mate and she was bound—bound of all things—to me forever. I stole every inch of her, and even after she was told I died and she had the opportunity to get her freedom back. . . This crazy girl still chased after me. Who does that? I should be her enemy. But, here she is, loving me beyond my understanding.

      Tracey wakes, jumping up and away from me. “Sorry,” she says. “I intended to wake up before you and climb back in bed.”

      I pull her back and hug her to me. “It’s fine. You can lie beside me any time.” She chuckles and shuffles out of my tightening hold. “You want to go to the botanical garden on the other side of town?” She loves flowers, and we have a lot to talk about. I’ve learned, whenever you need to talk about some intense shit, do it in a place the other person is comfortable, it makes it a lot easier.

      “Yeah, sure.” She leaves to the bathroom as she’s done every time we’ve been alone, since yesterday. I follow her but get the door closed in my face. “I just need a minute, Nate. I’ll be out in a second.”

      The door knob is ice cold in my hand, yet the room is warm. “Are you crying?” I push the door open and find her sitting, clothed, in the tub. Instead of going to her, I lean against the counter. “You going to talk to me?”

      Tracey pushes her hands over her head and sighs, “Of course, Nathan.”

      “So, what is wrong?”

      “Everything,” she says under her breath, intended for me not to hear, so I ignore it. “What time do you want to leave for the garden? I’d love to do that,” she exclaims cheerfully, the perfect of plastered smiles lift her cheeks and brighten her eyes.

      “Do you usually shower with your clothes on?”

      “Depends on what kind of shower I’m taking,” she chaffs. “But, no, it doesn’t happen often.” She gets out of the tub and sits at its side.

      I cross the floor. “Is this seat taken?” She rolls her eyes. Instead of sitting beside her, I kneel in front of her. “Does my being around make you upset? I don’t have to be here if you preferred it that way.”

      An insulted leer stabs through my eyes when our gazes meet. “Why would you say that?” she asks with an edge of misapprehension or anger. I don’t want to say that it’s anger, but her gaze says otherwise.

      Shrugging, I let my gaze fall away from her. “I mean, every time we’re around each other, you’re leaving. When I look at you, you’re looking away from me as if my appearance or presence annoys you. I don’t know, Tracey. We’re different around each other and it’s making me uncomfortable.” She speaks but I cut her off. “I get that you only see me as your mate, but for months, you’ve been looking at me as your friend. Can’t you see me that way now too?”

      “I don’t want you to be uncomfortable, or feel like I don’t want to be around you, because I do. I really, really do. It’s just hard. I’m trying to accept that the man I’d given up everything for, including my freedom isn’t here anymore, even though he’s here. And it’s not like I’m trading out for someone who’s not equally great, because you are. If I had to trade my mate for any other personality, it’d be yours. But can you understand that, every time I look at you, I see a man who I laid down my life for, a man who I shared my body with, a man who stole my heart before I even knew his name? Can you get that though I want to keep you around, I also want my mate back because my body aches for him, and a brief contact relieves that pain? And then, you look at me, and in your eyes, I see I’m a different woman to you, that the same deep brown eyes hold a different expression in them than the one I seek when I look in them. I want those forest green eyes to gaze upon me and I wonder what in me he sees that gives him such gratification. Or those green-brown eyes that send butterflies bursting through my stomach and flutter under my flesh.”

      “Okay. Then let’s not make eye contact. Every time I wanna look at you, I’m going to look at the space between your eyebrows. That way, I can’t hurt you anymore.”

      Tracey laughs. “I’m so close and so far at the same time. But, I want you around as much as I want him around.”

      “I understand that battle. But don’t punish me for something I can’t give you if you want me to stay. I want to be around you. I love you, Tracey, and your company is unbeatable. But if we must be friends from a distance, though I don’t want that, I’d give that to you because it’s better for you.”

      She meets my eyes and says, “If I could have one look, I’ll look for as long as I am allowed.”

      My brows knit, and I continue to look away. I used to think that way about everything, but I learned that not everything needs to be tested. Some things a preferable to walk away from. “That sounds vaguely familiar.”

      She snorts a laugh. “You said that to me a long time ago. I understand it now.”
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      I tear my gaze away from Tracey’s hand, lightly swinging at her side as we stroll under arches made of this plant and that, and down paths created by carnations and lilacs, then up short hills and man-made rivers that flow to koi ponds. I decide against touching her. Because, one, I don’t know why I want so badly for that contact, and two, I’m fearful the contact may attract thoughts of her mate than me.

      “You have class tomorrow, at eight?”

      “Bright and early.” She hooks her arm around mine and lays her head on me. “You can drop me off. There’s this truck in the garage I’m sure you’ll love,” she hints.

      My truck! “You held on to my baby?”

      “Of course. It can’t wait to see you, as, I’m sure, you can’t wait to see it.”

      “Yeah. I can drop you off. How many classes do you have?”

      “Three. I’ll be on campus all day.”

      I take in a deep breath and brace myself for the change in mood that’ll take place from my next question. “You’ll tell me about the life we used to have?”

      Happily, which is unexpected, she dives in to a life she seems as equally proud of as she is upset with. “Our days were long and our nights were short, but we tried to make the most of every second. You were very over protective.” She chuckles. “And it was very annoying all the time, but I think it was because—.”

      “I was probably afraid of losing you. And being mated, should anything happen to you, it’d happen to me.”

      “Well, yeah. I think you loved me, not only as your mate, but as your heart.”

      “Speaking for me, I think I would care for you as my heart too. Love doesn’t lie in objects or your actual heart. Love is a feeling that takes over your mind and it’s you brain that sends affection rushing through your entire body.”

      “You’ve been in love?” she asks.

      I turn down the corners of my mouth and consider the answer with precaution. Not wanting to answer incorrectly, or in a way that’d be offensive to her, I say, “I understand what love is supposed to feel like, and I don’t believe there are limitations, rather three types of love one can feel for another. Eros, philos, and agape. Once all three are acquired then one can say they’ve truly mated.

      “That’s my biggest disagreement with mating. It immediately forces you into a soft love where lust rules over sanity. The attraction is what pulls you to the person over their significance in your life, which is blasphemy. Then it dives you into an unhealthy hard love where you live and breathe for this person, not able to think or move without them doing it with you. Mating never allows you to truly feel the passion of that word people throw around so loosely. It should require the love in friendship first and have that give birth to passionate love, so that it can then raise an unconditional love. It’d be stronger than any regular relationship, and I believe it would stop Burdened Sephlem from wiping out their mates when they’d lose control. Because with that time spent getting it right, the mate would’ve had the opportunity to imprint on the man and the beast. Then, when control is lost, the love isn’t, it’s still intact seeing through the same eyes, feeling you with the same heart.”

      Tracey releases my arm and falls back. I look back at her. “That makes total sense,” she mutters.

      “I know,” I quip and wave for her to come on. “Mating sucks because it starts backward and you have to grow into your life, like a shirt bought two sizes too small when you’re a kid. That’s dumb.”

      Meeting me standing on a bridge that crosses over a large koi pond, Tracey leans over on her elbows. She says, “It’s more so the bond that you grow into. Mating isn’t controllable.”

      “It is too.” I try to recall the day I met Tracey but still come up short. I’ve been trying all day and can’t find that day to save my life. Rather, save me from asking my next question. “How’d we mate?”

      Her gaze drags away from me. Before she answers, her lips purse. “Eh. You ran into my car with your truck.”

      “Get out! Really?” I laugh. “God, that’s cheap.”

      “Yep. Texting and driving. You’re the reason why it’s illegal now.”

      I laugh.

      Tracey’s laugh fades and she says, “Our love may have been forced and it might have been aggressive, but I didn’t mind it too much. We had so much crap going on, with this or that person wanting us dead, to us trying to get a grip on our relationship. We had a hard time focusing so we could fully build a friendship and grow our love in a way that was unconditional. And honestly, because of those bad moments, I think we knew our time would be short, so we sucked up the aggression of our forceful bonding.”

      “If life was so bad, why not eliminate your worries to embrace the peace.”

      She scoffs. “Though life wasn’t the greatest, it was the little moments of peace we did embrace when we were given the opportunity that casted a heavy shadow on the worse. Like now. You and me, walking through this Garden like all is well, when really, there’s an enemy after us we have no way to fight off.”

      Turn my back to the railing and lean against it as I take a glance around us. People stroll and admire the garden, without a glance in our direction. Peacefully, like the time has been with Tracey, we chill, no worries. “Why do you think this enemy hasn’t been an issue with us being together now?”

      “Because you’re no longer my mate?” she shrugs. “Don’t know. But I’m not mad about. I’m also sure it won’t last long. Peace never does.”

      Our peace has lasted. Since I met Tracey, well. . .since I recently met Tracey, I’ve never felt more peaceful. And the relief I feel, I want to give that to her. She can be happy too, if she could just let go of the past and allow us to live on through today. Who knows, maybe one day we’ll have a relationship. Not that I’d force that on her, and it’s not really something I’m looking for. But growing through friendship and moving into something romantic would be ideal, and I want her to see that. Mating isn’t something we should need. I don’t need fate to tell me who I’m supposed to be with or reassurance that I’ve found the right person. My heart would confirm that. I guess it would confirm that should there be one beating for me.

      Tracey grabs my hands and pulls me with her. She’s smiling, saying, “I don’t want to go back home after we leave here. Let’s go out somewhere, watch the sun set, listen to some AJR and Khalid. And we can dance and just move on, Nate. I want to go back to having fun with you.”

      “I’m definitely game. Let’s go short stuff!” I throw her over my shoulder and run from the garden with her slapping my back and demanding I put her down.
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      In my truck, my jet-black beauty I’ve missed more than her, Tracey and I drive out into the forest for some off-roading and camping. We blast our favorite tunes and nearly scream the words of every song, and mumble our way through the parts we don’t’ know.

      “Over there, Nate,” Tracey exclaims, pointing to a small clearing where we can set up a tent and sleeping bags.

      I back the truck between two trees and get out to unload the flatbed. Tracey clears the ground of sticks and rocks and places some logs in a pile for a fire. As I’m putting the tent up, she finishes unloading the truck and gets the fire started with a simple snap of her fingers. The night’s chill is already coming in and the sun’s barely gone.

      On the floor of the tent, I place our sleep bags, having difficulty determining the distance that needs to be between us. I’ve been overthinking everything. Every time I look at her, I’m wondering how she’s interrupting that glance. When I brush her arm, I’m concerned about how it made her feel. I would’ve hugged her twice by now, I’m too damn worried about her thinking she’s hugging her mate or thinking I’m remembering her as mine.

      I lie down between the two sleeping bags and push them apart until the distance equals to my body width. That should be enough space. Though, something tells me I’m going to wake up with Tracey snuggled so close that I’d crush her if I were to roll over. “Fuck it,” I mutter, and pick up the sleeping bags and just throw them on the floor. “Wherever they land, they land.” I unpack the remainder of the bag; a lamp and extra blankets. “You mind getting that wireless speaker out? We’ll at least have some tunes when the conversation goes dead,” I say, annoyed by the silence already.

      “Sure. This cooler is too heavy for me to get out. You’ll get it?”

      I poke my head out of the tent. “Why do you need the cooler?”

      “To lean against while we sit around the fire.”

      Shaking my head, I reject her thinking. “No cooler needed, beautiful. You’ve got a heavy lifter on your squad.” I find a fallen tree and drag it to where we’ll be sitting. “Your thrown awaits.”

      “Thanks. That was convenient.”

      “Yes, I am.” I earn an eye roll, and I laugh.

      After we return from watching the sunset, we settle around the fire and play Battle Scar Galactica. She points to a vertical scar on her knee and says, “This one I got when boarding a cruise ship. My bag got snagged on the lift, and I tripped and scrapped my knee on a screw that wasn’t tightened. They gave me stiches on the spot, and I never made it to Australia.”

      “Umm. I want to say that’s false.”

      “Nope,” she says with pride. “It’s true!”

      “Seriously? Just by chance, your bag gets snagged and resulted in you clawing your knee out with a screw?”

      “Yep. It hurt like crap too. I was fourteen.” She grabs her canteen and then says, “Your turn.”

      I point to a scar on my palm. “I got this from falling out of a two-story window. The broken glass cut into my hand when I was trying to catch myself. It didn’t work. I was very stupid when I was a teenager.”

      “True!”

      “Are you calling me stupid,” I ask, my ploy forcing a smile into my concerned expression.

      She laughs, “No. But I believe you”

      “Whelp, you’re wrong. This one I got from making a friendship bond when I was a kid. I was really young and very stupid.”

      She takes my sandwich that I’d unwrapped for me and bites into it. “You’re for real?”

      Grabbing another sandwich from our basket, I say, “Yeah. When I was younger I had a friend named Tarleton. He and I were nearly tied at the hip until he passed.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” She rubs my arm.

      “It was a long time ago. Don’t be sorry. You’re turn.”

      She stands and lifts her shirt, revealing a scar the length of my hand, dug into her abdomen. I lift my hand and rub my thumb across it. “Jesus Christ. How’d you get that?”

      She sucks in a breath. “A Qualm morphed my thoughts for their pleasure and tricked me to believe my mate was alive.” She swallows hard. “He convinced me to kill myself, so I took the knife and drove it through my stomach.” She’s reenacting the movement, and I snatch her hands away before they meet her body.

      “Why would you--?”

      “You’re supposed to guess true of false.”

      I hesitate to answer, not wanting to know if it’s true. “Dammit, Tracey!” I say pulling her down. She drops to her knees in front of me, and I want to hug her, but I don’t. I don’t want her to think I feel sorry for her, but I want to relieve her from the growing sadness in her eyes. Sweats begun to bead along her hairline, and I push my hands from her forehead over her hair. Against my inner will, I push my arms around her, and in her brown curly hair, I bury my face and inhale a scent that’s too close to ringing the bells of familiarity.

      She sighs with a contentment of relief that causes a stress to tighten my shoulders. My Burdened works its way to a forward thought, wanting Tracey in a way we shouldn’t deserve her. It aches my muscles for her, and I force myself to let her go to not squeeze the shit out of her when it wants me to hug her tighter.

      It remembers her in the way I can’t. “I want to remember you the way you remember me, Tracey,” breaks past me, but it’s not something I wanted to say. I don’t take it back.

      “When I found out you were alive, I debated coming for you and not. There’s a curse on us. By us just being together, we’re putting it in play. I don’t want the curse, but I can’t live without having you. I promised a long time ago that I’d always fight for you. When I was taken from you, you traveled through every storm, took on every obstacle to find me. Why wouldn’t I do that same thing for you? We never cared about the consequences, Nathan. Why start now?”

      My Burdened sends a shiver up my spine. It’s trying to take over and it’s taking every bit of control to calm it down. Goddammit, what do you want from me? I ask it. A heat rushes over my face and a prickling feeling on my lips makes me draw my bottom lip between my teeth. I squeeze my eyes shut, and I try to get my Burdened under control. I have no idea what it’s trying to tell me, but I don’t need it taking over while I’m with Tracey. No telling what this beast will do.

      A small hand wraps around my wrist and glides to my hands. “It’s okay. You don’t have to force it. We’ll figure it out.” Her smile is soft. “Once, you didn’t remember me at all.”

      I meet her eyes. “I remember that. We had a spot. That, huh, old, abandoned carnival on 6th. We’d sit all night and talk.”

      She sits on her knees and is silenced by a thought.

      My Burdened is slowly taking over, less aggressive and more in a way to be informative, wanting to point something out to me.

      “I have an idea,” Tracey says, “I’m hopeful, but I don’t know.”

      “Anything you want,” spills from my mouth without crossing my mind. My beast’s creeping through, and I’m losing control of myself. To it, I warn to remain cool and not hurt her. There’s a sting in the back of my neck, as it’s insulted by my warning. I’ll share this with you, but don’t make any appearances, and stop speaking for me. It relaxes.

      “You don’t remember me, but you trust me?” Tracey asks.

      I lift my right brow and let it fall. “If you wanted to harm me, I think you would’ve done so already. Like, a long time ago. What’s your idea?”

      She scoots closer and takes my hand. From her palm, a vine of fire slithers and forms a small serpent. It circles our wrists before knotting around them. Its heat is chilly, and its shine is brilliant. It binds our hands and a brighter display of light shines above it, morphing into two single flames. They form the figures of a man and a woman. The female takes the male by the hand. Confidently, he complies and they walk until meeting a tree, also formed by flames. Leaves fall from the tree like rain around them. In the sway of falling leaves, the two-stand face-to-face, hands clasped near her ears. They share a kiss. One that displays their goodbye instead of reuniting, but, their bodies conjoin, and a flame around them blooms like a rose. They spin in the center of it, held on to each other in a way of affection enveloping their embrace. Shortly, they’re swallowed by the bloomed flower closing over them, and a firework’s spark concludes the reveal.

      The slithering serpent unknots itself and snakes back into Tracey’s palm. She breaks our contact, and I keep her from retracting too far. “I thought it could help us figure out something, but it means nothing useful, or I don’t understand,” she says.

      The shape of a feather is smoldering on her cheekbone. I brush my finger over its glow and am shocked by how hot it is. “It’s burdened?” I mutter.

      “It is,” she follows.

      “I know what it’s telling us.”

      Hope brightens her eyes. “What?”

      Pushing my hand behind her neck, I draw her near to me, and kiss her mouth. From her lips I search for a feeling. There’s one, but not the one I’m hunting for. But I give in to it, being it’s the one that will accommodate the bonding. Nerves shake my hands as I fear her decline, but my Burdened is confident my next moves will be accepted with indulgence.

      Tracey’s breaths are warm and eager. She grabs my neck between her hands and pushes one in my hair. Her tug is gentle but it’s forceful. She’s wanted this and isn’t thinking twice, like I thought she would.

      I slip my hands beneath her shirt and ease it over her head. She lets it fall away from her wrist and reacquaints her lips with mine. I’m hesitant to touch her bare skin, leaving my hands on her jean clad hips. My Burdened continues to push for control, forcing me to slide my graze from her hips to her waist. I dip my head to her chest and taste her flesh. She’s warm and nearly familiar to my touch. I expect her to flinch away when I unhook her bra and take her breast in my hands before easing my tongue over one and drawing her tight nipple in my mouth. But she sighs as the ease of tension softens her muscles, and she shoves her hands in my hair.

      Back down over her hips, I unbutton her jeans. She comes out of them and is eager to get back over me, as I undress.

      She’s knelt above me, knees buried in the dirt, hands wrapped around my neck, lips magnetically bound to mine. Our breaths are heavy but don’t out sound over the crackling wood behind her. The light of the fire dances off her body in a way of excellence, and I hold her back to admire it. The light hits her curves and glazes them with a shine I recall. If I’m running my recollection or my Burdened’s, I don’t know. It—my beast—is in love with this girl I’m about to bag, outside in the woods. Neither of them having a care for their publicly happening actions.

      Chilled bumps begin forming on Tracey’s skin as she allows me to watch her. She says nothing, just surveys me with her hair blowing in the earthy breeze. She is fucking gorgeous, I tell my beast. It sends a sensual urge over me, and I comply.

      I kiss the skin between Tracey’s breast, as I glide my hands from her shoulders down over her curves to her hips, and draw her forward. Her heartbeat’s strong and quick, pounding against my lips.

      Tracey lowers in her kneel, but I stop before we can connect. She’s not the least bit hesitant, and I’d claim to not be either, but I do, again, hesitate.

      I press my ear to her chest, and listen as I imagine the feeling in mine. What the fuck could’ve been strong enough to erase something as strong as bounding, as mating?

      Tracey steadily slips through my arms, down on top of me, and I slide inside her. Our bodies shudder from the contact. She makes me hold my breath.

      That’s a first.

      I bury my face in her neck and breathe in her lilac scent as she rocks her hips. Her gentle moans are to die for, forcing a lustful high over me that drives me into aggression. “Shh,” I plea, wanting to hold on to the last bit of control I have, while my Burdened has other plans. It nearly begs for control as I let Tracey drive our actions.

      She feels phenomenal, and I lose one control for giving into another. My Burdened takes over, opening all my senses to the girl that’s now beneath me, clutching me between her thighs. Every breath she releases, I take. Every sensation she’s filled with I embrace. Her kiss is over taking and her body is inundating.

      I sink down on her, keeping my teeth from digging deep into her shoulder, and instead stroke deeper inside her, connecting our bodies in a way that’d never be possible if we were human. My Burdened feeds off her pleasure and transfers it back to her for she can feel mine.

      She’s melting beneath me, hands trembling as she claws at me, legs shaking as they wrap around me.

      The more she coos, my beast’s driven into action. I kiss her mouth, brushing my tongue over hers, helping keep her quiet. I take her breath and fill my hand with her ass. Anywhere my lips and hands can touch, I fill that desire and she doesn’t give out. She should be broken by now, if she were human, but she’s sucking up ever bit my pain and pleasure, taking every inch of me and the power I put behind it.

      Keeping her quiet has an adverse effect. Tracey bursts into flames, blazing vines grow off her body and wrap around my arms. Her eyes don’t turn black but there’s a fire in them. She doesn’t burn me but heightens whatever this is we’re having. It can’t just be sex.
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        * * *

      

      The fire has burnt out and the night’s gotten chilly. In the tent, I coddle us in the sleeping bags and an extra cover.

      Tracey clears her throat, but pulls the cover over her head.

      “Spit it out, Tracey.”

      “Did that make you feel weird?” There’s a soft smile on her words.

      I laugh softly. “It does now. And we’re covered in dirt. And every time I remember why I’m covered in dirt, I think about it. And while it was pretty fucking mind-blowing, it does kinda feel like we shouldn’t have.”

      She turns on her back and covers her face with her hands. “Ugh. Me too.”

      We share a laugh. “Should I apologize?” I ask.

      “No. Don’t. We’re both responsible.” Tracey turns on to her side and her arm brushes my ribs. An angered thought charges before my eyes but quickly goes away. Her skin brushes me again and the same thing happens. I lay my hand on her shoulder and watch her sadness and anger play through my memory.

      She screams, blocked by something not allowing her to make it to her target. Me. My throat’s sliced, and I hit the ground. Life drains from her in the way water would a cracked fish tank; slowly like a fallen tear and then rushing like a broken damn.

      I scoot away from her and she cowers in a corner of the tent. “D-did, you just see that?” she asks.

      “Is that your memory of the past me? You see that every day? Feel it?”

      “Every hour,” she whispers. “It never goes away. I ignore it.”

      “Every day, you’re dying over and over again?”

      Tracey nods. She lifts my shirt she threw on and reveals her dirt smudged stomach where the scar rests that she showed me earlier. “I wanted so bad to give up. I didn’t care if he was real or not. If but to silence the memory and eliminate the pain.” She meets my eyes. “But then I met you.” she scoffs, “I re-met you and you lightened every bit of pain I had and I’m willing to keep you as my friend even if I can’t have you as my mate. As you are, you make me happy, and I love you for that.”

      I grab her ankle and yank her to me. “I’m glad I can help. And I’m sorry I had sex with you. But, it was the best sex I ever had in my fucking life, so that’s something to over shadow the worse.”

      “Your jokes are so poorly timed,” she says in a laugh. “Does this mean things are going to change between us now?”

      “No more drastically than they’ve already changed. We kinda live together now.”

      She nods. “But I mean, you won’t start acting weird about it. Like always. You’re always taking longer to not say the wrong things, like it’s going to affect me in some huge way.”

      “You’re very observant,” I say with a hint of embarrassment.

      She shrugs. “I know you pretty well. Just stop. I’ve told you over and over. I get it. . . And now, you get it too.”

      “Then you won’t feel bad if I don’t cuddle with you tonight? Like most people do just because they had sex.”

      “Nope.” She meets my eyes and grins. “Actually, I kinda would. But don’t feel obligated or nothing.”

      “Mm, hmm.”

      Tracey talks about this and that until she dozes off. All I’m thinking and begging is ‘remember her in the way she wants so you can make her happy.’ If every day, she recalls the death of her mate and relives it as though it were happening throughout her day, I just want to release that agony forever. I know exactly what that feels like, and yeah, death is so much better. Forgetting is far better.

      I push my hands over my empty chest. “Looks like trying to re-bond didn’t work. . .” I say to myself. I close my eyes and am flooded with an onslaught of memories of events and experienced I shared with Tracey. Reincarnated feelings I’ve long forgotten crashes over me.

      Is this you? I ask my Burdened.

      “Is what me?” Tracey asks, stretching her arms over her head.

      “What?” I ask her, sitting up. “Did you just respond to my thought?”

      She sits up beside me and looks toward her left shoulder. “Did I? Say something again.”

      Are you peeking in my head with a superpower? I say in my mind, directing the thought to Tracey.

      Tracey squeals and throws her hand to my chest. I move out of her reach, knowing she’s seeing if her heart’s found its way back in my chest, and I don’t want to discourage her. Catching her hand, I lift my brows high, and expectantly ask, “Well, did you hear me?”

      She smiles brightly and cheers, “Yes! Yes, I did.”

      This confirms she and I are growing closer, but for her she probably thinks we’re bound, and I’m not ready to correct her just yet.
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      “Have a good day ask school, dear!” Olar’s hanging out the window, yelling at Tracey. She’ll be here all day and told me not to worry about picking her up, that she’ll be sticking around after her last class so she can catch up on the ton of work she’s missed. I’m a record of emotions, thoughts, and sensation spinning round, a needle digging into my spin as I play the same track on repeat. Every time Tracey brushed against me last night, a different thought resurfaced bringing life to memories I’m starting to wish I can’t remember. She thought long about Lunis and the Qualms. I couldn’t bring them up, we were having a decent night, and the more shit we talked about, the more it lowered the high. We ended our night on a good note, and I didn’t want to turn those tables.

      Something leads her to believe Lunis is behind every inkling of turmoil she’s been through. It’s really me who’s the reason for most of her strife; the worse of my returning memories and one I’ve held secret from her since we’ve met. It puts a sinking feeling in my stomach to think on it and even sends my Burdened shuddering. So, for now, I’ll agree that Lunis is the source of her anger and won’t deny it until I can find a way to fix my own errors.

      “How’s everything coming together for you, Nate? Feeling better?” Olar asks, rolling up the window. He’s made friendly with a few school goers, likely while waiting on the others.

      “A bit.”

      “Good. I have a gift for you that I know will make you feel loads better.”

      I survey him from the corner of my eye. “Oh really?”

      “For sure. Take a left up here.”

      I hate surprises, but he’s positive I’m going to love this one. Turn for turn, we drive about an hour out, and he’s still not told me where the hell we’re going. “Bro, the last time I blindly followed you somewhere, you got me murdered. I’m uncomfortable.”

      He laughs loudly. I join in, though I’m serious. “Swear I’m fully me. Stop right up there.” He points to a brown, brick bungalow.

      I scan the idle neighborhood streets. The silence is compelling. No children play or lawn mowers run, not a car passes. At seven fifty in the morning, maybe they’re still resting. “Alright, now what’s in there?”

      “Lunis,” he states simply.

      My Burdened racks with excitement, and I fold my hands around the steering wheel so tightly it sounds. I try to resist the urge to quickly follow this through. Precautious, I grill Olar. “How do you know he’s in there? Where’d you get the lead? Who else is in there with him? Is he expecting company?”

      He cuts me off. “I’ve been on the hunt for him for years. Finally, night before last, Lana let the thought slip. Some time ago, Tracey and I burned down his home and found a note between him and my mate. She’s known what’s been up with him the entire time.” He shrugs one shoulder. “I can’t help who I mate with, and I’m forced to love her forever no matter how she betrays me. But, there’s no way, after what Lunis did to me and Tracey and you, can I let him walk our earth and smile about it.”

      Nodding, I’m convinced and out of the truck, gently pushing the door closed. I cross the street and crack my neck, welcoming my beast with desire. It sucks in a breath of air reeking with the scent of Lunis. The sun is high and it’s likely there may be one nosey old lady looking out her window, wondering why the hell Olar and I are studying this house.

      Oh yes, I’m willing to snatch Lunis right in front of her.

      The front door’s likely locked, Olar says.

      Yeah. I was thinking of walking around back and finding another.

      He nods and we round the house, finding a sliding door. I ease aside the curtains and gracefully step through and on to the wood floor without it making a sound. We creep through the small house, avoiding being seen and heard. Allowing my senses to search out Lunis, down a short hallway, I round a corner to a closed door.

      He’s in here, I say, reaching for the door knob. I’m going to bust in here and grab him and take him to my father’s old cellar near the abandoned farm house by the lake.

      If we get separated, I’ll meet you there.

      I nod and lift my free hand, counting down from three. On one I bust in the room. Lunis is alone, sleeping. “I’m disappointed,” I tell Olar.

      “Shit. Me too. I hoped he’d put up a fight or something.”

      Lunis shifts and when his tired eyes meet mine, I snatch him up by his collar. We’re in my truck and speeding to the cellar.

      Ten feet underground, in a concrete corridor, we tie Lunis up by barbed wire as he’d done Olar. Minutes crawl by as we watch him hang, pearl drenched barb wire piercing his flesh, his eyes lock on ours. He smirks and says, “I told you, you wouldn’t be able to stay away, Nathan.”

      In a blink I’ve crossed the floor and am ramming my fist into his nose. Once, twice, and then again.

      Olar pulls me back, warning, “We didn’t bring him here to kill him yet.”

      I shake him off me and take a step back to recoup and ease the anger that rushed over me. Easy. . . I tell my beast. A roughish growl cuts from my throat with its refusal.

      Lunis chortles. The echo of his aimless humor sends my skin morphing and a flash of Tracey’s face calms us. This memory coming from my Burdened. We’re calm. Easy like Sunday morning.

      “Lunis, how were you so easy to snatch?” Olar asks, awaiting the punch line.

      Lunis gives a single shrug. “Did you two bring me here to talk about me? Or you?” He yanks one arm, and the metal of the restraints grind against each other. He hisses. His gaze flicks to the other tightly wrapped around his left arm. “You’ve got these things pretty tight, Nathan.”

      I observe him, contemplating a way to enhance his suffering while he hangs here when I’m gone. I want to inject him with something vile, that’s so slow, with every breath he takes it blisters through his veins, killing him so slowly he’d hold his breath in wait for death.

      We lock eyes, and he smirks again. “For years, Nathan, I’ve been trying to get to you. I’ve been through so many, made death deals with people I knew couldn’t pay up because they promised they could get a hold of you. Even your cousin there.” His hanging hand throws a lazy point at Olar. “And here we are, feet from each other, and I’m on the wrong side.” He nods. “If you knew what we could accomplish together.” He tisks three times. “You would be far more likely to side with me than your father.”

      “My father?” I spit.

      Lunis clears his throat then carries a long grumble like an old drunk man rising from being passed out. “Don’t leave me hanging here too long. I can’t be out of the picture and have your father running around shouting orders like a damn rooster.”

      “What’s this about my father?” At the thought of him my mind races as does my Burdened. I have two different memories clashing. But in both, I despise this son of a bitch. My Burdened sends the last events involving him charging through my recall. The onslaught of memories make me dizzy.

      Lunis scoffs. “The amount of information you don’t know is depressing. Do what you’re going to do so I can get out of here. I have a delivery in the morning that I’d prefer to be around for when it arrives.” He chuckles, gliding his tongue over his lips. “I remember when your mate arrived. She was the sweetest of gifts. I would’ve traded her for you if you would’ve accepted my offer. But, instead, you decided to steal her from me, forcing me to turn your world upside down. Mmm,” he moans, “her scream was to die for.”

      Control slips from my grasp and my Burdened takes the reins of my sanity. First, my sight blackens, and when it returns, I’m seeing through the eyes of Tracey as she’s watching fists plowing down on her, the heels of boots making bone cracking contact with her body. Her pain inundates my entire body and her hope that the torture will be over soon follows it, but never does it cease, seeming forever it goes on. Days on days she drowned and was brought back to life, electrocuted, and broken to the last of her limbs. And every second, Lunis was there, shouting orders, excited by her suffering.

      My Burdened flashes scene after scene to my recall everyday of her damn near two hundred days in that place. Every tear she cried. Every scar she obtained. Every day she doubted that I wouldn’t come for her. Every day she gave up.

      And for every fucking every my Burdened reveals, it’s throwing blow after blow at Lunis. His restraints have broken, and he’s coward against the wall.

      Olar grabs me around my chest, shouting for me to stop. We try to shake him off me, but he’s got me secured. “Now you see what it feels like,” we growl. The shout booms through the concrete cellar. “To be defenseless. To have to deal with it and do nothing to stop it.” Calming, I shake Olar off me again. “You better thank Olar for drawing me back. Leaving you alive is the last thing I want right now.”

      Lunis is laughing, a soft titter. “Your father was right,” he mumbles through his swollen lips. “Your mate did make you soft. You think you’re proving a point to me,” he says clearer. “Let me point something out to you, Nathan. Because you’ve clearly missed the joy of the punishment. I’ve still won. . .” He derides, forcing my Burdened to fully take over. “You’re still my bitch.” Lunis laughs. “The punishment you suffer from right now,” he drawls slowly with emphasis. “Her living with me for months, without you. . . It wasn’t punishment for her, you fool!” The humor in his voice morphs to a tone of seriousness. “It was never punishment for her. It’s all yours. The pain you’ll go through every time your mate remembers seeing you, watching you die. The detrimental separation she experienced while living with me, finding comfort in a Burdened Sephlem’s greatest enemy.” He sighs with satisfaction. “Even if she’s happy she has you back, you will still suffer from her memories. Every. . .last. . .one of them.” He bellows a laugh. “You think I care about being tied up while you petty slap me. No, Nathan. I’m living for something far bigger than this. And I will continue living, because you won’t kill me. You can’t kill me.”

      A growl vibrates my chest. My back tingles, itching for me to rip his esophagus from his throat and crush his rips. “Oh, I’ll kill you.”

      He lifts his head from the gravel, still lying, restrained. “Prove it,” he taunts.

      My Burdened drawls back, and I retake claim over my body. Calmly, I relay, “Slapping you around, that’s something I needed to get off my chest. We’ve not remotely approached the payback you’re going to receive from the torture you inflected on my mate. Or, as you pointed out, the torture you will continue to inflict on her. And for every time she remembers what she’s gone through that’s going to worsen your punishment. And every time I remember it, I’ll make you regret the thought of taking her. So, this petty slapping, that was for my mate. You have something far worse than death coming for you, Lunis. You think what you were doing to those people made them wish they were dead, made them beg to be saved? No. . . You’re going to wish you were dead when I start with you. And the best part about it. When I get tired.” I huff a laugh. “I can pass you off.”

      Olar crosses the floor and kneels in front of Lunis. He flicks his nose with his index finger and says, “That’s right. And then I’ll make you fear death.” He looks back at me and then reverts his gaze to Lunis. “Literally.”

      I force Lunis’ will to tie himself back up in his restraints. On our way out of the cellar, Lunis says, “Next time you see Laine, tell him he missed his last check in. I expect to see him next week.”

      Olar doubles back. “What?”

      “Nothing,” Lunis hangs, allowing his head to fall forward. “Tell Tracey I miss her.”

      Olar scrabbles with me, keeping me from going back in after him.

      This dip shit doesn’t know when to shut the fuck up. It’s a landslide of memories that calms me down and sends in a rush to get out of the cellar.
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      “Where are you going?” Olar shouts, trying to get his seatbelt strapped on, as I’m weaving through traffic at a hundred miles per hour.

      I can’t stand it another second. The events Tracey experienced. How’d I allow her to go through that? What took me so long to find her? Everything she endured for me? She knew Lunis was after me, and knew screaming my name would open his senses to where to locate me, and she wouldn’t do it. Or maybe she didn’t know but wouldn’t risk it. Maybe she knew screaming my name would worsen the effects of her pain on me and though she was enduring the maximum of what she could bare, she was sparing me. . .

      Who does that?

      Even mated, I was still the slightest stranger to her and she’d risk her life for me.

      Damn this girl.

      I throw the truck in park and jump out.

      “Dude,” Olar calls behind me. “Where the hell are you going?”

      Across the grass and through a double set of doors, I search. Down a hall and finding the door leading to my target, I bust in, wood door smacking the wall behind it. Everyone in the lecture hall looks my direction. I find her sitting in the third isle from the top. She jumps from her seat, and I’m at her side before she’s completely upright, taking her in my arms. “What’s wrong, Nathan?” Her arms slowly wrap around me.

      I hug her tighter. “Shh, for a second. We’re gathering our thoughts.” I speak for my Burdened and I. Tracey seems fragile, but she takes my tight clutch with the strength of someone who’s long used to my python embrace. Drawing back, I look her over, brushing her curly strands from her face and tucking them out of the way. “I fucked up. I’m sorry I left you alone all that time. And what Lunis made you suffer through. No. What I made you suffer through. That was so wrong of me, and I know you hate promises, but I swear as long as I’m here, now, as this me, you won’t hurt like that again. I won’t nor will I let anyone else hurt you like that again.” I kiss her cheek and sit her back on her seat. “I’ll see you later.” Meeting the glaring eyes of her professor, “Sorry for my intrusion, sir.” I leave back to my truck and get in the passenger’s seat with Olar taking over to properly park.

      “Are you okay now?” Olar gripes. “Get your girl out of the way. Now we can focus on what the fuck Lunis kept bringing up your father for?”

      I push my hands over my head, the stress is at an all-time high. A million things are happening in me at one time, I’m remembering, I’m remembering a lot. I’m feeling Tracey; her breaths. It’s how I found her. Something inside me led me straight to her, where she was seated, in that uncomfortable folding chair. I feel the pencil gripped between her index and middle finger as she taps it on the desk. The only thing I’m absent to is her thoughts, but I remember once, they were open to me. I don’t want to know what she’s thinking. There’s enough shit whipping through my mind.

      My Burdened’s thrashing at the thought of my father possibly being alive.

      Killing Nathan Newcomb, my father, that’s one thing I do recall. I stepped in his ashes and made sure he’d never be around to hurt my family or me again. How could he be alive?
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      “Nate, you sure you’re okay? You kind of scared me.” I take Nathan off speaker phone when someone takes the seat beside me on the bench.

      “I’m going through some shit, Tracey. You ready?”

      “No. no. Don’t worry about picking me up, I said.”

      “I know. But you’ve been studying all night. It’s ten o’clock.”

      “I’m catching a ride with Little Nathan and Carmen. You’ll be around later?”

      Nathan talks to Olar for a second and comes back to me. “Hey Sparks. I’ll call you back or see you when I get home.” He hangs up, and I sit slack jawed.

      “Oh my god!” I exclaim. “He called me Sparks!” I cheer, high fiving the person sitting next to me. “It’s working!”

      “Woohoo!” the stranger cheers.

      I race to Carmen’s class to catch her coming out. “Hey. Why you in such a rush?”

      “He’s remembering!”

      “I thought he already remembered.”

      “No. I mean yes, he did. But he’s was missing some things like, being mated to me. He knew, but it wasn’t a factor for him, just that I told him once. But he called me Sparks, which means he knows me. I can have my mate back!”

      “But, I thought that was bad. Like for the sake of everything it was better for you two to not be mated,” she says in a contemplative tone, hand moving about as she tries to make sense of it.

      I wave my hand in her face, as I’m shaking my head. “Yeah. . . But. . .” Sighing, I grump. “Don’t think that far. Just take it at face value.”

      Shrugging, she says, “Fine.” She jumps on her toes, my hands grasped in hers. Gleefully she exclaims, “I’m so excited he’s remembering you! Maybe, this’ll make you full. Maybe you’ll stop beating on a half a heart, and you two can be whole!”

      “Here’s to hoping,” I swoon.

      I ride shot gun to the house, hopes higher than ever before. If Nathan can remember me, maybe whatever this curse is over us can be broken. At this point, I’m believing anything is possible. Maybe we can conquer the world and live a life they swore he’d never have.

      Through our front door, Carmen, Little Nathan, and I enter, laughing as I retell how my professor pulled me aside after class to explain how I shouldn’t allow men to get between my studies and me. “It’s far too late, I’d thought to tell him,” I tell them.

      Lana’s hand flies at me, and I dodge it. I blink and she’s across the room, staring daggers at me. Glaring at her, wide eyed and needing a reason as to why I’m the target of her attacks I shout, “What the hell, Lana?”

      She charges at me, anger sharp in her pointed finger and maroon swirling eyes. “You took my brother! You let them snatch my brother!”

      Excitement sends my blood rushing. “Oh my gosh! Really?” I laugh a bit, hand pushing over my mouth as I’m washed with relief. “It’s about time.” Lunis is finally getting what’s been coming to him. “Who grabbed you brother?” I ask, wanting to be a part of whatever torture they have instore for him.

      “What are you, crazy? Someone needs to get him out!”

      Wide-eyed, I blurt, “What?” Flabbergasted, I spit, “No! No one needs to rescue that monster.”

      “But they have him. Who knows what they’re doing.”

      “Hopefully something very vile and extremely painful. Maybe they’ve attached jumper cables to his nipples, chained buckets of water to his feet, taped his eyes open, and are whipping him with a linked, metal chain that has nails sticking out of it while some else is constantly turning the electrocution dial. That would be ideal,” I tell, as Carmen and I high five.

      Carmen’s laughing. “Yesss,” she carries.

      I throw a glance in Little Nathan’s direction, as he’s nodding. I tell him, “I’m so serious.” Turning back to Lana, I add, “And I am the furthest from sorry about it.” I try to pass her for the fridge, but Lana cuts me off.

      “That’s my brother, Tracey! I have my concerns!”

      My hand flies to my chest, and I barely convey my care. “Excuse me if I don’t seem the least bit sympathetic, but if Nathan and Olar did find Lunis, I don’t have the slightest remorse for him. Maybe, I’m sorry you’ll be sad. But sorry for him, after what he’s done? Absolutely not.”

      “What he’s done? What he’s done?!” she shouts. “Each of you stroll around here like Nathan and Olar are some saints! Like they’re heroes of some world and we’re to praise them for taking out this person or that! They aren’t, Tracey!” She slams her hand down on the counter top. “I know for a fact, if you were to count the lives staining their hands you’d come up with ten percent more than my brother’s! He did nothing like what they did. What they do! Nathan’s just as heartless.”

      I ball my fist and though I can stop myself from punching her, I can’t stop the words charging up my throat. “What is your problem, Lana? Are you new to this? Did you just unbury yourself from under the rock you’ve been living under for the past four years? Lunis, your snake for a brother, kidnapped me. Gave direct order to him!” I point to Laine walking through the front door. “To drag me across the world and leave me hanging there to be tortured. Thousands of us were there being slain and tortured just because it got him off! He murdered!” I shout, rising on my toes a bit. “Murdered! Our mother right in front of me! If you thought that didn’t make it worse. He then had my own mother and father killed!” I fight the flash backs and hallucination courting me, daring to take me back to that park. “And dammit if you thought that was the last of your brother’s torturing of me, he then ordered a hit on my mate. So, no,” I spit, fighting back the burst of flames itching to erupt from me. “Hell no! I don’t feel sorry for your brother. And I doubt. I highly doubt Nathan is anywhere near that heartless!”

      She steps right in front of me, and I have to look up to her and keep myself from shoving her across the room. An exuberant display of pride churns her eyes magenta. “If anything happens to my brother, you’ll be able to see just how heartless your mate is.”

      “Hey! What’s up with all the yelling?” Olar asks, meeting us in the kitchen.

      The front door closes.

      “She,” I say with a point in Lana’s direction. “Has lost her entire mind!”

      “Where is my brother?” Lana demands.

      “Chained up in a cellar,” Olar coolly responds.

      “See!” Lana shouts. “You don’t know all the stuff that they’ve done. All the sick things they’ve forced enemies and innocents to go through.”

      Nathan comes up behind me, silencing my rebuttal. In my mind he asks, You’re okay? Should I kill her. Because my insides want to kill her. You’re furious. I can feel it inside of me like I’m the one arguing.

      You can’t kill her, Nate. She’s Olar’s mate and if she goes, he goes. And she doesn’t need to die because she’s stupid.

      “Tracey. You want to see what Nathan was up to while he was gone? Would you like to see just how ‘like’ my brother your mate really is?”

      Nathan says, “Yes.”

      Laine rushes across the room to her. He says to her, “No,” and whispers something none of us can hear. Or maybe, I, only saw him doing so.

      Lana spreads her eyes wide and using her ability, replays a memory. Amid a crowd, Nathan ambles, looking over people, seeming to judge them in a way. They’re Sephlems, I can tell from their swirling eyes.

      One he approaches, a girl—woman. She seems to plea, “Choose me.” He averts his gaze to a boy beyond her that’s tucked away in the crowd by an older couple. The fear in their eyes as Nathan approaches them makes my feet light but my knees heavy. “Please,” the older woman says. “He’s just a—” her words are cut short by a single movement of Nathan’s hand. A voice calls to him, “You’re right. He’s the one.” Nathan nods and with another wave of his hand the group crowding around him all except the small boy, at least one hundred Sephlem, obliterate.

      I throw my hand over my mouth and muffle my, “oh my gosh.”

      “That’s a lie,” Nathan defends. “I remember what and where I was when I was here and where ever that place was. This deathly place you’ve been, I’ve not.”

      “You remember what they wanted you to remember,” Lana nags.

      Olar crosses the kitchen to her, taking her hand. She snatches it out of his grasp. “I can’t believe you would use me to get to my brother.”

      “Was it not because of your brother why you lied to me about who you really were? Let both of us be honest, Lana, because Tracey and I already know the truth. You’ve been working with Lunis since the beginning.” Olar shrugs. “It was only a matter of time before that came to light.”

      Lana runs from the house. I look for Olar to go after her, but he grabs a bag of chips from the counter, then wallows to the family room and takes a seat in front of the TV. Under his breath, he mutters, “Why couldn’t it have been me who’s mating broke.”

      “You’re okay?” Nathan asks me. “I’m going to chill out with Olar, make sure he’s good.”

      “Go.” I push him in the direction of the living room. “We’ll talk later.”

      Ever since Olar and I saw that note in Lunis’ house, the two of us have been a bit skeptical. With Lana being a part of the family, though, what were we to do. And, she’s Olar’s mate. He’s been trapped this entire time and could do nothing. It’s like when Roseland found out Ann had a vendetta against the Newcombs. Mating with a person that hates you is dreadful, for both parties. On one side, you’re forced in love with a person who you’re, likely, planning on deceiving. And on the other hand, this innocent mate, oblivious to it all, will remain heartbroken for their entire life, because the one thing they were promised would work out in their life, never will.
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        * * *

      

      I sit at the foot of our bed, rubbing my burning eyes.

      Nathan pulls my hands to my sides. “I can feel that.”

      “I’m sorry.” He called me Sparks, the recall washes away my tremble. “You called me by a nickname you used to use.”

      Did I?

      Yep. It was the highlight of my day.

      He sits against the wall, across from me. “Olar’s losing his shit. He’s not displaying it, and he’s quiet, seeming unbothered by it all.”

      “That’s scary.”

      “Exactly. He’s going to head out for the night. Come back later. He needs some time to work things out inside himself. Allow his Burdened to rule over him for a bit, to change his mind from those suicidal thoughts, and get back to a good place mentally.”

      “You’re going out with him?”

      “No, he needs to be alone. Just him and his beast.” Nathan takes a long pause. Uncomfortably, he meets my eyes and says, “My mind is like a freeway. I’ve got a thousand different memories and thoughts clashing. What Lana showed us, I swear I don’t remember that, but I can’t honestly deny it. It doesn’t seem like something I can do; subvert the mind of hundreds? No way, Tracey, I wouldn’t. But, I can’t confidently walk around now, knowing I’ve wiped out innocent Sephlem for no reason. I didn’t even do shit like that when I was out of control, when I was younger.”

      I climb onto my knees and crawl over to him. Taking his hands in mine. “Are you okay?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know. When we snatched Lunis today, he mentioned my father, as if he were still around.”

      I fall onto my butt and swallow hard. “What?” That’s impossible. I was there when Nathan killed Papa Nathan. I saw Natalia shove her shaking hands in his ashes. She rose from the ground with him all over her, we saw her suffer for months after his death.

      “But I know how I can find out. You mind sitting this one out? I need to visit my cousins and they don’t take kindly to new faces, family or not. They deal in an unkind darkness.”

      Off put, I scoot back to the foot of the bed. “Yeah, okay.” Drawing my lips to the side, I gnaw on my cheek. His need to depart doesn’t affect me the way it used to, I don’t feel the pain from knowing he’s leaving without me or the requirement my body used to have that forced me to go with him. I’m actually very comfortable with him doing whatever he needs to without me, and I guess that’s what’s throwing me off. “I can stay around here and hang out with Jason, get some more studying done.”

      “Thanks.” Nathan kisses my temple. “I’ll wake up next to you in the morning.” And he leaves from the room. He doesn’t seem to realize it, but pieces of the old him are creeping in. He, most likely, will not be waking up next to me in the morning. The greater part of him believes he’s over-stepping boundaries just by hugging me sometimes. But he’s being everything he can, and I’m falling in love with him in a different way because of it.
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      I lean against the wall near the front door, waiting for Little Nathan and Taylor to join me. I can’t focus on a single thing long enough to gain some, if any, understanding. The only way to settle my thoughts and find out what happened with me is to visit Amelia and her sisters. They’re family on my father’s side who deal in a wickedness my mother despised and made me swear to never get involved with it. It’s not the first time I broke this promise. She’d push me through a wall for just thinking about going to them, but my options are limited.

      Taylor punches my back when she comes up behind me. “You okay? You look a little distracted.”

      I relax my muscles. “Yeah. There’s just enough going on to send me off the edge. Are you okay? You’ve come up in a few of Tracey’s and my conversations before now. She mentioned you having it hard.”

      Gaze fixed on the floor, she mutters. “Well, yeah.”

      From the corner of my eye, I study her. “Well?”

      “I don’t need you judging me, Nathan.”

      “Oh yes you do. You have a son, Taylor, and everyone else has done more taking care of him than you have. When your father died, our mother didn’t miss a beat. When she got tainted by Roehl, she may have fallen off, but she still made sure we got taken care of when our father did nothing for us. When—”

      “Shut up, Nathan. I’m not our mother,” she fires back, throwing her arms out at her sides.

      “Maybe not.” I lift the stone on the chain she wears around her neck and drop it so it’ll knock against her chest. “You wear it like you are. And when I gave it to you, I thought you’d wear it with her strength.”

      She takes it in her grasp. “I know I let her down. But I’m back now, like you are. Though I’m still working on finding a way to live without Justin, your being here will make that easier.”

      “Don’t go awol on me, Taylor.”

      Little Nathan jogs from the living room to where we stand. “I agree. You were severely missed, bro, and yes, Taylor, no more sulky mommies. We need you around here, Jason needs you. Where are we off too?”

      “Hold the phones,” I say, throwing up my hands in front of us. “I know I’m late, but can we just shine some light on Taylor having a son!”

      “And he’s Burdened,” Little Nathan cuts in.

      “I saw that. How’d you teach him not to shift so early? I couldn’t go outside until I was five.”

      Shamefully, Taylor admits, “I don’t know. Olar helped with that.”

      Nodding, I acknowledge her embarrassment, but ignore it. “Well it’s really cool. He’s a good kid, Taylor. Congratulations.”

      “Thanks. Where are we headed?”

      “Amelia’s.”

      “Oh crap,” they complain.
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        * * *

      

      We travel on foot, staying in line with the New River to North Carolina.

      Their home sits off the river, on silts, keeping it above the river with porched built on land. Through thick shrubs and tall grass, we shuffle to the wooden porch that creaks as the wind blows. The swamp’s still, a sober home for frogs and crickets that are extremely loud tonight.

      I knock, ignoring Little Nathan’s remarks of how pissed Amelia will be at me standing on her stoop. He’s right, I may be out of my league, hoping Amelia will help me after what I did the last time I was here. I’ll be lucky if she didn’t kill me on the spot.

      The door knob rattles before the door’s yanked open. I flash her a smile when our eyes meet.

      “No!” Amelia shouts and slams the door.

      “Told ya,” Little Nathan condescends. “We need a new plan.” He turns around and I catch him by his shirt as he’s stepping off the stoop.

      “Hush.” I knock again. “I need your help, Amelia. Come on.”

      “No, Nathan. Get from ’round here,” she shouts, her voice is heavy with a Corian accent.

      “Come on, Aunty. Family here!” I try to soften her up. They’ve wanted to have a direct connection to our family, but remain only as distant cousins for a reason. It’s been years since I’ve seen her, and I only come around when I have no other options. I don’t fuck with dark magic, but it’s useful when dealing with wicked souls and demons. Or memory loss. “Open the door. Let’s talk about it.”

      “We got nuttin’ tu talk ’bout. Get from ‘round here, Nathan.”

      “Amelia, don’t make me knock down this door,” I threat. Knocking harder, I say, “Let me in, I need your help.” I gesture to Taylor for her to give me some type of help, maybe a little push in the ‘convincing’ direction.

      She rolls her eyes. Stepping up beside me, she says, “Amelia, things are bad out here, we need you. And Nathan isn’t bad anymore. He’s mated and is more at ease, not ruthless.” I’m mated, why is that bate?

      The door cracks open. “You mated?” Amelia questions, high-pitched, peeking her head out of the door. “De boy who neva would bring a female home to heem momma mated? How God da den let that happen?”

      “Amelia, I need your help,” I tell her.

      “Naw you come on in here, tell me all ’bout dis mate of yours.”

      Dammit. “I’m not here to talk about her,’ I deviate.

      “You want somethin’ from me, I get somethin’ from you. Aint no room for compromise.” She opens the door wider. “You go on in dere, put ya hand ova in de fountain, touch dat water. Tell me all ’bout her.”

      The Revealing Fountain of Truth, we call it. If I submerge my hand in that rusty, yet crystal clear fountain water, it’ll tell her everything she wants to know, which I don’t want to do. On a lighter note, it could show me what I need to see.

      I duck through the door and enter her mildew smelling home. On a deep brown couch, far from the fountain, I take a seat and lean over on my knees. “Aunty, we need to discuss something else before we talk about my mate.”

      “You neva change boy.” She breaks in, ready to scold me. “Here ya are den got you a mate and still want something for nothin’. We deserve to meet ya mate.”

      “I can’t bring her around you three old geezers.”

      “Get out!” she shouts, throwing a point toward the door.

      Laughing, I mutter. “I’m joking.” I pat the seat beside me. She comes and sits. “See Amelia, I knew you loved me.”

      “Nah, boy, I don’t love you. I’m interested in seein’ dis gal da God den burdened wit ya, you ole devil.”

      I hold my chest. “Ah, insults aren’t caused for,” I say, hurt by her insinuation. “I didn’t ask to be what I am.”

      She peers at me through her scattered lashes. “Tell me whachu want?”

      To reveal too much with Amelia is a suicide play. She always seems to know a little more than I’m willing to offer, so to tell her about my amnesia in addition to things going on, she’ll find a way to use the information against me. The most important point of our visit is what I reveal first. “I killed our father a few years back. I’ve gotten word that he’s come back. I need to find out how this is possible.”

      She jumps up from the couch, moving away from me to the other side of the room. Hunched over, hands on her knees, distress stealing her sober eyes, she frantically asks, “Ya killed ya father?”

      “Yeah,” I say, standing. “I had to.” A thought flashes before my eyes, shoved before me by my Burdened. Tracey’s laid on the ground, my father standing above her, inches away from snatching her life. “He nearly killed my mate.” The word, mate, it’s slipped past my lips with claims on Tracey more than once tonight. I don’t want to claim her. She’s a human, not a car. But then, calling her my girlfriend knocks me off my feet too. She’s greater than both, and dammit I don’t even know how I got to this place. My Burdened smacks me with another memory of Tracey with her arms resting comfortably around my neck, and she’s leaning toward me for her kiss. My beast then reminds me of the sensation, how it used to feel versus how it feels today.

      Hey! You’re going to have to cut this shit out, I tell it. I’m trying to handle business.

      “Nathan,” Amelia snaps me back “We talked ’bout dis.”

      I cross the floor to Amelia. “I had to do it. With me mating and him trying to kill us, I couldn’t have both around.” It’s my Burdened who makes the suggestion.

      “What did you two talk about?” Taylor asks, leaving the entrance and coming over.

      Amelia shakes her hands, attracting our attention to her. “Long go, Nathan, yawl’s daddy came here. Got heemself hexed, neva be defeated, requested be made Burdened and Hybrid on de outside, immortal on de inside.”

      “Ol’ fool.” Chris, the oldest of the three, comes in from the back door. She drags her hand over her dampened caramel flesh, then her dull silver hair. “He came ’round here wanted us make him indestructible.” Chris turns down the corners of her mouth. “Said he bore a son who would bare the mark of death. He was certain. Said he heard ’bout it from some gal who had an eye in the palm of ha hand, said she said it was a prophecy,” she’s easier to understand over her sister, the easiest of the triplets.

      “Yah, heem did.” Jacinta comes through the backdoor, adding in her side. “Thought heem lost heem mind. Told heem no way no how we’d turn heem immortal,” she carries with emphasis. “He’d be Burdened and Hybrid if heem want but no way heem wort stickin’ round here longa dan what heem already lived.”

      “We told heem we’d make it so if heem son come kill heem, he come back,” Chris adds. “Get to know the right people, they know what to do to bring heem back. Anybody else kill heem, he’d be damned to hell. Nobody like that disgusting father of y’alls.” She makes a round around the house, shaking a black ash in the corners of their home.

      “How did you find out about this?” Taylor asks me.

      Amelia cuts me off. “Heem came ’round long ago. Really long time ago and ask what we could do ’bout th―”

      “You don’t need to get into details, just that I came around and you told me about my father.” I cut her off, these old ass women talk too damn much. I don’t need Taylor knowing about everything that happened.

      “Oh!” Amelia laughs. “You don’t wantcha family knowin’ ’bout dat past. Huh?”

      “They know about it,” I counter. She’s about to take it there, and I’m about to lie. Not everything needs to be brought to light when things are done in the darkness.

      “How much dey know? Hum, Nathan? What dey know?” She peers her gray eyes at me, brows hitched, index finger extended in a harsh point. “Thought ya was done keepin’ secrets, boy.”

      I knock her hand away to keep her from hexing me. “I never said that. I said that I was done with the life I lived before. My secrets will remain my secrets.”

      “Ya mate know you holdin’ up dem secrets? Nah, I bet ya stay blocked off from her all de time. Scared she’ll see inside dat head and hate she was mated to a monsta like ya.”

      “What do you want, Amelia?” I ask, irked she’s grilling me about shit that has nothing to do with any of them.

      “Two things naw.” She comes closer, same height as my stomach. Looking up at me, smiling with her wet wooden teeth, she requests, “I want ya tell dem secrets, and I want know ‘boutcha mate.”

      “Nah, that’s okay. I don’t need your help.” I pivot.

      She grabs my arm with her shaking, cold hands. “What’s it to ya? What gone happen to ya, ya tell us?”

      “You’re not going to try to feed off of me.” I snatch my arm from her. “Little Nathan, Taylor, let’s go.”

      “Alright, Nathan,” says Chris, standing in the way of our exit. “We’ll take care of ya father for ya. What ya want?”

      Taylor turns red in the face and she wears a resentful scowl. “What,” I ask her.

      “Do you know what secrets she’s talking about?”

      I scoff. “Maybe. But I’m not sure what they have to do with you.”

      The three sister snicker.

      “Sounds like we’re in this because of you, so it’s about time you tell it all and now,” Taylor demands.

      I look her over, a soft squint in my eyes as I examine her threat. Though I didn’t fully remember everything after Tracey had rescued me, when I first saw Taylor crossing the bedroom floor, the first memory I had was of her crossing me. The old me would still hold a grudge till this day against my sister. I, however, have already forgiven her. Forgiveness. . . what used to be a foreign word, is now one I wish I knew when my mother was alive. It’s something she always used to teach me and even though I get it a few years too late, she’d still be proud.

      “Fine,” I say to Taylor. “But I can only tell what I can remember. And that’s coming in waves right now.”

      “How come, Nathan?” Chris asks.

      “That’s what we’re here to figure out. I wouldn’t come to you three if there was a faster, safer option, but there’s not. So here we are.”

      Amelia nods. She points and says, “Go stick ya hand in da fountain. We get some answers fa ya.”
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      Slowly, I cross the creaking wood to the fountain nearly too big for the corroded living space of the house. Out of everything here, the only thing that looks pure and perfect is this fixture made up of pure gray stone that holds black obsidian pebbles piled at its bottom. The water’s still, a mirror-like reflection of myself, staring into my eyes, wondering if I really want to know the truth I seek. Above the surface, my hand rests in the air. The water anxiously awaits my contact, now rippling as if I’d already placed my hand in its murk.

      “Do it, Nathan! We ain’t got all night!” Chris complains.

      I submerge my hand in the water and its surface grabs me around the wrist, keeping me from yanking out. As the water ripples, Tracey’s face appears.

      Amelia comes to my side and places her hand against my chest. “What kinda mating is this?” she asks angrily. Her hand moves from left to right, up a bit and back down, as she searches.

      “Whatever you’re looking for, it’s not in there,” I say.

      “You dare lie to me?” she accuses, expression darkening to a malevolent scowl.

      I try to yank my hand from the fountain, but it’s got me stuck. “What? No!”

      “Then you!” she yells, pointing at Taylor. “You said heem was mated!” Amelia whips her hand back, a hex on her lips.

      “No!” I shout, unable to jump between her and Taylor. “I was mated. Whatever happened to me. Something happened to me. I’m mated to this girl,” I point to Tracey’s face in the water. She’s content, her brown eyes sparkle and a constant pinch rests in the corners of her mouth. I want to pull at one of her curls and tell her a joke I heard on the radio this afternoon to soften her expression. I chuckle, knowing she’d laugh, and her geeky laugh would make me laugh. And somehow, the sadness that pinches the lower lids of her eyes would be buried under a joy I don’t think she’s known for some time. And that’s the thing that kept me coming around her, watching joy. Me being her joy and the fulfillment of being wanted by someone.

      “Boy! Your thoughts aren’t private.”

      “Yeah, bro.” Little Nathan mocks, “We just saw all that joy in the water. Maybe be careful.”

      I immediately remember Tracey and I having sex. It was accidental, but a good accident. There were sensations, beyond that of the physical, that I never encountered. So, yeah. I believe we’re connected. But believing it isn’t enough.

      “Nathan!” Taylor shouts, eyes covered, as is Little Nathan’s.

      “Boy, focus. The girl be very beautiful, but ya need answers, and I cain’t give ‘em if ya don’t focus.” She straightens. “Remember what happened.”

      I turn my attention back to the water as it’s aggressively rippling out, splashing water over the edges of the fountain. It dimly reveals Tracey screaming, others are too. From another’s perspective, we look down at me knelt to the ground. Around me, three and my cousin attack me. I don’t recall feeling a thing, but I felt Tracey. She felt it, every kick, slash, and hit.

      She, Lana, and Laine claw and bang at a blocker shield. No matter how hard they try, they’ll never get through that.

      Arms tied behind my back and my ankles bound, I hit the ground. Michael, Caige, and Detrick each seem satisfied with their work. Tracey’s passed out. Lana heals Olar and unsteadily helps him from wherever we were. Behind their departure, Michael, Caige, and Detrick pass a silent Laine sitting next to Tracey. Long seconds pass as Laine stares at Tracey and me, contemplation thick in his eyes. He crosses the floor, and kneels beside me as he whispers something in my ear. With his index finger pressed to my temple, electric currents pass from him to me and back. Laine then scoops me from the floor, and as he’s leaving the room, he smirks and mouths, “I got him.”

      The fountain water releases its hold on my wrist, and I yank my wrinkled hand from the water.

      “I got him?” Little Nathan questions, confused.

      “Got me?” I question.

      “Who heem is, dat man with those eyes?” Amelia asks.

      “He’s a friend of the family.”

      “Mmm. I’d keep my eyes on him. Now ya know wha happened. Time ya pay up. Or ya debt doubles.”

      “Doubles?” Taylor asks.

      “Oh yes,” Jucenta exclaims. “I cannot wait for heem to pay us off.”

      I throw my hand up, stopping Taylor from asking her next question. “It’s because of Tarleton. The guy I had rescued from Kordell, Lunis’ brother.” Kordell was worse than Lunis and Tarleton was a slave to him, one of hundreds. “After he saved Mom from being captured by those eels, Kordell was going to kill him.”

      “Kordell was unbeatable, Nathan,” Taylor says. “They called him a god with those scythes marks on him, because he was that All-Seeing of Death thing everyone was raving about, and he had a mate that sealed it.”

      Nodding, I lift my gaze from the ground, as I say, “Right, he was undefeatable. Until I defeated him.”

      “You?” I nod. “But how?” The words pour from her in a whisper, as they should, knowing Kordell’s power. From the people who bowed at his feet to the power he held to manipulate fear. Fear can make people do things they never thought they would. And Kordell was on top of the world because of it.

      I’m cut off with Chris answering, “Ya brother came here, asking us for help.” She plucks an obsidian pebble from the fountain. “All it take is one request, you ask, we give, and you give us something. Nathan handed over his future. There be dis prophecy over heem and we wanted in.”

      “So, he gave up his soul.”

      “Pretty much,” I say.

      “But this was when Nathan was a teenager,” Taylor argues. “Shouldn’t you be working for them now?”

      “I should, but Tarleton paid my price.”

      “A life for a life,” Chris jumps in.

      “He felt as though he owed me for rescuing him and his family, but he didn’t. I helped him because it was the right thing to do, and I was capable of taking out Kordell. I had nothing he could use against me. And with their help.” I point to Jucenta. “I needed his trust. They helped me manipulate that and I got close enough to take him down. But Tarleton felt he owed me freedom, so he came here, around time for me to pay up and traded his life for mine.”

      “He didn’t give us a choice. We owed for some favas on the dark side and needed a strong soul to clear our debts. Heem it was. Boom!” Amelia exclaims throwing her robe sleeved arms in the air. “Nathan come thrashing through here like a tornado! Boom!” She throws her arms one way. “Boom!” She shifts them the other. “Busted up our house, mad heem friend gave up his life for his. Dumb boy.” Amelia slaps my arm. “Took us days to fix it.”

      “Yeah. Whatever. Now that’s out of the way. Can you tell me if my father is still alive?”

      “Pull his daddy’s stone from the fountain, Chris.”

      Chris reaches in, digging so deep her chest emerges in the water. She pulls back, black stone in hand. “It’s empty,” she says examining the object. She tosses it to me.

      I flip it over in my hand, and hold it up to the dim ceiling light. “What am I supposed to be looking for?”

      “If he were in there, you’d see his eye. When a person come in and asks us for a favor on account of their soul, they’re assigned a stone, when they die it captures their soul, and we keep it around here until we need them to pay up.”

      “You’re telling me I just stuck my hand in a fountain full of souls!” I wipe my left hand off on my pant leg.

      “I’ma bout to kick you out, boy.” Amelia snatches the stone from my hand. “I remember looking at this seeing it filled, if it’s now empty, he ain’t dead no more.” She tosses the stone back in the water, uncaringly. “Now, you got what you want. My price. . .”

      I nod for her to continue.

      “I get to have a glimpse at ya mate. I’m thinking she’ll have a lot to show us.”

      “We’ll see. Keep my tab open.”

      On my way out the door, Amelia calls behind me. “I don’t think ya died completely, Nathan. I think ya was hexed, ya died just long enough to break ya bound, but not enough to take ya soul. Brought ya back in the nick of time. Someone want damn bad to have ya without ya mate. Likely so they have ya and link to ya, without the interference. What ya is. . . Ya is somethin’ someone need, and maybe tha person did this know ya are leverage or very valuable.”

      I give her a single nod and turn away.

      “Don’t let them get ya, Nathan. Things be bad they do.”
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      My mother was a brightened moon on nights that left me hopeless. She might’ve been mated to a man I despised, but I loved him enough for her. I loved him enough not to kill him years before I mated, and when I did murder him, it was my only choice to keep my family and I safe, because he’d gotten too far out of control. But, maybe, she hated me for it. I stole her heart from her, and left her to live on without the comfort. My mother would likely tell me I’m losing my mind for thinking she’d ever do anything less than love me, but it’s an active thought. Since remembering, the millions of thoughts coming to me by the hour, this one is killing me.

      As prideful and proud as my father was, by now, he would’ve made his presence known. He would’ve stared me in my eyes and maybe smiled in my face, happy he’s found a way to outsmart me.

      Do I let him walk? Do I ignore this and focus on the true obstacle?

      I wake Tracey when I get in and tell her about my visit. We run through our theories; who my father could be and where he could be hiding, but nothing sticks strong enough for me to pursue. She thinks that maybe the Qualms and my father are in cahoots and that’s how they may know so much about us. This make sense, but who is he. . . and how do we find out.
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      Tracey has the day off, and I drag her with me to see my youngest brother and the rest of my family I want to catch up with. She refers to it as the family house and though I say I’m dragging her with me, she’s ecstatic to be joining me. She’s embraced my family the way a new born does its parents. It all should be overwhelming for her, being around so many people, but she loves it. Always has it seems.

      I push open the door, calling, “Nick.”

      He comes racing around the corner. I snatch him up. “Man, you’ve gotten bigger!”

      “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes,” he tells me, hugging me around my neck.

      “You have sore eyes?”

      He laughs. I put him down as he sadly says, “Next time you leave, take me with you.”

      “If I leave you again, I want you to come find me and bring me back yourself.”

      “Yeah, like my sister.” He looks over his shoulder at Tracey. “Good thing she didn’t give up on you.”

      “How bad of a mate would she be if she gave up on me?”

      “A terrible one. Good thing you love her, and would never let anything bad happen to her.”

      “Yeah Nick. A good thing.” I stand from being squatted as he and Tracey share a hug. “Where is everybody?”

      Nick and I run through the house. He catches me up on things I’ve missed, and it’s my passing that’s taken a toll on everyone. Tears of happiness stream down shocked faces as they look upon me as if I’m accomplishing the unthinkable.

      During my absence, my grandfather has passed, but my grandmother doesn’t seem too distraught by it. As though he were still sitting beside her, she updates him, saying, “Nathan’s come home, finally. You were right, Roseland. Oh hush, look.” She raises her palms in my direction, as her ability to see is with her hands. I take them in mine and lean over to kiss her cheek.

      “Love you, Mima.” Maybe, when life is lived out and a mate passes by nature, they do live among the other half. Everyone I’ve ever known either died or their mate was murdered far before they’ve had the opportunity to live out their life.

      My Burdened flashes, yet another, memory before my eyes. This is getting so old. You have to stop with this, I tell it regretfully as it begins slapping me with them, ramming memory after memory to the front of my thoughts, and crowding my vision. I find a wall to lean against as I wait for it to stop and the dizziness to lessen. The next one slowly comes to me, Tracey telling me that Lunis stopped by our house one day with the barrier shield around him. And then he shows me another of Laine, dedicating his loyalty to us, but him working for Lunis.

      I can’t remember why I’d allow Laine to live with us with him being a Nemanite, but at some point, he must’ve proved that he could be trusted. Remembering this, I realize I forgot to tell Tracey about seeing him, being the one responsible for stealing my memories. He did this to me, and he’s been around my family all this time, knowing all this.

      My brother, Roseland, ambushes me. He can’t stop hugging me, claiming he knew I was alive. With him and Taylor, I hang in the kitchen, helping make lunch. Burgers and fries. We take long strolls down memory lane, recalling days our family was whole and when we lived for each other instead of against each other like the past, recent years.

      For the past two years, I was forced to believe I was an orphan, that my mother died and my father didn’t want me. While that’s partially true, I was also forced to believe I was alone, and I had no one to love me, or return love to. I hated the idea of meeting the people who turned their back on me but craved for a family, to something or someone I could belong. But my reality, I have two homes full of enough family for Tracey and me.

      Lucky fucking bastard.

      On the kitchen table, Roseland lays out piles of paperwork, excited to give me updates on the business. He’s happy about being able to manage the company and the steady business we’ve had. This is great and all, but I need to see it for myself.

      “Thanks, Roseland. But I need to get there right now.” I built this thing from the ground up and need to walk through the office, sit behind my desk, and process something. I’ve left the idea to rest in the back of my mind while I’ve been trying to get back in the grove of things, but with him bringing it up I can’t ignore it anymore.

      “There’s nothing you can do now, Nathan. Everything will wait until Monday.”

      “No, it won’t.” I head for the door and shout to Tracey that I’m leaving, but don’t get a response. Tracey, I’m going to the office. I’ll see you later, I think to her, hoping she’ll hear me.

      Kay.
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        * * *

      

      Roseland’s word is good, but I need to confirm for my own sense of comfort that everything is running smoothly. Our building here in Virginia is smaller than the one in Washington, it’s our first, and we never needed to move the office space, just enlarge our inventory storage. The other is in California and it’s about the size of Washington’s. That one is my uncles. He thought of the name NCB Industries, Manufacturing Company of Metal and Steel.

      Ever since I was a kid, I wanted to own my own business. I went to school and made a lot of mistakes to make it happen, but once I figured it out, I’d built a well-oiled machine. We distribute metal and steel to our clients per their institutional or contractual needs, whatever they require it for, may it be; cars, electronics, construction, etcetera. I linked up with a lumbering company to double my enterprise ten years ago, and things have been running smoothly for the past fifteen years, here. Washington was opened for expansion. Have Roseland tell it; best decision I could’ve made. He wants that building, I know. He’ll move up there with Ann and the twins, and have that office as his own. Due to the recent events, I’ve likely put a hold on his plans, but seeing he’s successfully managed both offices for the past few years, solo, I wouldn’t mind handing that office to him.

      Depending on what this ‘prophecy’ Tracey’s brought up and irregular life has instore for me, I may be stepping down to do whatever it takes to fight it. Whatever that may be.

      My flirtatious receptionist has been going on and on since I walked in. “Yeah, Kathy, I understand the joke.” She giggles obnoxiously. If she didn’t do such a good job, I’d fire her, but she’s good at what she does; more than tripled my clientele in the last six years, and doesn’t take shit from those snobby pushovers who think money will get them the world and the people in it to wipe the shit from their asses and be happy about it.

      “Where you headed when you leave here?”

      I stand beside her, looking through a stack of files she’s set aside. “I’m going to find my lady, take her out, and watch her as she watches me,” I say, looking at a dark brown folder that’s different from the white and manila ones. My name’s scratched over the left corner of it.

      “I don’t want to hear that. You should take me out one day. I’ve been around here shuffling papers and answering phones almost seven years and not once have you winked at me.”

      “You weren’t hired to be winked at, you were hired to shuffle through papers and answer phones.” I show her the folder. “How long has this been sitting here?”

      She shrugs, not looking at the folder or me as she polishes a nail yellow. “I don’t know, awhile. Maybe it showed up five months ago.”

      “How do you know? You didn’t even look.”

      She lifts her gaze. “Oh that! Okay, about three days ago this guy, maybe twenty-six, my height, cutie, sandy brown hair, and gray or blue eyes. He was dressed in black jeans and wore a jacket. It was . . . a brown color and he had on boots. He came in and dropped that off. Said make sure Nathan gets this. He threw it down on the desk right here.” She points to the upper area of the desk. “He said if I didn’t he’d come back for me.”

      I cock a brow. “What’d you say?”

      “Um hum, leave it, he’ll get it,” she says with the wave of her hand, imitating herself. “He sounded serious but they all do. I was calling you, and as usual, you wouldn’t answer the phone. Why have you been hiding from me for so long anyway? Roseland tried to sell me some mumbo jumbo about you dying. I just knew that wasn’t true. Not my man,” she adds, rolling her neck.

      The phones ring as the buzzer for the front door goes off. “Answer the phone. I’ll get the door.”

      “Avoiding my question, I see.”

      “Do your job, Kathy,” I say lightly, chuckling. I look through the envelope as I walk to my office, where I have the monitor for the surveillance system.

      What the hell is this? I flip through a dozen pages that all read the same things. ‘Time can only spare for what controls it.’ The fuck am I supposed to do with this?

      I sit down, slamming the folder on the desk. “Do I not have enough weird shit going on?” The buzzer to the door goes off again. “What?” I bark, looking at the computer, checking my surveillance cameras. “Hmm.” Just the guy I’ve wanted to see. “Kathy, hit the buzzer please.”

      “Yes, Sir Nathan, as you wish.”

      “Shut up. I said please.”

      Laine casually strolls through the front door of my office building. I stuff the folder in a drawer, and lean back on the chair as I monitor the screens.

      “Hi, Kathy. Can I see Nathan?” he asks, leaning on the desk.

      “I’m sorry.” Kathy pokes his arm with her pen, pushing him off her desk. “Who did you say you were?”

      He knows her name. . .

      “I’m Laine, a friend of his.”

      My Burdened throws another memory at me, of a conversation Laine and I shared. I almost find it pointless but then notice the absence of the Australian accent that laced his voice in the past, but is absent today.

      “Hmm. Let me see if he’s available for friends.” My desk phone rings. I answer it. “Mr. Newcomb,” Kathy says professionally. She can flip her attitude like a coin. “There is a Laine here to see you. He says he’s your friend.” My computer dings with her instant message, ‘he’s tall with white-colored contacts and dirty-blond hair and doesn’t look like someone you’ve associated with.’

      “Okay, Kathy, thank you. You can send him in.”

      Laine ambles through the door, entering like he owns the place. He stops, stands, and admires my office. “Nice, Nathan.”

      “Un-hun, what do you want?”

      “I’m going to be heading out soon, on a more permanent bases, and wanted to make sure you were ready to take care of your mate. That you’ve started to remember so you can properly watch her back.”

      I sit forward, managing my control to the minimal extent. “Excuse me?”

      “Nathan,” he says steadily. “Tracey is such a lovely girl, and I am happy you have her. I only want her to be . . . happy, and I know that with you . . . remembering everything, she will be. Having Tracey at your side should help with that.”

      Tracey is such a lovely girl. . . Why does that sound so damn familiar?

      “What’s wrong, Nathan?” He leans back on the chair, crossing his legs. “I’m sorry. This isn’t about Tracey, this is about you.” He crosses his arms and arches his neck. Piercing eyes survey me as if he’s read me a riddle and is awaiting my answer.

      A series of thoughts race through my mind as my Burdened works through my memories, trying to pinpoint where we’ve heard this before. I rub my hand back and forth across my chin.

      It hits me.

      I nod slowly, never tearing my gaze from his. I get it. . . Fucking Laine. . . This entire time.

      “How long?” I ask. He’s played me. . . He’s played me real good. He’s played us really good. “You know what,” I cut him off. “I don’t care about how long you’ve been stalking us. Tell me what you want.”

      “A warning. If you don’t stand down, Keith, there’s going to be a worse ending to this than you may have interpreted.”

      “Stand down from what?”

      He analyzes me and snorts. “Well,” he sings, astonished. “You really don’t remember.”

      I cross my arms. “Enlighten me.”

      “Somewhere on you, there should be a marking that reveals something you’ve feared your entire life. It’s happening, Keith. What your mother and I warned you about should you take the leap and mate. Now, your changing into the death you’ve always feared becoming, and the Qualms want you for it. They’ve eliminated your enemies and if you’re not careful and do what they ask, they’ll take out your loved ones. You know what’s to come. And when they come, if you don’t stand down, it is not just going to affect you, but this entire world. Sephlems, Mulens, even the humans are at risk.”

      “And I’m supposed to believe you, why? You of all people should know I don’t give a shit about everybody else’s ending? You, being back here, is where my care lies.”

      His face relaxes. “Like I told your mate, you can’t kill me.”

      I’m coming to realize that. Shrugging, I flip the subject, “Where’s he?” I point to his body.

      “You really want to know?” he entreats, giving the office a quick survey. “I like what you’ve done with the place, son. I heard you opened the office in Washington too. Good job. Bet you feel like you’ve accomplished something important in life.”

      “I did until I heard you were alive. Where is Laine?”

      “I killed him,” he states easily, and grabbing a globe shaped paper weight from my desk. “Once you remembered and you came back, I knew it was my time to get back into the family, physically.”

      I laugh at his nonchalant attitude. At the fact that he feels like he has me dumbfounded—cornered. How he sauntered in here, like he was going to blow me away by being back. I’ll give it to him, I didn’t know he was in Laine, but this is no surprise. It was just a matter of time before he came slithering his ass around. “You don’t think I’m not already prepared for this moment, Nathan. To take you out permanently. You don’t think that I knew about your prophecy when you went to Amelia, Jacinta and Chris, and they made your soul immortal if I killed you. You have to give me more credit than that.”

      He angrily stares at me, quickly sobering. “I know you, Keith. You can’t get past your wickedness. I’ve already won, the moment you killed Lunis. I won. Everything will turn over to me, and I’ll rule this―”

      “Eennt!” I break in. “Wrong again. I never killed him.”

      Leaning forward, his eyes narrow, hiding his shock in his glare, but it sounds in his voice. “You found him and took him,” he tells me like he was there.

      “That you are right about. But I haven’t killed him. See dad, I turned over a new leaf when I met Tracey. . . You should’ve killed her when you had the chance.”

      “I could still kill you both.” He stands.

      Tipping down the corners of my mouth, I agree, “You’re right. You can.”

      He slams his hands on the desk causing it to crack. “I had you, Keith.” He thrusts a point in my face. “I had you right in the palm of my hand. Then that meddling bitch had to come around. I had you, Keith. You were done for.”

      “And yet.” I lean back on my chair, arms out to my sides. “Here I am.”

      “I’m the reason you are alive! I spared your life. It’s not by any accident or divine providence that you defeated death. I did that. I took over this body, I brought you to her. I made her touch you just long enough to pump a single beat into you all’s heart that would keep you alive long enough to erase everything you knew about her and ev―”

      I jump up, shoving him back. He falls onto the chair, grabbing the arms. “I don’t give a shit what you did. You didn’t spare my life because you’re a father who wanted to see his son survive. You wanted to see me as a puppet. Working for you and whoever else you decided was worth getting whatever the fuck else you want out of life. You didn’t do me any favors. You made shit worse for my mate and me. Me knowing or not. You are still dead to me! I may not be able to do anything about you at this very second. But I’ll find you, and I’ll kill you, again, and again, and again if I have to. I’ll watch you die. I’ll watch me murder your soul.”

      “You can never touch my soul,” he utters through his gritted teeth.

      “You are right where I want you. All I needed to know was who you were.”

      “You’re not some great god, Nathan. You’re just as destructible as I am. Except I can come back.”

      “Who am I?”

      His face twists disgustedly as he sneers, “What?”

      I say again, “Who am I? What is my name?”

      “Nathan,”

      “I got my name from?”

      “From me.”

      “And what do you think that means.”

      “What?” he questions again, puzzled.

      “Like father . . . like son.” I walk around my broken desk. “See you around . . . dad.” I leave my office and pass Kathy to the glass door that leads out to the hall.

      “Keith,” my father calls, now in the hall that heads to the main door of the building. He meets my eyes and a smirk plays in his words. “There’ll be some visitors waiting for you at The Forge. I suggest you go there. No tricks. Make sure you take your girlfriend; you wouldn’t want to miss seeing anything.” He passes me. “You want more answers, go there.” Waving, he follows, “Goodbye, Kathy.” He smiles with Laine’s face that I’ve already wanted to smash. “See you around, son.”

      Son of a bitch!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Far From Perfect

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nathan

      

      

      I park in the driveway, rushing to get in and tell Tracey about what the hell I just experienced. I kick the driver’s door open, and snatch my phone from the cup holder before getting out of the truck. Slamming the door closed, I turn for the porch.

      A man stands there with his arms crossed and a deadpanned eye locked on me.

      “What. The. Fuck.” I’m frozen, hand gripped around the keys I’d planned to punch the clicker and lock the doors.

      “Don’t over excerpt yourself, Nathan.” Tarleton frowns. “It is not he who you see, but Truth whom you’ve failed to believe.”

      I retract my steps, yank the door open, and get back in my truck. As I’m closing my door, he appears in my passenger seat. “Bro!” I shout, hands flying to both, the door handle and the steering wheel. “I don’t know what or who you are, but I’m not playing with this shit.”

      “We spoke long ago, and I tried to give warning to all this.” He gestures around him. “But I wasn’t successful. My apologies for letting you down. I should’ve sought you out sooner, but I didn’t know how fast time was running.”

      “Yeah, well. Time stops for no one. You’re making me very uncomfortable, can you please get out of my truck?”

      “Should I accept my true form? Will that make this better?”

      “If you want me to listen to something you have to say, any form that doesn’t look like my friend will do.” I must’ve talked him up. It can’t be a coincidence, we bring him up last night and I’m seeing him today. . .

      He digresses and morphs into a one of the cloaked figures. A Qualm, but robed in gold and silver. Beneath his hood is as if his face was covered by a thick, white stocking. If I were to snatch it off, there’d likely be nothing there, just like the dark ones. He avoids looking my direction, as though he’s ashamed of this form. No feet rest on the floor of my truck, but his flowing robe waves in the breezeless air. “I am not of this world.”

      “No shit.”

      “I’m from a realm not entirely known to man, but that will soon change. My people have lived for years in the dark and they are wanting to escape that darkness, as their resources are running low. They live just beyond the seen, the known, just out of touch, and they no longer want to view the world from the inside looking out. They want out, and they’re coming. And nothing will stop them.”

      “Okay. . .? You’re running short on time here.”

      “I’ve come as warning. I live for a higher purpose. We were designed to protect this world. But once a Qualm falls into darkness, that is what they become. Their mind becomes corrupted and their will turns to another. The breeder of Burdened and Hybrid Sephlems is their leader, he knows what he can make of this world, and he’s declared to bring the Qualms among the Sephlem and have them mate with humans, breeding a hybrid of whom he will rule over. Disguised as such, your world will be their world. They will merge together and humans will live among beasts, a turn in hierarchy. The Qualms will soon show the humans’ most powerful weapon can easily be consumed and turned against them.”

      “What? Nukes?”

      He faces me, lack of expression on his covered face. “Their minds.” Turning away from me, he continues, “You, Nathan, have a gift they desire more than infinite life. A key that breaks the border of the two realms. And, something far better, the ability to directly and indirectly control. Bound to your mate, you alone, can reveal the true desire of any being, you can avert those wants, you can convert any being to be submissive to your own desires. That power, Nathan, is one people will kill for, or allow their enemy to obtain to only be murdered and that power be passed on.” He sucks in a breath and continues, “ You must not kill your father. No matter what. He’s your entrance to the leader and you need the free pass.”

      I rub my hand over my mouth, trying to grasp hold of the idea that I’m an instrument for something. People have been trying to use me all my life. They’ve also been trying to kill me for as long as I can remember; for being Burdened, for being assumed that I’m a part of some world changing prophecy, for believing in fairy tales and bedtimes stories.

      “Don’t take my words lightly, Nathan. It may be hard to believe. Your mother had been telling you about this for years. That marking appearing on your back was warning the overtaking is under way. The All-Seeing of Death has been rendered and the only people who do not know it is you, is you. The instant you and Tracey bonded, the hourglass was turned. They would try to tear you apart as fate forced you together. Death and love, as love may give life and require you to be together because depending on you two, we will be captured or set free. But Love does not cater to death here. It does not prevail so do not expect it to win. You can choose which road you take, but make no mistake, the sand has almost run out.”

      My lips part but past them my words are lost. Shaking my head, I ask, “Why are you betraying your own people? You’re wanting me to go against their overtaking, no? What do you think I’m capable of doing to an entire fleet of half-dead fiends? Demons? Half-grim reapers. . .? What the hell are they anyway?”

      “Does every human support the wishes of their leader?”

      “I. . . I suppose they don’t.”

      He evaporates from the passenger’s seat, leaving nothing in his departure.
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      Rubbing the back of neck, I close the front door and try to work out my confusion. Burnt bread hits my nose. I go to shout, ‘who’s burning down the house,’ but bite my tongue when I turn the corner to the kitchen.

      Tracey’s snatching her hand back from the pot, hissing from likely burning herself. If it serves my memory correctly, she can’t cook and won’t. The island holds two spots; plates, utensils, and glasses. On the counter across from the island, Tracey’s placed two steaks, a bowl of mashed potatoes, broccoli, and rolls.

      I sneak up behind her and poke the middle of her back. “Boo.”

      She jumps, dropping a roll and butter knife to the floor.

      “Shit,” I laugh. “Sorry. Didn’t think you’d be that scared.”

      Tracey punches my chest. “You suck! I only made two rolls, so this one was yours.” She brings the one she snatched from the floor before my eyes, then sets it on the plate.

      “You cooked all this?” I push through the potatoes with the spoon left in the bowl. “You don’t cook.”

      “Right, but, see, I wanted to try it, and I googled a nice recipe that included steak. I picked the simplest one of course. But. Well, I owed you from the times you cooked for us. And, I wanted to do something for us. I just hope you like it.”

      My insides want me to grab her by her neck, lift her to her tiptoes, pull her close, and kiss her mouth. Kiss the living hell out of her. My Burdened shudders my flesh agreeing with the thought.

      I don’t.

      The other half of me cringes even considering doing something like that, it’s too aggressive.

      “How about we go outside and eat. I’ll grab a blanket if you get the food.”

      Her eyes lighten and she smiles, agreeing, “Great. I’ll meet you outside.”

      The day is silent; birds don’t tweet, the wind doesn’t rustle the bushes, the waters even still. It’s quite peaceful after the last couple of days I’ve had. I clean my plate, but wholehearted honesty, it wasn’t great. But Tracey went out of her way to cook, and I’m kinda honored she thought of me. She doesn’t come close to finishing her food.

      “How were things at the office? Did Kathy miss you?” Tracey asks, smiling.

      Laying across the blanket on my elbow, I scoot closer to her, and slip my arm beside her to cuff her elbow. Why? My body is pulling me to her, but I don’t want to be too aggressive or push her outside of her comfort zone. I’m massively into Tracey, and she’s growing on me more and more every day, but I should take things slow, not knowing what the future has in store. “Your friend Laine stopped by.”

      “How does he know where the office is?”

      “He’s my father.”

      Tracey stutters, sitting up on her knees. “Get out!”

      “Nope. I’m staying right here.”

      “What’d you do?”

      I fall on to my back, pushing my hands over my head. “Absolutely nothing. He walked right out the door. He told me to go to the Forge tonight.”

      “What’s that?”

      “This hole in the wall club in the city.” Leaving my eyes closed, as I’m trying to wrap my head around all of this, I say, “Tarleton showed up when I was coming in the house. I nearly lost my shit.”

      Tracey cuts me off, “He’s really Chislon. He’s nice, but he gets on my nerves.”

      “Right,” I drag. “You two have met?”

      “Yes. On more than one occasion. Tell me more about Papa Nathan. What’s he doing back? You just let him walk away? I mean, after finding out what you did last night, and him knowing you were going to be the one to kill him so he hexed himself with immortality should you had. . . I mean. . .” She drinks from her glass. “That’s all a bit much.”

      “He has a plan and whatever it is, he’s been working it since I was born, and he found out I’d be his demise. Honestly, Tracey, I have no idea what his plan could be. Just that he tried, and it was because of you why he failed. Chislon was saying that there’s a power that can be passed on by murdering the one who holds this superpower.”

      “Ohhh,” she sings excitedly. “Like magic wands!”

      I flick my gaze to her and do my damndest not to roll my eyes. “Wands have nothing to do with this, Tracey. While I was in front of my father, I was mouthing off things I had no idea about. Saying he was using me as a puppet and was working for him. I’d promised I’d kill him. It just all came out.”

      “Likely you’re Burdened helped out with that. You did say it’s been helping you out a lot lately.”

      There’s a tickle on the back of my neck with my Burdened happy he was acknowledged. An affectionate sensation charges through me, resonated for Tracey. I chuckle, “My beast is in love with you.” She blushes. Briefly, I see Tracey through its darkened vision, seeing the world in a flushed maroon; always seeing red in search of a feeding. But with her, she’s seen clearly, clear as night. Tracey’s grabbed by the back of her neck and drawn near me, through a gentle growl, I’m saying, “Only you can lighten the darkness casted on a beast meant to never live in love. Only you can fill until satisfaction with only affection. Only you can bear a heart of a beast and with pride and strength, take on a wicked soul. You dare not ask the full of what we are and yet you accept it without care or fear of what this being will become. He’s played with feelings I’ve never cared to encounter until you. We’re completed by your love and hope even after what’s to come, it will remain.” She’s kissed. Her lids fall over her eyes as her face heats and she’s lost in lust. Or maybe she’s found in love.

      I’m snapped back in control, releasing my hold on Tracey. “I’m sorry.”

      She licks her lips before covering them with her hand. “There’s a difference in your kiss,” she says. Her chest swells and she croons. “Yours is uncertain, as if you’re not sure I’ll return your caress. Its is assertive, sure in a sense that dares me to want otherwise, as if it knows no matter what, I’ll accept it.”

      “Is it right?”

      Nodding, she says, “It is.”

      I make a move to kiss her, but decide against it and instead kiss her cheek. “I have no idea what’s going on, Tracey. I’m trying to catch up with everything but feel two steps behind.”

      “Me too.”

      I hold her gaze. “Thanks for not giving up on me. You probably saved my life and a lot of others.”

      “I did it for me, not you, Nate.” She smirks.
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      “I have to go to work, and Taylor’s having an episode.” Little Nathan points for Jason to sit on the blanket with Nathan and I. “You two don’t mind watching him in the meantime?”

      “Of course not.” Nathan tackles Jason and tickles him, throwing Jason into a fit of giggles.

      Little Nathan thanks us and runs back to the house, saying that he’ll be back.

      Jason escapes Nathan’s clutches and tackles him, doing his best to tickle him. Nathan’s huge under Jason, laughing from the attacks of Jason’s little fingers. He cries and begs for Jason to stop because he can’t breathe. Jason, jumping to his feet, cheers, “I win. I got you with my tickling superpower, muhahaha.” He wiggles his crunched fingers, ready to go in for round two.

      Nathan throws up his arms. “I surrender, Captain Jason. You win.”

      Jason cheers with victory, pumping his little fists in the air, chanting, “I am the tickling wizard!”

      I pack the plates and cups into the basket that I brought out for our picnic. Nathan whispers to Jason, “Tracey looks like she’s searching her basket for some secret weapons. We better get her before she can use them on us.”

      “Agreed,” Jason returns in a whisper.

      I’m attacked from the back before I can respond to my eavesdropping. Tickled by both Jason and Nathan, I fall onto my side, laughing so hard my stomach and jaw hurts. “Okay. Okay! I give! Mercy! Mercy!”

      Jason jumps to his feet and Nathan leans back on his knees. They cheer and high five and then they’re both standing doing an ‘I won’ dance, twisting their hips and waving their hands in the air.

      “Would you two champions mind helping me clean up?”

      “Aww,” Jason sighs. “She’s using her aunty superpower on us Uncle Nathan. The order,” he says mysteriously, waving his fingers as though a spell was flowing from them. “Only mommies and aunties have it.” He looks away from me and turns to Nathan. “Sometimes uncles get it, but it’s not as powerful.”

      “Boooo,” Nathan grumps. “I am, too, weakened by her superpower. Must. . .help. . .clean. . .up.” With restraint, he drops to his knees and seems to be forcing his arms and hands to grab and fold the blanket. Jason copies and helps pack the basket, both complaining about the overpowering I’m having over them.

      I’m laughing, standing back watching their pretend struggle. “You two are making my day.”

      We head in, putting things away and cleaning the dishes. On the couch in the living room, we lay Jason down for a nap after his third yawn and second rubbing of his eyes. He’s out in seconds, stretched out and snoring.

      Nathan kneels beside him, a glimmer in his eyes as he either admires the peacefulness of the toddler’s slumber or its an interest.

      “Do you ever consider it?” I ask, snapping him out his trance.

      Nathan turns away and sits with his back against the couch that Jason lies on. He grabs the remote and flicks through the channels. A familiar squint takes his eyes, and I realize, just as well as we can speak to each other internally again, he’s likely able to hear my thoughts too.

      “Some of them,” he says. “And only sometimes, when I’m trying. They don’t come to me like before.”

      “So. . .?”

      “I was considering it just now.” He extends his hand, and I take it, sitting beside him on my knees. “To grow a family with someone. You. To bare a son and name him Nathan.” He laughs, and he doesn’t have to explain the joke for me to get it. I easily find myself laughing with him. But, a seriousness steals it away. “I could never give life to the obsession. Being Burdened, we’d risk their lives and our own. It’s almost like, the minute a Burdened Sephlem impregnates anyone, the Nemanites are made aware. They haunt us down and do their worst to kill us and our children. I wouldn’t risk his or her life. I couldn’t put either of us through that. Mating and being bound was enough, what we’re going through today is a greater tragedy than I’d ever believe we’d suffer through. Can you imagine us managing this shit and trying to raise a child?”

      I rest my hands on his shoulder and kiss his cheek. Resting my chin on my hands, I tell him, “I met a lady who was human and mated a Burdened Sephlem. At least I believe I met her. Anyway, she told me that just off assumption her family was attacked. You and I would be able to take down anything who comes after us or our babies, but I agree. It’s better to not have to deal with it and put our children through that chaos.”

      “Our children,” he mutters under his voice. “Exactly, Sparks.” He looks down at me from the corner of his eyes. “You and me are enough.” He nods toward Jason. “And him. He’s Burdened, you know.”

      “Yes. I do. But he’s easy to manage. No real episodes.”

      “Not yet.”

      “No one has tried to come after him, not as long as I’ve been here.”

      Nathan turns his attention back to the TV. “I’ve got a bad feeling about that. That, Laine had a play in this, and maybe, they’ve already found what they’ve feared all these years.”

      “I don’t know anymore.” I take that in, recalling having a similar talk with Laine before. Rising, I say, “I’ve got an essay to write and a test to take online.”

      “You better get to work. I’ll sit here with Jason.”

      I grab the nearest laptop and get to work on my research essay. The Newcomb’s love for books is keeping me from visiting the library, and I am so grateful for it. On the shelf holding the encyclopedias, I drag my finger along the spines of books, in search of one for Greek gods. One at the end of the shelf, in the center of the dingy spine, has the marking on Nathan’s back traced in gold.

      I’ve totally forgotten Nathan had this cringe-worthy marking on him.

      Snatching the heavy book off the shelf, I crack open its dusty pages, and on the very first page, like a proem, reads Bear a wicked heart to accept the beast of oppression, like the hourglass. A page turn over, covering the page top to bottom is the marking on Nathan’s back; a hand drawn upside down with an eye in the palm encircled by two scythes. At the bottom of the page reads something similar to Natalia’s discernment. What was it she’d said? One can cause misfortune. You’ll see in a plea. . . Gosh, I can’t remember?

      “What kind of book is this?” I mutter to myself.

      Flipping through the thick, wrinkled pages. They’re stained red and the book’s binding is sewn with a deep red thread. On a bookmarked page where the corner is folded down, a black and white drawing of the hourglass takes up the entire page. Inside of the hourglass is neither the heart nor the skull, but bodies of all sorts; humans and creatures, falling from the top, tumbling through the center, and are sand or ash by the time it makes it to the pile at the bottom. In the description at the bottom of the page, it reads, All that live shall pass through, returning to the earth as they came from time’s beginning.

      I turn the pages back to the beginning where I saw Nathan’s marking. In the eye is a drawing of stars and planets, people and trees, water and the sky. The All-Seeing of Death is its title. The All-seeing is representation of the eye in the hand, seeing beyond what’s revealed to the naked eye, overseeing lives. I drag my finger along the line, reading, One who bares this mark can see as far as the Chaos, a part of the universe between Heaven and Earth where lies utter nothingness. It reveals from the dark mass, when the seer must see a form, as a being or as nothing at all.

      I turn the page. A dream I previously thought was placed by Roehl, due to Taylor’s reveal so long ago may have been a warning. This dark mass grew behind, Nathan. The welcome for it was a desire in his eyes as he leant his hand to me, an invite for me to join him. I’d never willfully dive into evil.

      The scythes are a black and white ink drawing, a description I’m more familiar with. A weapon of the reaper used to reap the life of the living. On the following page, where they’re all together, it reads, he who bares the mark can save or hinder, protect or cause havoc; determined by the choice of the heart. He must choose; Knight or Death.

      I breathe deep and nervously. Slipping my finger between the bookmarked pages, I open back to the hourglass and compare the one on the shelf that I would’ve sworn was broken, to the one in the picture. They look nothing alike. The only similarities they hold are the pillar-like wood carving that encases it.

      I snatch the hourglass from the shelf and carry it and the book over to Nathan. He’s dozing. I startle him when I drop down beside him, asking “Have you seen your back lately?”

      “It’s only something I wash, not examine.” He slumps down and lets his eyes close.

      After shaking him awake, I spread the pages open and point to the symbol. “This is the mark on your back, remember?” I flip the page to the hourglass. “It’s not the exact same.” I hold up the hourglass. “But I think this is what it’s talking about.”

      Nathan flips the hourglass over in his hand, examining it top to bottom. “It looks the exact same to me.”

      I snatch it from him and look over it again. “What?” I’ve glanced over this thing a million times. “No, it doesn’t. There’s a heart and a skull in it. The sand is black and always less than halfway full.”

      “Tracey, I’m telling you. From the outside to the inside. It’s the same as this picture.” He points. “Kind of eerie, honestly.” He sets it down on the floor and looks over the book. From the page next to the hourglass reads, “It says everyone won’t see the same thing when their holding it. But only death can see. . .”

      “What?” I snatch the book and try to locate the part he was reading from.

      “Nothing.” He takes the book back and stands to his feet, looking it over from beginning to end. Pacing the floor, he reads and reads before shutting it closed and looking down at me. “We’ve discussed this before?”

      “Kind of,” I answer, hugging my knee to my chest. “You kind of blew me off when I brought it up.”

      He mules over a thought, then says, “What if I said that I lied to you to protect you from a truth that would likely scare the life out of you?”

      Tearing my gaze away from him and uncomfortably looking back, all I can say is, “Um. . .”

      He rolls his shoulders and doubt leaves his eyes. Holding the book by its spine, he looks at it for a second too long and his expression smooths over, just like Nathan’s would do in the past when he doesn’t want me to see through his reveal. “I can’t deny this is me. Like my father reminded me, I’m whatever the prophecy has claimed me to be. I’m certain of that now. My mother had warned me of it from the day I was born, but unbound, it was ineffective. I wouldn’t become this “death” if it weren’t from the advancing of the bonding and the growth of abilities in my mate. So, while I wasn’t forbidden to mate per my own beliefs, I was forbidden to bond, in order to prevent the oncoming of what I’d become. I’m becoming. We are becoming. The awakening of . . . me . . . is what’s bringing on the darkness, the evil that will attack our world, and what wants us. That could be the Qualms. Everything has wanted this power, I’ve been told, but it was unobtainable until I opened the door by bonding with you. That’s why is was so quiet in the beginning and then went to shit so fast. The Qualms have likely and will likely defeat anything that stands in their way of making it to me. And while they may not try to kill me, they could attempt something worse.” He throws his fist to his forehead and blurts, “Why was I so stupid?” meeting my eyes, he adds, “I knew how wrong it was to bond with you. I knew what I’d be risking and the trouble I’d be getting you in. But I did it anyway. Why would I do that?” Again, he rams the side of his fist against his forehead. “I lied and tried to hide things from you thinking it would protect you and we wound up here anyway! You’re in just as much danger not knowing as you are knowing.”

      I jump to my feet and take his diamond-hard fist in my hands. “Bonding takes two. It was my decision as much as it was yours. Honestly, I didn’t make it any easier on you.”

      “Tracey, what you don’t seem to understand is, if I wanted to stop it, I could’ve. I could’ve changed your mind and your feelings by a single thought. If I truly wanted to protect us from this, I could’ve stopped it. I could have ended our mating, change the feelings of your heart. It probably would’ve hurt me to do so, but it would’ve saved us. And I couldn’t stay away, before laying claim on you, I should’ve first found a way to fix our future, and if there wasn’t one, explained to you the risk and why we needed to avoid it at all costs. I, honestly, never should’ve pursued our mating.” He breaks away from me.

      I knit my brows and have to stop myself from getting angry, when I yank him back. “Nate.” I grab his shoulders. “Because. For only one, we’d take that once over nothing or never at all.” I can’t help the burn in my throat, the sting in my nose and sudden twitch in my eyes. A sudden urge to cry because I’ve ruined his happiness, and I’m a source of his regret. It was what I wanted to avoid, and I’m just as guilty for giving in to my desires over rationality. “Even knowing we’re cursed, Nate, if I had the chance, I’d still do it again. I’d choose you every time, no matter the cost. I’d prefer to have you once than to suffer through never having you at all. And now more than ever, Nathan. If none of this had never happened, I’d never have met my best friend, who also happened to be my mate.”

      “You’d never had lost your best friend,” he counters, dragging my hand from his shoulder to his heart. Well . . . where his heart should be.

      My cheeks puff out as I blow a heavy breath past my lips that holds my confliction for his rebuttal. “If we were to go down that road, which I dare we not travel, there’s a lot of never-would-haves. Remembering everything, Nate, can you honestly say you regret asking me to say yes? Do you remember giving me that choice? Are you wanting to take it back?”

      Looking me over, he slips his index finger under my chin and tilts my head back. “Honestly?” he asks, and I nod. “No. You’ve given more than I could ask.” He slips his fingers through my hair, grabs me, and reals me in to him. He gazes upon me, and though his eyes don’t churn, the look of affection in those hazel eyes tell all the words he won’t say. He grumbles, “Why do you exist?”

      “Apparently for you.”

      Nathan nods as he’s backing away, and heads for the bookshelf. He drops the book off and says, “I need to find out what all this means, and what can be done about it.” Snatching up the hourglass from the ground he admits, “I recognize this, but I don’t know the full of it.” And thinks to me, My mother would be quite useful at a time like this. I miss her a lot. And I can’t help but think how disappointed in me she’d be. I’ve fucked up everything.

      I come up behind him and rub his back. “She loved you, Nate, monster and man. And she wanted you to have the desires of your heart. I saw it in her eyes. Her last words, Nate, were fight for what they said you can’t have, and you’re doing that to the best of your ability. She was one of the smartest women I knew, and if she didn’t believe you could win this, she wouldn’t have told you to fight. She never led you wrong, so if you need any type of reassurance that your choices haven’t been wrong, remember what she said.”

      He turns to face me. “Thanks.”

      “Anytime, Nate.” I leave him for Jason, to scoop him up. “Take some time. I’m taking Jason to the bedroom and will start on my quiz after I grab a bite to eat.”
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      Tracey’s right. My mom wouldn’t have encouraged me to be with Tracey if she didn’t believe I could beat this. I want to beat it, may it be Qualms, my father, Lunis. My mate and I need to find a way to change our future. Not just our future but this world’s future, if that’s what’s at risk.

      What will it cost for her happiness? What’s the price of our peace? How much do I give to have a life my mother swore I’d one day experience?

      “Tracey, I’m going for a walk. I’ll be back later.”

      “Okay,” she returns. “Call me if you need me.”

      I’ve got more questions than answers, and I hate that feeling. The first thing I need to figure out is how my—why—my father’s back. If it’s him that’s orchestrated this, like Jucenta believes, Lunis would know. Laine has been working for Lunis in more recent months, I recall seeing Laine in Lunis’ office while I milled around that warehouse. It’s about time I check on Lunis anyway.
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      I lift the hatch and jump down into the cellar where Lunis has been hanging for days now.

      “You can’t just leave me down here without food or water!”

      “Ehh, yes I can.”

      Maximum capacity of this place would be ten people comfortably. There’s no outlets or windows. A perfect place for torture, out in the middle of nowhere, where there’s no one in hear or seeing distance for miles.

      My father had plenty of these spots throughout Bennington and the surrounding cities. Maybe more than the ones I know about. He once told my mother they were for storage, but many made of stone are still stained in blood. No matter hard he tried to clean it up and douse these spaces in bleach or ammonia, blood can’t be washed out of stone. A reminder to him of his faults.

      The similarities between him and Lunis are appalling, and I’m disappointed in myself for never seeing them before.

      It takes every ounce of me to not act out the top ten ways I want to kill Lunis when I look on him. My Burdened, not fond of us leaving Lunis alive, makes sure I can’t forget what he did to Tracey and my mother. My mother’s last minutes, sat in a circle of light with Tracey, her eyes a circling sky-blue holding no fear or regret for what she knew would be her exit from my life. Dammit if she didn’t know how much hate would rival in me for Lunis killing her, it takes a lot to keep down that evil. An evil I used to wish would take me over when I got a little too annoyed with my father. The one without regret.

      “How long has my father been alive in Laine’s body?” I ask. I’ve leaned against the wall and propped the sole of my shoe to its smooth stone.

      Lunis shrugs, chains clinking from the movement. “Not long after your mother died.” He barks a breathy laugh. “You’ve been doing some research I see.” After a yawn, he droops his head to the left and rests it against his arm.

      The comfort he’s displaying is repulsive, and knowing he’s doing this just to get under my skin, makes me want to react the way he hopes. But, I’m doing my best to stay in control. “If you and my father were already in cahoots, why’d you murder my mother?”

      “We were never in cahoots. You father came to me to clear your debt after he’d discovered I had a contract on your mother and your mate.”

      His word sucker punch me in the face. “We’re not talking about the same person.”

      “Listen more than you talk, Nathan. Your father came to me to clear your debt after he’d discovered I had a contract on your mother and your mate, in exchange for you. My watch seems to run faster than everyone else’s, because just like you, his time ran out. I never break a promise.”

      “Then it wasn’t because of my aunt why you killed my mother?”

      “Oh, your aunt . . . Your father’s sister. Yes. She wanted her deceased husband returned to her side, she didn’t care what was inside of him. So, I asked her to lead me in the right direction.” He lifts his head and his brows rise. “And I didn’t expect it would be her to help me. I thought your mated sister would, the one who was Roehl’s sister.” He laughs three heavy chuckles. “You want to know what she told me? If they must be taken down, the one person she’d allow to take down the Newcombs was herself. And I, Lunis, could go and find seventy-seven different ways to kiss her ass.”

      I hold back my laugh. Wow, Ann didn’t give me up like I thought she would. Either revenge is too sweet for her to give up, or it’s sour enough for her to let go. Either way, I’m making a mental note to thank her. “That’s it?” I ask.

      “Your aunt pointed me in the right direction to get your mate and your mother in exchange of a plug to my hooded friends. Your father, he promised he would bring you to me.”

      “Why do you want me so badly, Lunis? All my life with this, what do you want.”

      “No,” he breaks in. “Not all of your life. I was one of the last who cared about you. For me, it was after you mated. After I got confirmation of exactly who and what you are. After I found out the Qualms were beginning to come here.” I let him bang about how me being mated was eye opening and how the Qualms need me, until he says something that catches my full attention. “Your body belongs to me, and I’ve been waiting hundreds of years to obtain it. It wasn’t until you broke through the barrier of my manor that I realized it was all true.

      “I was once in a king named Nathan, who bore the mark of death. You two have a lot in common. Same father issues as well. I had the honor of raising the first Burdened Sephlem. I had the honor of making love to a woman that was so far different from any human, I couldn’t figure out what she was. Sephlem. I created your race . . . you and Hybrids. Hybrids, because I took that egg that was confused in what type of being to become. I had no idea the body I was in was born demon. A demon within a demon is a bad combination. And he wasn’t acknowledged. He was a useless beast. At least I thought . . . until this woman came forth with the children we, the three of us created.”

      Hold the fucking phones. “What?”

      “Which part would you like me to repeat? Everything you are I have been, and I want it back. It was snatched from me, and I’ve searched and searched, and searched for it, hoping it would land in my lap. And there you stand, Nathan, before me and you don’t even know the full potential of what you are. It’s a waste, really.”

      A shadow passes the raised latch I left open for the light to enter the cellar. I’m leaning from the wall, beast slowly coming to life. It’s a weakened. I’ve not fed in days and it’s hungry, though it doesn’t have any problem using its energy to punch me in the face with memories. I start to cross the ground, but the scent of lilac blows into the cellar with the wind.

      Tracey climbs down the ladder, and drops off it, avoiding the last four steps. “Are you saying you’re this demon that they don’t want to call his name?”

      “Did you follow me here?” I ask her.

      “Yes,” she answers me but turns back to Lunis in wait for his answer.

      Lunis ignores her.

      “If she has to ask you again, you’re going to lose a leg.”

      Lunis shifts his tired gaze to me. Staring me down, he says, “Yes. I believe that’s exactly what I said.”

      I mull over a thought, really, two, on what he means by what I do. I’ve been capable of many things, holding abilities most Sephlems, Burdeneds included don’t have. Like, my ability to control someone, anyone, and my ability to subvert the mind to force someone’s body to smolder in less than a second and spontaneously combust. Here, he’s saying there’s more.

      “What is that you think I can do, Lunis?”

      He flicks his wrist, once and then two times. “If you’re going to kill me, Nathan. Kill me. I’m done entertaining you.”

      “It is likely we who are entertaining you,” Tracey says. “By allowing you to believe that there’s anything beyond these four walls in your future.”

      Lunis looks on Tracey, his head leans one way and then other as he’s admiring her contemplatively. “It’s not that I hate the two of you, although I do. I hate what you’ve done to me and believe you do not deserve the same. But, I admire the two of you, Tracey and Nathan. You for keeping him and him for never letting go of you. You two are more powerful than you realize. Possessing a love that will end a war you didn’t realize was at bay.” His gaze falls upon the ground. “My darling wife and I shared a love that strong. And when you love that hard, nothing else in the world matters.” He snorts. “You don’t realize, Nathan. What you went through to get to Tracey. No one has ever broken through that barrier. But you did. And you’re still too blind. What a waste. . . You, all of you, took from me and dare believe you don’t owe for what you did!” Anger floods into his tone as his eyes wash red, and iris glow black. “I will make you pay for what you did! You will have to answer for the death of my wife and daughter! I will snatch that body from you and all you power will be mine!” He’s shaking with rage, chains rattling from the reactions.

      “Hmm.” Tracey bemoans. “I was a bit intimidated up to the point where you said you’ll snatch his body. That sounds weird.”

      Lunis is fuming, webs of saliva thrash past his lips. He grunts heavy breaths. “You, you, you. The girl who broke the bound. It’s your doing why your mate has no heart,” he says, and passes out.

      I cross the floor and slap him across his face a few times, needing he’ll wake and explain further.

      “What just happened?”

      “Maybe he exerted himself,” I answer Tracey. “But it’s not true.” At least I don’t believe it is. Not based off of what I’ve heard. “There is a heart in me, I’m alive, there’d have to be. But it’s blocked off, in such a deep incasing, we can’t feel it. But it’s your heart, Sparks. There’s no breaking that.”

      She leaves me for the ladder, and I’m eager to ask, “You believe me, don’t you?” Because it doesn’t seem like she does. The obscure look in her eye as if she felt I was feeding her a line. Maybe some bullshit to make her feel better. But it’s the truth. I mean, I don’t know why or how, but Jucenta said, I do have a heart that’s blocked off because of our bonding breaking.

      “Sure, Nate,” she mutters indifferently.

      There’s only so much convincing I can do without having the proof to back up my words. Now, she’s going to feel like everything was her fault, when it wasn’t.

      Tracey’s still as stone when I make it above ground, her eyes locked on a friend. A man who should be a friend to her. On my way over here, as I thought on Lunis and my father being in Laine, it was painful to recall my mate sought solace in a Nemanite. We are their mission regardless of what’s on the line. I should’ve saw it, when he traveled back with us. No Nemanite would bow out of their purpose to be around Burdeneds.

      I look on Laine, and in an instant my vision warps in and back out to a point where I see my father. It’s like he’s present just beneath the surface, but I see him as though he stood before me. “Hello,” he says, chin tipped downward, as though he were ashamed of this moment.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “Lunis called. I was here for him.” Pleadingly, he puts his hands out before him, palms up. “Keith, you’ve likely heard a lot about many of things since returning to life with your mate. Ignore it. Live the rest of your life out with her, enjoy whatever time you two have left,” he says sincerely. “You’ve been fighting your entire life. When will you let it go and live a little?” he approaches me and Tracey steps between us. Retracting his steps, he concludes, “I’m sorry for our past, son. Your mother always told me the hate wasn’t worth it.”

      “Why do you hate them so much?” Tracey asks.

      My father goes to explain, and when I blink, I’m snatched from my reality and am breaking into what may be his past. I flinch from the sporadic images popping around me until one sticks. A child, my father, laying among slaughtered bodies. The only one alive, besides his mother, who stood in their kitchen, pearl blade clutched in her hands, ramming it over and over again into her gut until she buckled over and the hit the floor. He was bleeding out, but was saved before death swallowed him. Over his past, that I’m stuck viewing from the outside looking in, he’s saying, “My mother was Burdened and for no reason at all, murdered our family. Everyone. My sister was two, my brother sixteen, my father,” he snorts a laugh. “He reminded me of your mother. And herself. I was just a boy—a eight-year-old boy—but that doesn’t matter to the Burdeneds, they take everything without a second thought until after it’s done.”

      “If then,” I finish for him, as the vision on his past fades.

      “If then,” he follows. “Is that reason enough for you? Or watching my Burdened children grow, and nearly murder your mother and myself. Hearing my sister murdered her husband and left their children alone. Witnessing the evil and corruption from their demon in two sons, turning the lives of my family upside down. The amount of debt I had to pay for their errors. Olar lost his father because of his sacrifice to free our sons.” He digresses. “I no longer hold the anger I did, but these are only a few of my reasons.” Turning his attention to me, he asks, “I thought you were visiting the Forge tonight.”

      “You thought wrong,” I say, with a shrug that results in my arm bumping Tracey’s.

      On my graze, she gasps and shoots across the grass. She throws punch after punch at my father. Little sparks and flames pop off her fists. “How long have you been in my friend?” she shouts, ramming her fist against my father’s shoulder and chest. “You slimy, son of a—”

      “Hey.” I grab her back. “That is not your job.”

      She shoves me away from her. “I want answers!” her finger sparks like a firecracker when she thrusts a point in my father’s directions, demanding, “Have you always been Laine, or did you recently kill him?”

      My father pulls his hands behind his back and nods, willing to give her the answers she’s demanding. “Laine had always been an informant for Lunis. He and I became relatively close around the time Lunis decided he’d capture you. I’d asked him if he’d be willing to get in close with you and willingly Laine agreed. If but to get closer to The Great Nathan and be the Nemanite to take him out.”

      Tracey’s in complete denial. She combats, “Laine wouldn’t.”

      My father shifts his uncertain gaze to me and swears, “He’s a Nemanite, there wasn’t much convincing needed to be had. Lunis had not originally revealed that Tracey was the mate of a Burdened Sephlem, but he knew. They always know. I had later told him, the one he was to capture was the mate of Nathan Newcomb, and he was all for doing whatever needed to be done to get closer to her.”

      “But he was there for me, the entire time. He made me cupcakes for my birthday. He was my friend, our friend. He had plenty of opportunities to take advantage of me and ne never did. The Nemanite from the party even said it, it’s because of the Laine that the Nemanites didn’t come after me. You’re lying!”

      “Allow me to finish, Tracey.”

      Tracey turns her back, the image too much for her to take.

      “Later,” my father continues, “Some time after you’d come for Tracey. Laine returned and explained though he’ll continue to keep us up to date to with what’s going, he wouldn’t be responsible for any action taken against the Newcomb family that’s under Nathan. We let him go, but he knew it wasn’t the end of it. He’d stop informing, although he was coming up on mounds of information.” He pulls a notepad from his pocket and motions for me to take it. I decline. “Well, this is all we’d found out, but it wasn’t enough, and with him backing out, we couldn’t afford it. Lunis had him snatched by two Mulens that work for him. Lunis snatched the life from him and inserted me through the ability of the Qualms possession. A week before Lunis orchestrated Nathan’s death, I returned as Laine. As I said, son, he was going to kill you, but I saved you. Not because I want to use to for something, but because you didn’t deserve to be cheated out of your life. You earned greater respect than that.”

      “Why’d he suddenly start refusing?” Tracey asks.

      “Why do you think?” my father replies. “Now, here we are.”

      Tracey drags her thumb across her nose and lets her gaze fall away from him for a second. A second long enough for me catch a glimpse of her grief. After clearing her throat, she asks, “He’s dead right? Dead dead?”

      He nods. I peer through Tracey’s eyes and find, in her sight, she’s seeing Laine. It wasn’t until I touched her that she saw my father. The findings of this deceased Nemanite is painful to her, and though I don’t understand—I don’t want to understand how she can feel for an eel—I don’t want her to look on him and hold back because of the sight of a friend, should my father try to attack us.

      I grab her hand and place it on my side. Her sadness replaces with rage, and it’s hard to decipher which emotion I prefer, because now, I need to rip this dude’s head off.

      “I murdered Caige,” Tracey says. “And before he died, he hinted to me that it was you who ordered the hit on my mom and dad. What did they ever do to you?”

      “I’m sorry,” he says, sea of regret washing over his face, with his brows pulling tight and his mouth matching the movement.

      Caige told me the call to kill Mom and Dad came from inhouse, Tracey tells me.

      Inhouse. . . Maybe, Laine, meaning him. I throw a point. Eyeing my father, I have to calm myself to say, “She didn’t ask for your apology. She asked for your explanation.”

      “Maybe I agreed to this to get under your skin, to edge on your anger. The Qualms don’t require you to have a family, they need you alone so that there’s only one individual in your life.” He shifts his gaze to me. “That there is only one thing that matters to you.”

      Tracey loses her breath for a split second, but she quickly recoups. When she goes to speak, there’s a croak, and she holds her words hostage. So, I say them for her, adding a few of my own. “She’d already had her friends ripped away, her freedom, was mated to a Burdened Sephlem—me—of all the greater men she could’ve had, and you snatch away her mother, knowing how it felt when yours was snatched away from you? For no reason at all, you took her parents?”

      “I’ve experienced every ounce of Tracey’s pain, but she got her mate returned to her. Mine is gone forever. We were executing what needed to be done to assist in your advancement. Nathan has a thing about using you, Tracey. Never wanting to feed off his mate, never wanting to change her,” he nags in a monotone. “You should consider yourself lucky.” He over talks Tracey saying, “He’d never reach the full of his potential without you, and we needed him now. Not never. With him in our grasp, and you with nothing, how willing would you be to come at his calling?”

      “Very,” Tracey admits. “But, I’ve established that.”

      “Yeah, and you wouldn’t give up. This opened my eyes to something I ignored because I thought I knew the type of animal my son was. I didn’t,” he says, shaking his head. “You aren’t on a hunt for power, control, or ruling. You’re not as evil as I thought. You only wanted her.” He looks on Tracey, expression stained with realization and admiration.

      I draw back and throw my fist forward, connecting it with his nose. He drops to his knees, hands pressed to his face, trying to hold back the strain of silver liquid. “What the hell was that for?”

      “For you existing.” Pulling my foot back, I bring it forward, containing most of strength. My attack hits him in his shoulder and he falls on to his back. I crouch down over him. “I want so badly, to seal my hand around your neck and watch those white eyes burn silver as the vessels burst and your heart slows while I wait for the first and last thought to cross your mind. And I’m hoping the first is your parents and the last is my mother as both causes you the greatest anger and the most pain.” I inhale. “I can smell it on you already. And I will take every bit of you, from your hopes, to your blood, then your fears, and lastly, your soul. I think it will be sweet.” My vision shades red and the beast breaks free. “You inconvenienced my heart. Now why. . .” It presses its fist against my father’s chest and applies bone crushing pressure. “Shouldn’t I destroy yours.”

      He cringes, gulping at oxygen. “Your mother. . .wouldn’t. . .want you to.”

      “Oh, that’s cheap!” Tracey gripes from behind me.

      My Burdened recoils and gives me back the control. We blame ourselves for not saving her. It took me too long. . .

      I’ve backed away from my father, now on my feet, standing next to Tracey.

      “Son. Keith, you have to hear me out.” He’s panting as he heals. “I’m sorry for what’ve put you two through.”

      “This whole, I’m sorry son thing you got going on, I call bull shit. I believe you and Lunis have had a plan since Tracey came into the picture. Had you been able to kill me, you would’ve turned my body over to Lunis, and infused me with one of these half-alive fiends. You would’ve made me a puppet for a species that’s not even our own, just so you could possess an inkling of power.”

      Backing away from us, he acknowledges its time he takes his exit. “I’m truly sorry to you both.” He vanishes, dispersing with the darkness until he’s nothing.

      “Well,” Tracey sings. “He was honest. You sure that’s your dad?”

      “He was. But why?” He’s never cared to share his past before. I don’t know if my mother knew that great of detail either, because she would’ve shared that with me as another attempt to prevent me from killing him. I don’t care, not in the least what he went through. It’s still not an excuse for what he put us through. “I saw him, the entire time,” I say. “In Laine’s body. And then his past played out before my eyes, like a movie.”

      A thought crosses her mind that evades me. “Was it like you were snapped in one dimension and then another?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Like me, with the hallucinations.” She points to her eyes. “It makes it feel like you’ve lost touch with reality for a split second.”

      “Vaguely remembering.” I nod. “I think so. . .” So, now, I’m seeing through Tracey’s eyes? “But did you see him?”

      “I’m starting to believe they weren’t hallucinations. Maybe they are apparition. I only saw Laine until I grazed your hand. But the second I broke away from you, he was Laine again.”

      “Hmm. That’s odd.” Am I using her ability or feeding off it, consuming where it robs it from her? Scratching the back of my head, I squeeze my eyes shut at the river of thoughts drowning me. “Let’s head home, Sparks. Grab a shower, get some sleep.”

      “Fine.” She yawns.

      “You know your father’s going to come back to get him, right? We can’t let that happen.”

      “You won’t like what I’m about to say, but just hear me out.” She throws her weight on her left foot and looks up at me, already angered by the words I’ve yet to release. “Lunis is the very least of my concerns right now. It’s him who should be afraid of me. And by the sounds of it, him and my father know what’s good for them. We’ve got other stuff we need to figure out. If my father gets him out of there, we’ll take care of that when it happens. For now, let’s grab a shower and rest our brains.” My Burdened isn’t up for any fights. That bit against my father took a lot from it.

      “We?”

      I shrug. “What about it?”

      “You’d always been a me, myself, and I kinda guy. Thanks for seeing me.”

      I huff once and drop my arm on Tracey’s shoulder. “Let’s get out of here.”
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      We make it home and drag our feet to the bedroom. I drag my feet. A bed has never look so inviting. My taking in Tracey’s ability might’ve drained me. My Burdened can’t even take over and give us power push onward. I stare at the bed a second long before snatching the heavy comforter from atop it and grabbing a pillow. Throwing them on the floor, I decide against grabbing a shower, hearing the water cut on, I sit on the floor with my back to the bed.

      The name. . . our name. Our title. The All-Seeing of Death. If I’m supposed to be death, and Tracey’s this All Seeing, it would require the two of us to create this being. But, are we good . . . or evil? We aren’t evil people, but Lunis is right, with the darkness that’s living inside the both of us, we can easily be converted. I have many of times. So, what’s our purpose? “Dammit. I have to visit Amelia again.”

      Tracey’s out of the shower, and I jump in, but it doesn’t give me an ounce of energy, and I’m even more warn out after it. I want to go back out and find the answers to my millions of questions, but I can’t force myself to stay awake any longer. I drag on a pair of shorts and stand in the doorway of the closet to the room. The bed’s empty. “Sparks?”

      “Yes?” comes from the other side of the room.

      I cross the floor and find Tracey laying on my pallet, snuggled under the covers.

      “I don’t want to argue about this,” she says. “Take the bed this one time. I demand it.”

      Chuckling, I sit on the side of the bed, near her. “You’ll just wake up next to me anyway.” I nudge her with my foot.

      She slaps my ankle and turns onto her back. “Hate me for loving you, Nathan.”

      “Okay. If you insist.” I lay back on the bed, stuffing both remaining pillows under my head, then throwing my arm over my eyes. “I hate you.”

      She shoots up, poking her head over the edge of the bed. “Shut up. You do not.”

      I scoot over and pat the side I moved from.

      “You sure you’re comfortable with that? I don’t want you to feel weird.”

      “We’re not arguing about this. I demand it.”

      She’s instantly on her feet and laying on the bed. “Whoa. . .” she mutters, looking over herself. “I haven’t felt that in a long time.”

      I didn’t mean to force her in the bed with me. Being her mate, and her being bound to me, I control her, and I forgot. “Sorry. I didn’t do that on purpose.”

      “Don’t be. I knew. Goodnight.”

      Instinctively, I grab her to me, pressing her back to my chest, and wrap my arm around her middle while resting my face in her hair. “Goodnight, Sparky,” I breathe.

      Best damn sleep of my life.
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      “You sure about these cousins, Nate? It’s really creepy out here.”

      “No. But we’re limited for answer and don’t have anyone else to turn to who can tell us more about this All-Seeing of Death. Last night was crazy, with my father, I could feel his pain, the loss he suffered through from losing his family, the hate that grew with him as he watched each of them die and he live. The loathe he felt for species like me. It’s like I was living him and that shit was weird as fuck. I don’t remember you doing that. Your vision and the ability were centered around you. Not others.”

      She draws her lips to the side and chews on their corner. After a thought I can’t catch, she says, “Okay. So, you’re going to knock?” pointing to the door.

      Sucking in a breath, I grunt it out. “Yeah.” I knock twice.

      “Why ya back here, boy?” Jucenta asks.

      “I need some more help.” Regrettably, I use Tracey as leverage. It’s why she’s with me. “My mate’s with me, like you all asked.”

      Tracey slaps my arm.

      The door swings open before I can react, and we’re greeted by two big smiles and four wide eyes. “Her she be?” Amelia asks.

      Tracey slips a bit behind me and through her eyes I see her peeking past my shoulder. In my eyes, they’re old and brittle, yellow and brown stains in their old eyes, wooden teeth, and wrinkled skin. Through Tracey’s, they’re young and beautiful, with tight, emerald skin, long salt and pepper hair, and enchanting mauve colored eyes.

      I smirk. “You ugly broads aren’t all that ugly at all.”

      “How you see us, boy?”

      “Don’t worry yourself with that,” I say. “Will you help us?”

      “Ya come back here for our help and ya still keepin’ secrets?”

      Alright Nate, give a little get a little, I tell myself. Throwing my arms out at my sides, I reveal, “My mate can see thing that aren’t present.”

      That’s not true, Nate. They are ugly. I see old wrinkled, Freddy Kruger looking ladies with eyes so dark they can seize my soul. Tracey’s grip around my waist tightens. You sure you trust these people.

      I look over them again. Why are we seeing three different images? If it’s not Tracey’s eyes I’m looking through, then whose? “Can we come in or are you going to make us stand outside?” My confusion grows troublesome, but I keep my focus, so they can’t see through my insecurities.

      Amelia and Jucenta step aside, and Tracey and I enter the dark home by candles. While the sun’s high and shining light on everything but beyond their front door. “Why don’t you all open a window? All that sunlight outside and you’re shuffling around by candle light.”

      “Boy, don’t come hea tellin’ us how ta live.” Amelia extends her hand to Tracey. “Come hea, gul. Let me have a look at ya.” Tracey stays out of reach. Amelia looks to me for encouragement. I shake my head. “What y’all want?” She crosses her arms in front of her large tits.

      The wall is cleaner than the couch Chris invites Tracey and I to sit on. I lean my back against on the wall, and Tracey stays stuck to me like a magnet. Her sight of the three is far worse than what I see; and though she’s trembling, she holds herself with grace and confidence. “Have you found anything else about what I brought up?”

      “I have assumptions,” Amelia mentions. “But I been givin’ ya much fa nothin’, Nathan. Ya tab runnin’ ova and I want payment!” she shouts, index finger extended.

      I throw up my hands. “Okay. Fine. She can see.” Correcting, I add. “We can see, and I’m it.” I pull my shirt over my head and turn around. The markings burn present on my back, covering the entire top half.

      They gasp and stumble across the floor. Tracey yanks me back around, and I gaze on the shocked faces of the three sisters. Their awed expressions cause Tracey to recoil beside me, but they fuel me with pleasantry. I regret the feeling of power that sends my Burdened thrashing with excitement for their fear it can feed on. And the gratification of feeding on a witch, the deep darkness resting in their hearts would make their souls a pleasant treat. My mouth salivates and the trickle of my beast’s plea pinches the back of my neck.

      Tracey’s pulling me back, and I recover the few steps I’d unconsciously taken. I ease the heavy breaths charging past my lips, and, calm the beast riling to life inside me. It’s begging for it, for the fuel in need of energy.

      Whoa, Nate. You okay? Tracey asks.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and shout, “What’d you do to me?”

      Amelia straightens and says, “It’s not us. Ya beast want somethin’. And ya tell it ta calm down. No bustin’ up my home.” Resting her hand on my shoulder, “So, ya see. That prophecy be true. The real seeing is that ya see that now and ya must know ya have decisions that need be made. Ya memory was washed clean be what we discovered. Fa ya heart.” She gently beats her fist against my chest twice. “It be in there but dying away from ya two bein’ apart, now confused ya back together. Ya power growin’ stronger. Ya,” she points to Tracey and back at me, “Ya been cursed.” Throwing the words over her shoulder, she calls, “Chris, how that prophecy goes?”

      “Don’t,” Tracey stops them. “We know how it goes.”

      “Naw, dear gul. You know what that hourglass made ya see.”

      Tracey gasps, a sudden realization hits her. “What I wanted to see?”

      Amelia nods. “Ya brought it, didn’t ya, Nathan?”

      From the bag slung across Tracey’s shoulder, I grab the heavy hourglass. My Burdened keeps me from handing it to Amelia. And I keep it out of her grasp. “Tell me what you know about it, Amelia.”

      Chris steps to her side and recites, “He who bears the mark of death, encamped by the sight who steals his last breath. Upon the stone, his life comes undone. The earth will shake, trouble souls will roam. It is they, as one, destruction will win. It is he, alone, minds fall into sin. Though if she may know the hands of time will fall short, and he who holds death’s will in his court. Should time not part, a light will spark, and what’s gone will replace in death’s heart through giving of the start. As this blessing, you can sway the minds and will of man, animal, angels and demons. There be dragons in them bones, Nathan. I see it mustering in ya, boy. The monster dare you be. How it feel? The strength it fuel you wit. How it feel to have ya eyes open to a world beyond ya own? How it feel to see the desires of another? Tell me, Nathan!” she grabs my shirt in her hand, falling to her knees. “Show me how ya see, share ya power, just a taste I plead.”

      I shove her away from me. “Amelia, get Chris under control.”

      Tracey’s partial scream is muffled.

      I whip around.

      Jucenta’s got Tracey’s arms pulled behind her back and her free hand over her mouth.

      I dig my teeth into my bottom lip and look daggers at Amelia. “We want answers too,” she says sorrowfully. Jucenta’s whispering in Tracey’s ear, and I charge for her, but get held back my Amelia.

      There’s a crackle followed by a pop. In the middle of the floor, broken free from Jucenta’s grasp, Tracey levitates, hair strands of flames, eyes covered in blackness, accommodating the sinister expression on her face. She looks over the three sisters and speaks in a language I’m not familiar with. Her voice’s a raspy whisper, and edge of warning’s darkening her tone.

      Amelia orders, “Ya under our power, ya give us relay of where we lie, what’s to come of us.” Each of their eyes gloss over, hungry for the information neither Tracey nor I know how to access.

      “We’re not at that point yet, Amelia,” I tell her. “We wouldn’t know how to start doing the things you’re asking.”

      “You lie, boy.”

      “Swear it.”

      I’m snatched from my reality, arriving in a haze. Twisting around, I’m still in the house, but it’s empty. Though I don’t see her, I can hear Tracey and the agonizing cries from the sister.

      “How do I get back?” I shout. I try blinking, slapping myself, opening doors. . . “Wait, Nate. Slow down. Focus.” I breathe and will an exit. I hear the opening before I see it like wind rushing through a small opening. Before me, space slowly waves like water. I test it with a touch. Something wraps around my hand and pulls me through.

      “Make her stop,” Chris cries, pointing to the cringing bodies of Jucenta and Amelia. “She be doing somethin’ to them.”

      Tracey, still a levitating, black-eyed she-devil, speaks, repeating herself. A fiery glow has formed around her. The closer I get, the hotter she burns. “Sparks!” I try to tap into her and snapped into another, different reality. Here, Tracey stands stagnate, looking over her hands.

      “Did we just break through reality?” she asks.

      “We’re doing something. Would you mind going back into yourself to stop . . . you.” Around us, unlike where I stood in the empty house moments ago, we look upon the scene of her and the sister, none of them in control of their surroundings.

      “Look at me,” she says with a point. “I’m pure evil.”

      “You’re hexed. That’s not the true you.”

      “Isn’t it, Nate? That’s in me, to do what they want, to be what anyone wants. If a hex is all it takes to take over me, to overpower us. This will happen again, Nathan, and we’re sitting ducks, waiting for it. That, right there, is our future. I am the evil Chislon warned about that your dad and Lunis warned us we’d become. It’s—.”

      I grab her by her shoulders and force her to face me. “No one can determine who you are or what you will become? You call those shots. You remember telling me that? So, if you don’t want to be some wicked looking Volva, then get your ass back up there and you stop it. Don’t give anything or anyone the opportunity to control you, babe. Not even me. Get ahead of it and we’ll make it.” She nods and steps backward through waving space that she’s able to easily conjure.

      With another round of practice, I do the same.
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      Tracey falls from her levitation and I catch her before she hits the ground. She shuffles out of my arms and charges for the door, bursting into darkness. I follow after her as I steal a glance at my watch. It’s nowhere near night, not even close to mid-afternoon.

      Out of one enemy’s grasp we run into another. I stop in the doorway unable to stop my Burdened from crawling into control. The Qualms crowd Tracey, keeping her from passing. She’s drained, swaying left to right, seconds away from falling into their arms.

      “Don’t touch her,” I growl.

      They step aside, and I grab Tracey and tuck her behind me. One takes the front of their line. “The time we’ve granted has run short. You can come willingly or forcefully. You’ve had enough time to make that choice.”

      Hourglass clutched in my hand, I look from it to him, “I work off my own schedule.”

      Their steps retract, seeming afraid of the device in my grasp. I use it as leverage. “Don’t make me use this.” I threat, lifting it higher, adding a bit of a shake to it, though, with no idea what it does.

      The leader of their pack lifts his arms. A dark mist moves around the hand that’s, both, bone and flesh at the sleeves edge. “We only desire to converse with you. We mean neither you nor your mate any harm. Meet us tonight.” They disperse into dust and quickly drift away with a breeze. As the do, day takes its rightful place at two in the afternoon.

      Tracey and I hurry for the truck, and I throw a quick glance over my shoulder, catching Amelia eyeing us from a dirty window of their cottage. She disperses from view when our eyes meet. I didn’t mean for things to go sideways, just a flick of the switch they’re attacking us and I’m just trying to make it out alive.

      Whatever we are, this All-Seeing of Death. We’ve got the darkest of darkness spooked.

      Tracey’s panting. Her folding hands sit, shaking, in her lap. My Burdened causes a pinch in the back of my neck, edging me to tap into Tracey’s feelings and thoughts. It’s used to it and seems to get fueled from her overflow. It drives a stab in my back, telling me I’m wrong. That, instead, it cares. I will not invade her privacy as long as I can control it. Sometimes, it’s overpowering and comes to me without my knowledge, but for the most part, I’m in silence unlike our past. I think she appreciates that.

      A tear splashes onto her leg. I drag the side of my hand across the left side of her jaw, catching another tear before it falls. “You can take five minutes,” I tell her. “But that’s it, Tracey.”

      Tracey scrapes the heel of her hand from her eyes to her chin. “Sorry.”

      “Four minutes and fifteen seconds.” I’ve started the truck and driven away from my aunts’ house.

      She coughs. More so, sobs covering it with another cough.

      I pull off to the side of the road and exit the truck. On the passenger’s side, I open the door and say, “Get out.”

      “Why?”

      “Just get out of the truck, Tracey.”

      Slowly, she retracts her seatbelt and steps out, hiding her face with a humble bow. I push my arms around her shoulder. “One minute and twenty-two seconds to go.”

      Tracey throws her arms around me and squeezes tightly. “My last one for the rest of the year, swear.”

      I’m resting my chin on top of her head. “It’s okay. You’re not some evil seeress. You’re Tracey Warren. A girl who’s missing class and work at moment to. . . I don’t know. Save the world. You think they’ll let you use that as an excuse?”

      She draws back, sweeping her hand over my shirt. “Yeah. Sorry, Professor Perry, I was out with my once dead mate trying to find out how we’re the All-Seeing of Death, so we can see how we’d be used to stop Qualms from overthrowing the humans and taking over the world as you know it today.”

      “Perfect!”

      She rolls her eyes and turns away from me.

      With her back to my chest, I push my arms across her chest and slip my head beside hers. “If it’s not for the small things in huge faults, what would we have to live for?”

      She grabs my arm across her front and leans her back. A simple sigh escapes her. “For more moments like this that make going through those dealings worth it.” Looking at me, she asks, “This hold. Do you mean it or are you doing this for me?”

      I study her eyes. They’re red, but it’s as if I’m sucking up the sadness that once tormented her. “It is all for you, Tracey. But I mean it too. I mean every tension and every bit of closeness.”

      She falls silent. I mean it, the way I hold her. There’s more affection in my embrace than there has been before. I guess, the disconnect is fear of loss.

      “The world is a dark place. Even if weren’t on a battle for our freedom and that of others, we’d still feel attacked, if not by others, then by ourselves. I can’t and I won’t let you be victimized by these demons and monsters that plague our current circumstances. We’ll smile through the battle of overcoming the evil that’s trying to come alive inside of us. We’re greater than what we’ve been told we are, and I’m willing to fight against. Will you?”

      Tracey turns around. “Yes.” Her answer is simple, followed by a simple action. She gets in the truck and closes the door.

      I round the truck and get in. Pulling the door closed, I say, “Tonight. We should go to the Forge. Get the full understanding of what’s going on. We’ll go home first, recoup, then hopefully get answers for our questions.”
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      Taylor and Little Nathan come with us to the night club. It’s on a rural part of town that makes me want to triple hit the alarm on the car, as if it’ll make a difference. We’re carded at the dingy, metal door. Sweat and citrus hits my nose as I wait in the doorway for Tracey.

      We didn’t come out to party, but didn’t want to stand out in sweat pants and t-shirts. In jeans and a shirt that stops at her belly button show off Tracey’s curves distractingly. I can’t help but wonder, each time that I admire her, how our life would be without the extent of the mating. How she would’ve loved me outside of fate’s reels, my kind’s seal.

      Maybe we would’ve met by chance, had the worst first date, but tried it again after a month or two when we’d happen to cross each other’s paths again. We’d enjoy mostly laughs, and one day, I’d look at her and see something I’d missed the first hundred times I viewed her. I’d hear her voice out of the blue one day and it’d sound like rushing water to a deserted heart. And her smile, I could pander in it all day. Maybe, she’d love me slowly.

      Tracey smiles at me, passing the guard. Her words fall short. And, honestly, I don’t care to hear them. I admire her a second longer, and resist the urge to kiss her and taste her smile. She’s been drowning me for a while. Off and on, I see her as just a friend, then I see her as my lover, and then I’d see her as a heartbeat. On a rare occasion, like this, she’s all three.

      A hand waves in front of my eyes. Little Nathan. “What?” I ask.

      “We’re being signaled,” he says, pointing to our left.

      A waitress stands by a VIP booth, waving us over. When we make to her, she asks “You’re Nathan?”

      “Possibly?” Taylor answers.

      “Anything I can get you guys?” She smacks her gum. “Spritzer, cocktail, whiskey?”

      We sit in the booth. Little Nathan and I order a shot of Jim Beam, Tracey and Taylor pass. The waitress nods and leaves us.

      “Are you seeing this?” Tracey asks, gaze fixed on the bloat of people dancing.

      I will Tracey’s ability to assist me in seeing as she does. I smelt it from the door, but figured there’d be at least one human in this place. I was wrong. Every beast of all kinds fills this club.

      “Are they hiding just in case?” Tracey asks.

      I shrug. “Just because you are a beast, doesn’t mean you have to look or act like one. Most may prefer their human form.”

      “Like we do,” Taylor adds. “I’d hate walking around the color of a cherry and jet-black hair.” She pulls her ponytail over her shoulder. “Every time I’d through my hair over my shoulder, I’d risk cutting someone with how sharp our ends become.”

      Tracey pushes her hands through the back of my hair and the feeling is euphoric. “It’d be very dangerous to do this,” she says. “And your skin would be uncomfortable to touch,” she adds, slipping her hand beneath my shirt. It slides across my stomach to my side, and to my surprise, the next feeling is her kiss against my neck. “And that’d be poisonous,” she croons.

      I turn a bit to meet her eyes. “Only if you were able to bite me.”

      Inebriation’s narrows her eyes. “I’d nibble on you.” Her tongue glides over my neck and she follows through with her promise. Her state of mind sinks down on me and nearly takes me there too. A place that lifts my senses and lightens my head, a place that’s warming my body, and yearning for the contact of my mate.

      In an instant, Tracey’s straddling me, hands thrusted through my hair, tongue sliding across my neck. I grab her hips and move her to my side, using much of my strength to keep here there.

      The volume of the music’s increased and a tantalizing scent is flooding the open area. It may be coming from the pink fog spraying from the fog machines placed around the loft-like ceiling.

      Little Nathan’s disappeared. I scan the crowd, finding him sucking face with a Kitsune, like most of the people in here, abruptly making out and grinding on the dance floor.

      The waitress returns. She’s Burdened; as Taylor described, red as a cherry and her hair cut short, now spiky. “What’s going on?” I ask, trying to keep Tracey’s oncoming at bay. She’s on her knees now, inches from touching or kissing me in the right spot to get fucked on this bench.

      “It’s diner’s hour. You’re a Burdened Sephlem, I see. Unaffected by the pheromones. It’s a time for feeding and everyone’s welcome to choose how they fill that urge, sometimes it’s by sex.” She points to two witches getting it on in the corner. “Maybe they like to drink.” She nods toward the party next to me who’s ordered a human male plater for their beverage. A mixture of vamps, lamias, and demons have their teeth dug into the human jerking himself off as he’s being drained. I’ll never unsee that shit. “Or my favorite,” the waitress continues, “Burdened who are trying to blend in with the rest of the crazies.” I scan the crowd for Burdeneds finding them feeding on randoms and satisfying their beasts for the hell of it. “It’s not too bad when the Misses, is getting a little rowdy.” She points the butt of her pen toward herself.

      “It’s a demon’s ball,” Taylor mutters.

      “No. It’s a place where you can be free to be what you want, and who ever runs this place is provoking that behavior, helping you not hide it,” I say.

      The waitress nods. “Make sure you’re out of here before the trumpets blow. Your feisty lady here, is human and they will have a ball feeding off her.” She looks me over. “And you’ll likely have fun fighting them off and doing a little feeding for yourself.” She hands me my drink. “When’s the last time you tasted soul, or power, or fear? Or pleasure? Pleasure’s the sweetest.” Looking from Tracey to me she concludes, “Get out there, enjoy it.” She gallops from the two steps leading down to the floor and locks lips with a woman who’s happy to reciprocate the action. They go at it against the back of a man who’s feeding on a human half his size.

      At the tug of my belt buckle, I turn to Tracey, grabbing her by her shoulders. “You listen here, Little Missy. Don’t be distracted. You’re too cute to be all over me like this.”

      She laughs. “But.”

      Throwing my hand over her mouth, I say, “Shh. We’re on a mission right now, and freaking on you at a night club is not a part of it.”

      “Nathan?” Taylor calls, gaze locked on a far corner near a hall. In the dim blue light of the hall, three Qualms appear. The one, their leader, I’m getting more familiar with his appearance the more I see him—It. Unlike the others, it’s a head taller than those that accompany it. And when the dark mist does reveal his face, it’s less skull and more flesh with icy gray eyes.

      “Go get Little Nathan,” I tell Taylor. “Keep an eye on me so you can follow me after you find him.”

      “Kay. wants me to take Tracey.”

      “No. I got her.” I grab Tracey by her hands and force her to come with me. We maneuver through the amorous crowd to the hall where the Qualms await us. They start off down the hall, and I follow behind them. The instant we escape the pink fog, Tracey stumbles to a stop.

      Why do I feel like sexually assaulted you?

      I pull her to keep moving. We’ll talk about it later.

      Hand clutched around mine, realizing we’re likely walking the green mile, she asks, Where are we going?

      The direction they’re going, I say, pointing toward the Qualms. You feeling better?”

      Yeah. Sorry about that.

      I hold in my laugh.

      The Qualms enter a door on our left, two guards stand at the entrance, but allows us to pass through. They’re tall and stocky, like most of the Qualm infested humans I’ve encountered. With the help of Tracey’s sight ability that’s accessible to me without my tapping into her, I’m able to see beyond their façade. A Qualm resting in each of them, both, the human and the Qualm are please being conjoined.

      The room’s warm and humid. The seven of us stand silent in the area lit by a soft blue ceiling light. I shrug throwing my arms out at my sides.

      “For years, we’ve lived among this land in silence, in peace, living amid the people of this realm,” their leader says, in an undertone that carries out its Ss and Hs. “We do not care to harm this world nor its people, we desire to a part of it. Our king came here first, eons ago, welcomed by a Seeress, Elbany. He discovered this realm has much to offer as we have much to give.” He extends a hand and a guard steps before it. “What we are doing does not harm the human beings. It makes them stronger, we extend their life by decades, we cure their sickness, we expand their knowledge.”

      “They’re heaven on earth,” the guard says, modeling himself.

      “That is only the benefit we have toward humans,” the Qualm standing to the right of the leader says. It is nothing but dark mist and skeleton. “Imagine the extent of your kind, Nathan,” it says convincingly. “We not only enhance the body of the humans, but of all kinds. We can live freely, finally,” he cheers with glee, “on this land. As can any other creature that still hides in the dark.”

      “We will accomplish this, Nathan,” the leader cuts in. “We prefer to do so quietly and without harm. This is where we require you. Please?” it requests peacefully. “Help us make this transition easy for the beings that walk your world.”

      “No,” cuts from me before crossing my mind. “Not a chance.”

      Despair falls over the three. The leader shakes his head. “Maybe an example,” it offers but I don’t care. The only reason Tracey and I haven’t taken our exit is because of the two guards.

      The waitress was right, I’ve not fueled in a while, since Michael, and my Burdened is weak and I can’t allow it to feed on Tracey. That’s wrong. So, in this state, I know those two would overpower me and there’s no way I’m losing a fight in front of my mate.

      “Please,” the leader commands, “join us.”

      Through a door behind them enters my aunt Cynt, and beside her, her deceased husband, Daniel.

      “Wait,” Tracey interjects. “I thought it didn’t work out for him. They couldn’t find a suitable match, for you, Mrs. Waturstrom. Double wait.” She shakes her head as he hands raise, palms forward. “How are you alive. . .” Her words fade off, flooded by a thought. Hand flying over her mouth, she mutters, “Oh my gosh.”

      Clue me in, Sparks.

      That is not your aunt, babe.

      “It’s better when the being and the Qualm are able to merge with each other, this is the hardest part, as it appears you have witnessed, Seeing. However, this would not be an issue with you, Nathan. You have the ability to manage the mindset of anyone before you. You can provide freedom and pleasure where there is none. You can bring acceptance onto this land and we,” it motions to its colleagues, “Can, too, live in peace, in a land of color, in a world of opportunity where joy exist and happiness saves lives, and love conquers wickedness.”

      “Yeah. . .” I drone. “The answer’s still no. She nor I are helping you overtake our world. I don’t care what we or you can gain from it. There’s separation from wherever you came from for a reason. So, mist your way back there, and leave us alone.”

      Anger replaces the eager feeling in the room. “You will regret that, Nathan. You will side with us, or your life’s cycle will repeat. A life you’ve grown to believe is your beginning and your end. A reality you will forever wish for relief from. Chose to side with us, Seeing of Death. Let us show things you’ve not yet seen, and you will see that we are your past, your present, and your future. You will see we are your only option.”

      Tracey over talks him. “You’ve heard his answer. Now move.”

      With the wave of his hand, the lot of them disperse from the room, leaving the door open for our exit.

      “Are you two okay?” Little Nathan and Taylor rush us with concern. “We were banging on the door but not one would answer,” Taylor adds.

      “We’re fine. It’s nothing,” I say. “Let’s go home.”
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      I don’t pull out of the parking lot immediately. With Little Nathan and Taylor in the backseat and Tracey in the passenger, I look them over.

      “What?” Little Nathan asks.

      “They let us just walk away. For who knows how long they’ve been possessing our friends, interrupting our lives, and tracking us down to get us to join their squad. They even kidnapped you!” I say to Little Nathan. “They’ve demanded we be a part of this overtaking, but they let us go with a simple and we’re able to walk out of there without even raising a fist?” I twist in the seat and meet each of their eyes once. “That’s not off-putting to you all?”

      “From day one,” Tracey adds, “when they invaded my dreams, everything about them seemed odd. Nothing makes sense from them needing us to accomplish helping them ease into the lives of the living, from them threatening us or trying to coerce us with promises we know are impossible to acquire. It’s like they don’t know us at all, but believe they know what we want.”

      “What if you two have it wrong. . .” Taylor take pause, stuck in thought.

      “What?” Tracey pushes.

      “Go home!” Taylor shouts. “Go home now!” She reaches from the back to the front of the car and turns the key. She’s shoving my leg, forcing me to press against the break, and shifting the car in drive.

      “Okay! I’m doing it. Sit back.” I take over and drive away as Tracey and Little Nathan try to calm her down.

      “Talk to us, Taylor,” they say.

      “Just get us home, Nathan,” she begs, tears drowning her.

      I do ninety to the house. Not a door’s out of place or a window broken through. “Okay. What’s up?” I ask a fleeing Taylor. She’s out of the car, racing into our home.

      There’s a cry, “No!”

      We race for the house. Tracey slips, smacking the floor in a pool of black blood. “What?” she mutters. “Whose blood is this?” she asks, trying to get out of it.

      We follow the river of what could pass as liquid obsidian, around the stairs.

      Olar. He lies, slumped over, a katana stuck out of his back and his decapitated head in his hands.

      Sweat’s beading along my forehead, and a heat rushes around my neck. For a moment, it’s chocking. I’m on the floor, knee deep in my cousin’s pain. I grab his limp hand. Dead weight. Cold. “The fuck happened to you?” is a whisper. He’s been like this so long the slash in his neck has stopped draining.

      Tracey gasps. She jumps to her feet and races for the stairs. Whatever’s started a panic in her, I’m chasing after her, not letting her go through whatever it is alone. I follow behind her, up the stairs to the hall.

      I use the wall to catch my balance. I clear my throat to choke back my gulp. My Burdened recoils in a deep place as Tracey’s sorrow bursts through me, and I’m collapsing to the ground.

      She hunches over Jason’s body, wails like a siren to the silence. “What did we do?” she screams, tearing another seam from my stitching that’s easily unraveling. “What did we do. . .”

      I say to myself, “Where’s Taylor?” It takes an excerpt of strength to lift myself from the floor. I stumble to Taylor’s room and instantly retract, needing hold the door panel to stop myself from falling backward.

      A sob breaks from me. I burn hot. The revolting rage that would send my Burdened to the front leaves me lonely and instead calls a roar louder than I can stand charging from my throat. I’ve dropped to my knees, hunched over, face buried in my hands.

      The Qualms were deviating. That’s what Taylor was getting at. Maybe we can help them get what they want, but they know we won’t. They knew Tracey and I would do our very best to fright against any evil threatening our lives. I’ve been doing it all my life, and Tracey swore she’d fight it beside me. So, their way to conquer wasn’t to convince us to help them, but distract us from their greater plan. Elimination. And them our final option.

      Here’s phase one.
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      Jason fits comfortably in my arms, almost like he’s sleeping, his head lays against my chest though no breath leaves his light body, and he’s soaked in blood. I want to see him make his angry face and giggle after, hear his call for me tickle him, even witness the glitchy morph as he’s trying to contain his Burdened. “Our time was too short, little buddy.” I kiss his head, then laying him next to Taylor on the bed in our bedroom, where I’ve also laid Olar. On the floor, at the foot of the bed, we sat Carmen, Courtney, and Cartel beside each other, hands grasped—as Tracey requested. The three have fought for year against the demons of their past, at least they’ll be at rest.

      None one them, not my sister, my nephew who I’d only had the opportunity to share days with when he’s existed for years, my cousins. . . They didn’t deserve the ending I’ve given them.

      Tracey, Little Nathan, and I stand over them, looking them over. Little Nathan’s trying to be strong. For who. . .? I push my free hand over his shoulder and drag him nearer me. He throws his head against my shoulder and sobs. His arms are now thrown round me, and he cries so hard he’s losing his footing. I let him kneel, as I flick the lighter. It takes three tries before the small flame stands. With an easy toss, the light soars through the air and onto the bed, engulfing in flames.

      “Let’s go guys.” I lift Tracey in my arms. Her right arm hangs and a thread of fire leaves her fingertips, leaving our path on fire as we leave.

      In my truck, we go to the family house. There’s a much-needed relief that takes hold of the three us finding everyone in its keeping alive.

      After a shower, I lay with Tracey beneath chilly sheets. I draw her close to me, hug her tightly against my flesh that’s craving for a comforting contact I know I won’t receive from her now. The desolate feeling filling her to the rim is one that crushes us both. “Shh,” I soothe and kiss her shoulder. “It’s okay, Sparky,” I lie.

      It will never be okay. And I knew that. The day I slipped my hands around her waist and drew her in to my claiming kiss, that night, I knew I was making a mistake. But, one this big. . . I never would’ve guessed.

      There’s a knock on the front door. I leave Tracey, sleeping, to answer it.

      Tarleton. No. Chislon? “What?” I snap.

      “You have to get out of here. They’re coming after you and won’t stop until you have no one left and your only obligation is to turn to them, or you give in. No more lives are worth this war.”

      “War?” I spit. “They slaughtered my family! My nephew is dead! My sister killed herself! War! This is no war! That was a massacre!”

      He throws his hands up.

      I shove them down. “My best friends are dead. Do you understand that? Do you get how that feels? My lady’s strings are just about broken!”

      “Then do something about it!” he shouts.

      “Like what?” I fight back. “What do you want from us? We’ve done everything. We’ve read every book gone everywhere we were asked. Every turn is the wrong one, it’s getting worse and not better! How can I tell Tracey I can help figure this all out when I have the slightest idea what the fuck is going on!”

      “You have a gift that holds all the answers to every question you’re asking. Ask the right questions and get the answers.”

      “I would kill your confusing ass if I knew now.”

      “Now, Nathan, you have to listen to me. If you don’t leave here, you’ll lose even more of your family. If you two aren’t willing to leave the binds broken and part a way as your separation was intended, then you need to do something about saving what’s left.”

      I’m eager to rebut, but he cuts me off.

      “You can’t be angry with the rest of the world when you knew the risks. Forget about Nemanites and the restrictions of Burdened Sephlem. You knew your rule, now you must reap the consequences of your choices. Make a decision and fast. Meanwhile, get away from the people you love. They’re next.” He vanishes with light dispersing him into nothing.

      I climb the stairs, taking two at a time. Snatching up our clothes we carried here with us, I throw them in a duffle bag. “Sparks!” I shake her. “Sparky, wake up.” When her lids part, I say, “We need to get out of here.”

      She slips from the bed. “What’s going on?”

      When I meet her gaze, I slow down. I’m kneeling before her. “I had one chance to get things right. One life to correct the mistakes of my past and I failed. I failed you and broke a many of promises.” I refuse to say I’m sorry. An empty sentiment meant to express a request for forgiveness because of a mistake. But, my idiocy was no mistake. I loved this girl with all of me, but for me and never for her, and that selfishness is why we’re here. “I didn’t love you enough to love for you.”

      “Huh?”

      “I said that, if I had it once I’d take it over nothing at all.” I scrape the tears from my eyes. “I should’ve loved you enough not to hurt you. Not to hurt them. There was a prophecy placed over me, one that broke open doors to a realm where half-dead roamed the world. This monster would be an image of man and beast, a being that exist to show the true colors of man. How he’s both good and evil, angel and demon, heaven and hell. The inner being lives on the outside for all to see.”

      “The Qualms?” she mutters.

      I nod. “They’ll desire a life they were forced to watch through a screen and desire to be a part of a greater peace but only to take over for their own destruction. This will be a time misery sucks the pleasure dry and only by the sacrifice of the knight’s mate can I receive the entirety of my abilities and conquer the overtaking. Or, accept fate and delve in the Seeing of Death living equally among the half-breeds and slowly allowing the evil to take over our minds, death giving no other option.”

      Tracey shivers. I rub my hands up and down her arms.

      “I love you today.” Gazing in her eyes, I admit. “Before, it was the mating forcing the affection. But, Tracey, today, even without the beat of your heart, an aching for you is constant in me. I love you enough to live for you, for you to live for you. For you to have a life outside of my burdens, for you to awaken in a day you’re swallowed by a happiness you don’t have enough room in your heart to receive.” Her gaze doesn’t break from mine, and I must ask, “Do you get what I’m saying?”

      Her tired eyes are now aware.

      “If I woke up tomorrow and had the opportunity to do it all over again, I’d still do it again, just smarter.”

      I push my hands pass her face to her hair. “You’re crazy, you know that?” The smile tears through my grave expression and an odd exuberance warms my chest.

      Tracey nudges her forehead against mine and brushes our noses. She inhales deeply before saying, “Tell me about it.” Our eyes meet. “So, we need to get out here?”

      Nodding, I rise and grab the duffle bag to through it over my shoulder. “In order to keep everyone safe we have to disperse. We’ll figure out what’s next after we’re away from here.”
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      The gas tank’s closing in on E. We tossed our phones a few miles back, chuckling them into a river off the freeway. We’re hungry, need some place to sleep, and are down to our last hundred bucks.

      “There’s gotta be a gas station in Buckston,” Tracey says, pointing to the sign on the side of the road, welcoming us to one hundred and twelfth town we’ve passed through.

      “Let’s hope you’re right.” I take the exit that leads us to a small town with lanterns for street lights and stone paved roads. We find a filling station a little under fifteen miles from the freeway, one so old the price and gallon counter are still mechanical and the nozzle hangs off the side of the pump. “Sparks?” I stand in front the passenger’s rolled down window. “I’ll run in here and see if there’s anyone living who can charge me for the gas.”

      She scopes out the area. “This is the oldest building I’ve ever seen.”

      “Yeah.” Dirt and gravel crunch under my boots as I crossing the ground to the door. Its screen framing is light, but whines as I pull it open. After I enter it slams closed and there’s a chime from somewhere in the small store. Chips on a rack expired last year, and the food in the isle is sparse.

      An older man, likely the age of the filling station, comes from a back door, can helping him make his way to the cashier’s station in the front. “Hello,” his aged voice rattles. “You have to have some patients young man. I’m coming.”

      “No rush, sir. Take your time.” I lean against the counter and admire the vintage posters of old muscle cars taped down on it.

      “Well,” he says, making it behind the counter. “You’re a new face around here.”

      “Take it you don’t get many visitors.”

      “No. We don’t.” Getting settled, he leans over the counter, smelling of whiskey and tobacco. “What do you need?”

      I point toward outside. “Those pumps spit out any diesel fuel?”

      “No. But we’ve got a diesel tank round back.”

      “Thanks.” I slide fifty-five on the counter and grab two candy bars in date. On my way back to the truck, I toss the candy in the passenger’s window and round to the driver’s side. “We need to head around back for the diesel fuel. You pumping?”

      Tracey laughs. “Let’s get the gas and go, this place is creeping me out.”
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      The pump spits nothing but dust.

      “Maybe it’s not been used in a while and takes a bit to get going,” Tracey offers.

      “That’s not how it works, Sparks.” I lean my shoulder against the truck and squeeze the shit out of the nozzle trigger, wishing something would flow. We can’t be stuck in this weird ass town.

      For Buckston to be out-of-date, it’s populated. The filling station takes up the corner and across the street is a house where kids play in a yard on a plastic playground. Two laugh, sliding and leaping off ladders as three others swing and build sandcastles. On the opposite side of the street, an older couple sits on their porch swing, hand-in-hand, with comfortable smiles as they chat and watch the town. A group of high school aged kids stroll down the street, smoking cigarettes, faces also full of comfortable smiles.

      I looked over the small neighborhood again, willing sight to my vision to see beyond what’s before me.

      In every person and even pet, a Qualm lives, cloak-less, half shadow and the other half pale flesh with one red glowing eye. They board the people as though they were hosts and existent within them as if they were the owners of the being. The person, who should control the body, is nowhere to be seen. Not s human in sight.

      Finally, the fuel flows. The old man from inside the station yells from the back door, “Sorry, I forgot to turn it on.” His advise sends everyone in hearing range, which considering they’re all advanced by the Qualms—that’s everyone is sight, looking our direction.

      I assume, off a glance, they’re able to recognize Tracey and me, as many from our past were able to do. They throw a curious glance our way and without another care, go back to their business.

      I breathe.

      Stopping the pump early, I hang it, and then jump in the driver’s side of the truck. “We need to get out of here,” I say. “They’re all Qualms. Every single one of them, Tracey,” I respond to her hair-raising expression.

      “Are the people happy, like they said?” she asks.

      “There are no people.” I throw the truck in drive and floor it.

      My truck putts, jerks forward, and then the engine fries. “The fuck!” I turn the key and she stalls.

      “Nathan.” Tracey shakes my arm. I’m working getting something out of my truck so we can at least get the hell out of this town. “Nathan,” she calls again. “Nathan!”

      “Yeah!” I snap, catching a Qualm infected human advancing on us. “Okay. Let’s make a run for it.”

      Tracey and I jump out of the truck. We run for it.

      They’re after us, and we’re barely evading them, just keeping enough distance to not get caught. We hit a corner and have only seconds to think of our next move.

      “Hey,” someone whispers from a basement window of one of the building we stand between. “You’re the Knight, right?”

      “I guess,” I say.

      He waves us down. A man, a boy. The mob is advancing. My options are limited.

      I help Tracey through the window and follow her in. The boy quickly, quietly closes the window.

      “Thanks,” Tracey says. They shake hands and then we do. “Is this some kind of bunker?” she asks.

      “There’s nowhere that’s safe around here. So, yeah, you can say that.”

      “How have you gone unseen, or untouched?” I ask him.

      The window we had entered through, he goes over to it and peeks outside. The light blasts into the dimmed room causing Tracey and I to shield our eyes. When he’s found what he’s looking for, he closes the window back and seals it tight with multiple locks. “I know how to stay out of sight. My home is undetectable and unknown by anyone except me. Well, my dad knew about it, but when those things started taking over, he didn’t make it.” He runs his hand across his nose and adjusts his sorrow-turning expression into one more relaxed. “Before he died, we caught wind of what was going on and made this.” He motions around himself. “Upstairs, which you can’t access from down here, is ransacked, and the latch used to get down here blends in with the wood floor that’s covered in trash.” He points to a corner in the ceiling, coated with cement. “We reinforced it.” Crossing the floor, he comes upon a couch and rakes piles of newspapers to the floor, revealing cushion. “What’s your names?”

      “I’m Tracey, he’s Nathan.”

      “Tracey.” He nods. “Nathan.” He meets my eyes. “I’m Trevor.”

      “How old are you, Trevor? You look pretty young to be on your own,” Tracey says.

      Trevor cleans off a table piled high with boxes and more newspapers. I pick up one that falls near my foot. The headline reads, ‘Alien Evasion or The Rapture.’ In the supporting image, however, the five people pictured, with their arms draped over each other’s shoulders, appear happy.

      “I’m fifteen. I’ve been living down here for almost a year now.” He waves us to the couch. “Come sit down. Sorry this place is a mess. I never have company, and I don’t have much room for storage.” He’s right. His small home is only big enough to hold the couch and the table with the towers of boxes and newspapers. Our backs are just about against the wall, separated by stacks of boxes and piles of newspapers. The three windows are covered in cardboard and paint that blends in with the color of the black, brick walls.

      “You’ve been hiding down here for a long time,” Tracey says. “Don’t you need things like groceries and water?”

      “I was a sophomore in high school when things went to shit around here. My dad and I used to go camping and we did a lot of hunting. I quickly learned how to maneuver through the street without being noticed. Only at night, though. Those things seem to think we only function during the day, so those of us who aren’t afraid to venture out, only go out at night. Things started getting weird around here about two years ago. It started at school and slowly took over the entire town, until people either killed themselves or we became one of them.” Trevor snatches two bottles of water from a fridge stored within a box that’s also stacked high with more boxes. He hands them to us. “We. . .” He clears his throat. “I. I didn’t know what to, but every time I pressed my dad’s shotgun to my chin, I heard him tell me, fight for your life.” He leaves us, heading over to the two box piles stacked as tall as him that are sitting in the corner against the wall. It’s across the floor from a cot. Opening the flaps of the boxes, he reveals a TV and game system. “Dad always told me, put down that game and go play outside. Now I’m wishing I can. But the game keeps me entertained. Everything works as normal, except the people.”

      I cross the floor to the couch he offered and take a seat. “Thanks for helping us out. We’d been driving for hours before we pulled off for gas. Now my trucks broke down.”

      “Maybe it’s not by mistake why we’re here. . .” Tracey hints.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask.

      “Like, maybe we’re supposed to help them.”

      “Help us how?” Trevor quickly jumps up from the cot, comes over, and squats down in front of us. “Do you know why this happened?” His sharp brown eyes widen and his breathing quickens eagerly. “Can you make it stop?”

      “We don’t know why,” I cut off Tracey, giving her an eye to not tell so much. “And we don’t know if there’s a way to help. But,” I take a pause. “We’re grateful you’ve helped us.”

      Trevor nods, rising. “You’re welcome.” Shrugging, he adds, “I guess I’m just glad to actually be talking to normal people for once, or just having someone to talk to. I’ll let you two rest and later tonight, we can go out so you can see what I’m talking about.”

      It’s never been easy to find comfort in anyone’s home, but I sink onto the couch and want to kick off my boots. I don’t and just lay my head back. I’m beat. Sparks, watch our backs. I’m closing my eyes for a second.

      Of course, Nate. I’ll learn what I can about what happened here.

      You’re the best.

      I easily knock out. My Burdened has been a resting bear in hibernation sense seeing Jason. It’s never quivered or coward, but it has me second guessing my strength. I’d think the opposite would happen, but we’re broken down. Worn the fuck out. I can’t physically take any more loss. It’s hungry, and I’ve never deprived it this long without its kind of food. The longer we go like this, the worst it’s going to get, and I won’t be any good up against a human yet alone the Qualms.

      I wake to find Tracey playing the game system with Trevor, both sat on a cot that’s about a foot off the ground. Muffling headphone’s sit comfortably against their ears and the room is securely silent. I study Trevor again, seeing nothing but a boy covering his sadness with courage and strength.

      Him or Tracey has laid a blanket across me that I tug off a toss to the other side of the couch. I stand to stretch and nearly hit my fist against the ceiling, and when I throw my arms out at my sides, I punch a box. It’s crowded, Trevor’s little hut, but warm and cozy from the chaos afoot on the other side of these walls.

      “Hey.” Tracey pulls the headphones from her head, as she stands from the cot. She crosses the floor to me and slips her hands across my sides. Tracey takes hold of me and holds my gaze.

      I push my hand over her hair then copy her action, resting my hold on her hips. “You’re okay?”

      We could stay here with Trevor. He’s lonely without anyone to help lookout for him or talk to, and we don’t have anywhere to go.

      I kiss her forehead. “We’ll see, babe,” is all I’m able to promise.

      “I hope you had a comfortable sleep, Nathan. I was telling Tracey that since it’s night, after you woke up, we can go outside so you can see our town. Unless you don’t want to.”

      My stomach growls. “You have something to eat around here?”

      Trevor’s hopeful expression dies. What he wants from me, to deliver them from whatever the hell is going on, I can’t give him. I don’t want to get the kid’s hope up so he can be even more disappointed when he finds out the truth. “Yeah, I do.” Trevor goes to a box stacked three high in the corner. From it, he grabs a few whole grain bars and tosses me two.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      He and Tracey meet eyes, seeming to have some kind of communication or agreement. I look the two over, taking a bite out of the bar, ready for either of them to come out with it. When they don’t, after their eyes flick back and forth between each other and me, I blurt, “What?”

      “We should go see what’s going on, Nate. I mean, the worse that could happen is they recognize you. They won’t try anything, there’s no one else they can wipe out.”

      “No one else?” I ask, insulted by her carelessness. “There are plenty, Tracey. Nick, Cindy, and Curtis, who don’t need to see that black river we stepped in back home. There are plenty they can wipe out, Tracey. Plenty!” I snap, but keep myself from yelling. “What’s done, between us is done. We can’t take that back. But to save the little bit of family we have left, the last of our life, are you not willing to avoid risking losing them at all costs.”

      “I am,” she says with regret staining her teary eyes. Her hands raise, palms up. “But I also see a nation at risk of being overtaken, and realize there’s something that needs to be done about it, and they only way to beat it is to first understand the enemy so we can then figure out how to take them out.”

      I rub my wrist across my forehead, knowing she’s right. But, maybe, I’m scared. Maybe I fear losing her, maybe I fear hurting her any more than I already have, maybe I’m hurting from feeling boxed in by the minimal options available to me. My back is against a wall, and I don’t know what to do.

      It’s never easy to admit defeat, not when, for my entire life I had the world in the palm of my hands, called the shots because I knew I could take on anything and win. But, I’ve been losing this battle for years. And I’m damn tired of losing.

      Against my better judgment, after allowing their pleading expressions to break me down, I tell them, “Let’s go.”
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      Two- and three-story homes along a main street, provides us shadow from the moonlight and fire burning lanterns. We creep along side streets and back yards, easing our way through the neighborhood. Each breath of air is accompanied with dust and an odd stench of death that twitches my Burdened in its resting place, but not enough to get a reaction from it. It triggers a thought as to why it quivered away at the sight of my deceased family and why it can’t resonate in place with the man I’m trying to be today. A chill stabs down my spine and the marking on my back burns to life, stinging worse with my movement. I shouldn’t be depriving him, but knowing the more connected it and I are, the closer I could become what the Qualms and everyone else wants from me. I want to be as far away from that scum as I can. Then, if I want to be strong, it has to be strong.

      I throw a glance at Tracey, and I salivate, it and I knowing the maximum strength would come from her. There’s also Trevor, but he’s a kid. . . At least with Tracey, I can make it not hurt her. My beast sends another stab down my spine, shining light on my doubtfulness, my uncertainty, how I’m willing not to go out to battle because it’s not with me. Maybe it’s right, I won’t go out because I know how weak I am right now.

      Shit!

      You okay? Tracey asks.

      I shake my head. I’m hungry.

      You had like six of those bars, Nate.

      Not that kind of hungry.

      She looks away from me, muttering, Oh.

      I hate to ask.

      You’ve never asked. . .

      I’ve never needed to.

      Will it hurt?

      A little. Maybe a little more than a little. But if you don’t want to. I’ll find another way.

      What, one of these possessed by Qualm-humans? Or Trevor? Your options are kind of limited here.

      Which is the only reason I’m even asking you, Sparks. I wouldn’t. I usually couldn’t. But I’m dead out here. I show her my shaking hands.

      Can you hold it together?

      That’s what I’ve been trying to do.

      We come up on a park, crossing over a parking lot to a line of trees. The center of the park is dipped in like a bowl, with large concrete stairs leading down to the grass. Sixteen gather in the circle, laughing and chatting. They go unaware of their surroundings.

      “Every night,” Trevor starts. “All of them come here and stand around until this one guy comes to check in. They likely give him the same update because he just nods and leaves, but I’m never able to hear what they say.”

      We watch for a while, ducked behind a long concrete bench. They do nothing but chat and laugh as humans would at a party. There’s no music, food, or beverages. They’re just mingling and conversing conservatively with each other.

      “When’s the last time you saw them, Trevor,” I ask.

      “I’ve not come out here lately, but every time that I have, they’ve come.”

      I nod. A hint of light appears out of nowhere, as an oval of space peacefully waves like water. From it, two steps before the crowd.

      Tracey anxiously squeezes my arm, and I reassure her with a pat on her shaking hand. We should make our move, Nate, she says.

      I shake my head. We won’t win if we do. We have no idea how we’d defeat them. They’ve overpowered and outsmarted us too many times. Let’s be smart about this. She’s squeezing the shit out of my arm, but steadies her angst.

      Lunis and Laine—my father in Laine’s body—greet their constituents. A simple bow of the head seems to serve as hello. Lunis asks, “Are things comfortable, have you gotten acclimated to this environment?”

      “We have,” one responds. Us being behind them I’m unable to see who. “The humans didn’t take well to our entry and we’ve had to care for them in a way that is considered inhumane to their culture. However, when meeting new to us beings, they are unable to tell the difference, which we’ve considered, what they would call, a win. We believe, with this development of experimentation, we can live here, either by being and even by species for those who care to not be hosts, once enough of us fill this world. We’ll be easier accepted.”

      “We’ve considered that in our true form, we can live freely here as well, since we will no longer be. . .”

      “Minorities,” someone finishes for her.

      “What is a way to make this quicker, easier?” My father asks.

      “We acquire the possession of will that these here have an ability of free will, which we are not accustomed to. They have choices, which is what we have longed for since our creation. If we could acquire that will, we can blend the world with ease. We can live among the humans. And then we can have free will. Everyone will be accepted.”

      “Live among them,” Lunis scoffs. “We are aiming to live above them. You cannot believe all this work is to befriend a species who believes they’re better than any other being in the universe. They can’t even breathe without being told, they can’t live without the need or desire of someone to do it with—for—them. They’re greedy, selfish, psychotic implants that happened to get the better end of the stick. They,” he emphasizes, “will live among us. They’ll be food when we need it, slaves when we desire it, a filler for our new world.”

      “But,” one says from the back of the crowd. “We didn’t agree to take over, we only wanted to know freedom.”

      My Father laughs, “As you say from the body of another. You’re a part of this now and you’ll follow guidelines accordingly.”

      “What is our next requirement?” a few ask at the same time.

      “Grow, expand. Get out of this town and see what the rest of the world is like. Feel free to leave these bodies and explore others. Test your limits. See what you can become. Try something other than humans. This world is your oyster. Use as you please!”

      He’s cut off by the same concerned voice from earlier. “It is hard work acquiring a body that will suit us, Lunis. You are asking us to enter and exit against the mind, body, and soul, which is nearly impossible every time it’s attempted. Either we die or they do.”

      “Then get the tool that will make it easier. Had you acquired it when ordered, there’d be no complaints. I want the nation. We, need the nation. There are billions of them and zillions of us!” he shouts. “We deserve this land too. We deserve this freedom as well. Do we not?”

      They cheer with agreement.

      “Then do what needs to be done.” My father and Lunis exit back through the gateway and the, now, mob race from their place, scattering in different directions to neighboring homes.

      “He was lying to us,” Tracey whispers to herself.

      But, I comment, “You couldn’t have possibly thought my father would ever tell the truth. The only thing he was truthful about was why he came there that night. We likely threw him off by being there, but guaranteed, no later than a second after we left, he was back, getting Lunis out.”

      “How familiar are you two with them?” Trevor cuts in.

      “Just a bit. This issue isn’t just happening here. It seems to be spreading, slowly.”

      “Like a virus,” I add.

      “Let’s head back before someone sees us,” Trevor says, rising.
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      When we make it to where Trevor’s bunker, I pull Tracey aside. “Trevor, head in. I’ll knock when we return.”

      “Okay. Just keep your eyes peeled. They appear out of the darkness like some kind of ghost some times.”

      “Thanks,” I say.

      Tracey and I continue to stroll through the shadows, and stumble upon an abandoned farm house surrounded by trees. More quaint then the bunker and a hell of a lot more spacious. I scan the area for anyone who may have already taking up home in this place, and, to my delight, it’s empty.

      Tracey waves her hand in front of her face, wafting the dust we’re kicking up. “How long has this place been vacant?” She goes to a table covered with a sheet. Tugging it off, she reveals a wood table, and then she removes the sheets from three chairs.

      “It’s possible that this town has been taken over for years, Tracey. Maybe the person who’d previously lived here was in the process of selling it before things went to shit.”

      “We’d nearly be able to live here if it weren’t so out in the open.” She removes the sheet from a coffee table and couch sat in front of it. “You feel okay?” she asks, sitting.

      There’s a pinch in the back of my neck, a beg from the beast. I try to tap into her mind and body. She knows the question is coming and she’s nervous; her fearing my beast may hurt her, but she can feel my strain and how much I need it.

      I sit beside her. “Just say no.”

      “Just tell me what I should do.”

      “It can be unpainful, if you’re okay with. . . um . . .”

      “Whatever it takes,” she cuts me off. “When you’re stronger, I’m stronger. We need to be at our best so we can stop this, or fight to the finish.”

      I pull her on to my lap. “Who are you, and why are you so accepting?”

      She tries to hide her smile. “Honestly, making you happy makes me happy. It’s the only thing I’m somewhat in control of. I don’t know, maybe, you’ve forever been a part of me, and I totally, completely, inevitably live for you.”

      “You do.” I strike forward, laying her back to the couch. Her breaths are heavy and her eyes close. I care greatly if I hurt her, and I don’t want to do this here, but the only way to make it completely painless is to sex her while I feed, which could result in my beast taking full control, and in the end, maybe, hurting her.

      I play a million different scenarios in my mind, trying to determine a painless way.

      “What’s taking so long,” she asks, heart pounding, breaths slow, nerves warming her body.

      My beast urges me on. I breathe Tracey in, savoring the flavor of her aura. It’s not a question of which I’ll take, fear or pleasure. So, I kiss her. Staying connected with her body, I monitor it to check her comfort. The instant she’s uncomfortable, I’m backing off, no matter how close we are, I warn my beast. It sends a sting up my spine, making me aware of its disagreement.

      “You’ll open up for me? Mind, body . . . soul?”

      She nods and relaxation sends every ounce of her flooding into me. I inhale again, unnoticeably, preparing to let the beast take possession for this feeding. “You’re okay?” I check.

      “Yes.”

      “You’re ready?”

      “Un-hun.”

      I take on the beast, and she stares it in the eyes. They lock gazes as if they missed the moment. We’re naked in seconds. It waits until it’s entered her to claw its teeth in her shoulder and heave her pleasure as it tastes her blood. She moans, a groan now and then when it takes a drag, consuming helping after helping. It feeds on her pain, her sorrow, her anxiety, and her pleasure in the most filling manner. It draws on her fears and reminds her of her loss, it thrusts deeply inside her and forces her to recollect her pleasures, those sexual and joyous.

      Tracey. . . She gives it exactly what it wants. Not a quiver or a cringe as she leaves herself open for him to consume. She’s paling, pleasure induced moans seizing the silence of the home, of the night. She clings onto my body, hands and feet freezing cold. She’s doesn’t even know she’s on the last of what’s left of her as I’m nearly overflowed.

      That’s enough. We’ll kill her.

      Without a second request, it gives me control, and I fill her back up, putting the color back in cheeks and warmth in her fingers. “You’re okay?”

      She nods. Shaking in pleasure, panting, now sweating. She takes a while to gather her words, constantly licking her dried lips, and swallowing hard. “That was different. . . I feel like I can conquer the world.”

      Standing, I stretch, and I’m rushed with an energy that strengthens my muscles and straightens my bones. A growl splits from my throat, as I welcome its invigoration. I’ve never felt so strong. Even as I ball my fist, my strength bulks my arms and swells me chest.

      I swipe my thumb over Tracey’s shoulder to seal her wounds and kiss the area to apologize for my selfish act.

      “You look bigger,” Tracey mentions when I rise.

      I pull my shoulders back as my beast recycles over me and emerges with confidence and force. “I am,” it growls. We kneel before Tracey and take her hand in ours. Every time we touch her, I cringe at the thought of her jumping out of our reach, but every time, to my surprise, she doesn’t. For some goddamn reason, she accepts me like this. A monster. As though she were born for this reason. What’s the hardest for me to understand is. . .after everything, I’m her oxygen, her will, her desire, still. . .

      There’s a heavy rasp to the words my beast tells her, “You carry me—” our head shakes. “You carry us in a way the wind carries the birds. You comfort us in a way green bathes the earth. You, my heart, love us in the way a God loves his people. I, alone, am neither deserving nor adequate to have such quality carry a heart that is to fill my chest. We,” our hand rises to our chest, “should parish once your heart thumbs your life in us again.” Our hand shoots through the air from my chest to her neck. “If we were required to kill you in order to win this war, would you sacrifice yourself for us, him? The one within this body who’s declared your life greater than his own, so much he chose to flee instead of fight? Would you give up the last of what you have to save him? Because that is what it will take. For you to win, he must fight, and for him to fight, he must acquire the fullness of his strengths, those that even lie in you. So, will you, Love, give your mate what is required of you? Will you fulfill your purpose to your mate and fulfill the prophecy love wrote to death?”

      I snatch back control and Tracey jumps from the couch, standing over three feet from me. “What?” she snaps, brows taut.

      I shake my head, muttering, “I don’t know. I never heard that before. But no matter what the cost, I’ll pay it before I hurt you. Nothing is worth that. Win or lose. Nothing is worth your demise.”

      “But what about your beast?” she asks. A glow forms around her as her hands spark with flames. I nervously retreat, recalling the pain her blasts cause. She’s able to knock me and my Burdened off our feet and waiting for a whole the size of a basketball to close is torturous.

      “Honestly, Sparks, it loves you more than me. You’re it’s secret place. But, that’s not the way it thinks, it’s ideals are for the worse. It’ll offer you a negative in hopes of a negative response. It couldn’t harm you. I’m sorry I let it get that out of control. But, after a feeding it’s a little strong,” I defend.

      “Well,” she grumps, straightening her shorts as she crosses the floor to a chair sat at the table. “Tell it to get that shit together. You almost got your face set on fire.” Tracey looks over her shoulder and meets my eyes. “Do you believe what it said is true?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know what I believe any more.” I kneel in front of her. “I don’t want you to sacrifice anything for me. And I know you will try, because something in you won’t stop loving me. So, promise me, Sparky. I don’t care what it is, you won’t risk your life for mine. That you won’t even put a limb on the line to save me from whatever is out there.”

      “How dare you ask me to make you such a promise. If I can save you, I’m saving you, period.”

      I snatch her will and force her gaze to lock on my eyes. “You don’t understand.”

      “Let me go.”

      “Don’t ever take my place. You will never put your life on the line for mine. Do you understand?”

      Her words are strained as she tries to fight against my hold. “Don’t make me say it, Nathan.”

      I feel every atom of her body, including the beat of her heart, and its desire, I change.

      She cries against the pain, confirming to my plan. Tears staining her cheeks, she mutters, “I promise. I’ll never risk my life to save yours.”

      I release her and back away.

      Tracey slumps over, hand flown to her chest. When she looks back at me, her tears are dry and her eyes are red. “I’m sorry I loved you too much.”

      They’re like bullets, her words, hitting me a damning place. “I’m—”

      “Shut up, Nathan.” Tracey stands from the chair and she heads around the home and covers the furniture. “Let’s get back to check on Trevor.”

      I shrug once, and agree. “Tomorrow, we can come up with a game plan. They won’t get away with killing our family.”

      She flicks me off as she sliding on her shoes.

      I but my jeans and find my shirt. She’s got me silent. Though I know I’ve overstepped my boundaries, she will always put her life over mine, and I can’t let her do that. She’ll never see how much more important she is. I’ve already taken so much from her, and she’s offered everything there is to take. Her life won’t be on that list. She can hate me all she wants.

      After making sure everything is as we found it, we make a beeline it to the front door. I crumple, gripping onto the door panel as I fail to keep myself afoot.

      “What is it?” Tracey asks, keeping my head from hitting he floor.

      A groan cuts from me that’s louder than the chirping of the crickets and singing grasshoppers. “Don’t know,” I grunt. A heavy pound; one that’s hot as obsidian and deadening as a bolder, drops in my chest. My blood’s rushing and a deafening pulse takes hold of my body. I throw my hand over my vibrating chest, feeling a beat against it. It hurts like a bitch, and I wince to keep from shaking.

      “You’re, like, convulsing. Tell me you’re okay.”

      I find her hand and place it over my chest. “Remember when you told me the first time we met was because I hit you, and that I had hit you because I was texting Scott?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I lied.” I thump my middle finger twice against my chest “That’s your heartbeat.” I take a breath when I get used to it. “When I hit you, I was mating with you. It was just like this. Knocked me off my feet, damn near unconscious.”

      She’s looking down, upside down to me.

      A faint glow’s around her and the scent of lilac fills my nose as I deeply inhale for the fourth time. Gorgeous, light brown eyes gleam down at me. I reach for her cheek but brush my thumb over her bottom lip.

      “You’re okay?” she asks.

      “I think I just fell in love you.” Sitting up, I add, “I mean. I think I just re-mated with you. Was re-mated to you. . .” I knit my brows, frustration daring me to get this wording correct. “What I mean is—”

      “Hush, Nate. I get it.” She shrugs once. “I love you too.”

      “Always have?”

      Pinching her lips to the left side, she nods.

      “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. But you understand, right?”

      “I. . .” her gaze drops to the ground. “I do.”
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      The air is cold. A breeze tickling my toes wakes me. Through the blur of my lashes, I find the window open.

      “Nate,” I call, urgently turning over, expecting to find him in his usual spot when we sleep. He’s gone. Jumping to my feet, I scan the small room for him or Trevor, finding neither.

      Like before, when Nathan and I first mated, maybe after we’d bound, he’s powerful over me. I smell him as though his scent is bleeding from my pores. My blood is rushing just from the thought of him. But a nervous tickle crawls in my stomach as I search but not find him.

      I climb up a box and out of the open window onto a sunlit street, seeming midday. Laughter and chatter fill the silence of the afternoon. A hint of gas sweeps across my nose. On the street, at the curb, Nathan and Trevor, are hunched under the hood of his truck.

      The people milling around the neighborhood aren’t the least bit concerned. They go about their fake lives as if these “normal” people didn’t exist. “I thought you said it wasn’t safe to go out in the day? How are you two our here fixing a truck, not being attacked?” I ask.

      Trevor, jumps on his toes while grabbing shoulder. “It’s the most amazing thing, Tracey!” he starts. “Nathan”—he chucks his thumb at him—“Was able to wean their senses or something. So, when they see us, they see people who are just like them.”

      “Really?” I ask Nathan. “How is that working?”

      “Well,” Nathan says, twisting a wrench, bent over deep in his truck. “You know how I can subvert the mind of others, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And you remember the mentioning of the seeing of death thing?” He leans up and snatches a towel that hung over the hood. Wiping his hand, he finishes, “It’s true. And far too easy.”

      “When did you find out you had this ability?”

      He kisses my cheek before answering. “I woke up this morning feeling like I could do anything.” He flexes the muscle of his left arm. “I woke up, came outside and instantly ran into one of the Qualm Folk. Its gasp wasn’t even completed when the thought left my mind and I could nearly see it float into his, who you see is only what you’re used to seeing,” he says it with confidence in a convincing manner. “I don’t know who it saw, but he smiled, like they do, and continued on its way. I stepped in the middle of the street, and tested it out, but instead of forming a though, I made the person they were seeing acceptable. Even called Josh out to see if it would work with him. It took zero effort and it came to me without attempting it.”

      “You’re controlling their will. . .? Their seeing?” I ask biting back my cringe.

      Our eyes lock and he defends, “Not like that. I’m protecting us, so we can get the hell out of here. I’m not going to go on a mind control spree and start changing their minds and forcing them to accept good over evil.”

      “Maybe you should,” Trevor cuts in. “I mean, how bad would it be for all people to be good. Like, world peace could be inevitable.”

      “There’s free will for a reason. If the most powerful being in the universe wouldn’t take it from his people, why would Nathan?”

      “I’m just saying. . .” Trevor hangs his head low and turns back to the truck. “It’d be epic.”

      Nathan pats my shoulder, but doesn’t add in his two scents to put off exactly how he feels about this new ability. He starts back in his truck and they discuss how to fix what they believe is wrong. By the smug smile that crooked the corner of his mouth, it’d seem he’s comfortable with this new arrangement. That. . . The ability to control any person’s inner desires, their will, alone, is too much power.

      “Sparky, don’t over think this,” Nathan says. He looks over his work and nods. “Trevor, jump in, and try to crank the engine.”

      Trevor does as he’s told, and with a single crank, the engine roars to life. “Yes,” he cheers and Nathan balls a fist and nods in success.

      The hood’s slammed down and Nathan rounds the truck to the driver’s side. “Hope in the back, we’re getting out of here,” he tells Trevor. “You coming?”

      “Where?” I ask. “Find someone else we can shack up with until what?”

      “Sparky, we can go anywhere we want. We don’t have to hideaway in small hut. No offense, Trevor. Your little hut was useful.”

      “None taken.”

      “Sparks, you have to get behind this with me. Let’s go back to the family house, check on everything. And then we’ll take it from there.”

      “I thought you said they were in danger if we stayed around them? Things are different now because. . .?”

      Nathan lifts his gaze to the sky as he thrusting his hands through his hair. “Because of the obvious, Sparks.”

      Crossed, I get in the truck, but wonder what affect this has on the prophecy. It’s coming true. The more power we gain, the more likely we are this weapon and maybe, can be swayed. If his beast is prompt to side with the negative, why wouldn’t he do so with this too?

      “You two are life savers. I mean, I know I kinda helped you out first, but getting me out of that town. . . This is great!” The smile Trevor wears, I can hear it in his words. Night before last, he told me how much he wished he could walk outside without feeling as if his life was on the line. With Nathan, he got that. Maybe unbeknownst to Nathan, Nathan is already showing how he can be used a someone’s weapon. As long as Trevor has Nathan, knowing Nathan will look out of him, he can walk around the entire world and never have to fear for his life again when it comes down to the Qualms. And if not to back up my assumptions, Trevor adds, “If only my dad were here. This would be the best day of my life.”
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      We drive for miles, heading back to Bennington, Virginia. I’ve wanted to put this place behind me for a long time. The instant I see the welcome sign, a bloat of memories return as if they’ve feared being forgotten. I hear them beg, remember, Tracey. And me too, Tracey. Wait, Tracey, don’t forgot about me, remember that time you killed your parents? Or that time you got kidnapped by Laine in your own home? But, don’t forget about that time you got chased by your dead best friend in that warehouse that one time. Remember that? Epic, right?

      I shake the thoughts from my head, and hide the pain deep in a dark space, way down in the pit of my stomach. Now, is not the time for fear, or pain. Maybe, it’s not even the time for emotions. Love and hate. . .

      Now, this moment, in my tainted life is the time for time to pass in a way sand falls through the slit of an hourglass.

      Sparks?

      Yes?

      Everything is different. I can hear on a heightened level than you can. I see through eyes like yours. But my eyes don’t cloak. He looks my direction and asks, Are my eyes black?

      No, Nate, I reply with a soft chuckle.

      Well, I see tinted and different shit all around me. I feel people, but not their presences, like yours. I feel their auras, their desires, emotions, their cravings. It’s how I’m able to change them. Literally, in the center of my hand, I can feel their lives, their will. . . circling in my hand like a sphere. And, if I were to crush it, they’d perish before my eyes. Would it be real. . .? I don’t know, because I believe I’m also seeing in another time. Sometimes the world is light, but at other times, it dims.

      That’s my every day, Nate.

      You hold lives in your hand? he asks with wide eyes, cutting his gaze from the road to meet mine.

      Laughing, I say, No silly.

      Has anything changed in you?

      Nope, same old me. But, I had this thought a long time ago, way back before I knew you were alive. This Qualm came to see me, it fooled me into thinking he was you. He showed me a vision, one where I stood at your side for you, not with you. As if I was an accessory to your presences or your power. I don’t think the All-Seeing of Death directly involves me, like your beast mentioned. I think I somehow assist in your advancing into this.

      You’re saying we aren’t this Seeing of Death, I am?

      Yes. It’s not The Seeing and Death, it’s The Seeing of Death. And I’m not death, and it’s you seeing.

      Nathan falls quiet and stays quiet until we stop at a gas station just miles from making it to the family house. Trevor’s laid across the backseat, asleep. “Hey,” I shake him. “We’re stopping. You want something or need to use the bathroom?”

      He shakes his head, but doesn’t trouble himself with opening his eyes.

      “I’ll run in for food. You’ll pump the gas?” I offer.

      “Nope. We’re down to our last ten bucks. I’m putting it all in the tank. Sit back with Trevor, I got it.”

      Nathan’s in and out of the store in less than two minutes, and he’s finished pumping the gas before the song on the radio ends. We’re back on the road, driving through familiar parts of town that I’m used to seeing. We pull in the driveway of the old family house. Our home that had been blown up, burned to a crisp, knocked down, and was reconstructed.

      With black shutters and white sidings, it stands tall. “Why are we here?” I ask. Nathan gets out of the truck. It’s only for a brief second that I see the structure as it once was. As I’m seeing the silhouette of a man exits from the front door, the structure evaporates into nothing but planks of placed wood. The man remains standing in the doorway. I squint to make him out from this distance.

      Tarleton?

      I move to get out but Nathan raises hand for me to stay. I crack the window instead.

      Nathan and Tarleton, who I’m hoping is still Chislon, meet halfway. “It seems as if you no longer stand before me as man or beast, but as the Knight. How do you ride your white horse?” he asks with an edge of repulse. “What color is your heart?”

      Nathan snorts. “I’m just a beast impersonating a man. That’s all I want. A life of a fake appearance with my mate and I, where we can live without watching our back or hopes for peace. Peace is all I want.”

      “If peace is what you desire, peace is what you should provide yourself, but you know the cost.” Chislon looks my direction, meeting my eyes. “She means the world to you. However, you’ll soon discover the cost of holding on to her.”

      I jump out of the truck and quickly cross the ground to them. “What’s the cost?”

      Chislon snatches my wrist and turns my hand palm up. “You are a gift to your mate. An accord if you will for a paramount being that cherishes you too much and too little. Your life holds one reason to his purpose on this earth, as mother Elbany held to her people. To provide. The more you give, the more he takes.”

      I wrench my writ from his grasp. I’ve always known Nathan and I fuel each other. Those are the ins and outs of being bound, we perish without one another and are our best when together. What is the difference here? “So, I’m my mate’s source of energy?”

      Chislon’s blank expression turns to one of curiosity. “You find nothing wrong of being a source.”

      “I don’t understand,” I correct.

      “It’s not your story, Sparks. It’s mine. Exactly like what you predicted.”

      “So, what does that mean?”

      Nathan shrugs. “I’m not sure. But I need you.”

      Chislon laughs once. The leer he gives Nathan is degrading. “You have no idea.” In a blink, he evaporates into a line of mist that sails away with the wind.

      “He’s just going to leave without giving us any more detail. To just tell me I’m some kind of fuel source for you and then nothing!” I shout, pointing the direction Chislon blew. “I hate his help!”

      “Sparky.” Nathan takes me by my shoulder and a calm washes over me. “Bring it down a bit.” It’s a calm from his touch that I used to crave, but now find controlling. And it’s not that I hate Nathan can ‘control.’ He’s always snuck inside of my mind or body and altered one thing or another, from my feelings to a comforting thought when it was too hard to let go alone. The problem is—

      “That I can do to everyone else? And you think I’m going to side with the evil, forgetting our good.”

      A sigh slumps my shoulders. “I just don’t want you to let this power go to your head and you forget that you’re not what they are making you to be. Not a monster, not a knight, not a tool. You’re Nathan.”

      “And that’s what you see,” he finishes. “I’m fighting for you. And you’re fighting for them. We know you won’t let me make the wrong choice.”

      Nodding, “I won’t.”
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      The issue with my mother’s knowledge is, though she knew there were barriers I couldn’t cross, and restriction over me, she never told me I shouldn’t. I was taught to be cautious. She thought that was more important than telling me never to mate. It’s impossible to never mate. What fate wants, fate gets. Maybe, she knew that. But, maybe she knew something else too. Something she’s left out of the dos and don’ts.

      From birth, my father has tried to kill me, but not just for me being Burdened, but because of what I can become. If I’m greater than a Burdened Sephlem, some kind of knight for the Qualm resistance for the people, that’s a new one on me. I’m not interested in being a hero, to anyone.

      So, which is it? The Seeing of Death, or this white knight? These are likely the choices they’ve been talking about. Had this been just over seven years ago, I’d opt to hold every being’s life in my hands. To call shots on their lives with the snap of my finger. I would’ve loved that kind of power. To sway a feeling and rob anyone of their free will to do as I saw fit, to live as I pleased. I would’ve given my life for that kind of ability. Now, though, life is too precious. And knowing what it feels like for someone else to hold my life in their hands, for someone else to give me life. Something so fragile shouldn’t belong to a man so selfish. It doesn’t belong to someone who’s focus in life is power. I don’t crave power to that extent. I don’t want it.

      So, I’m a knight. A warrior for a greater good. Shit. . .

      It’s time for a change.

      I flip the hourglass over and hold it in my right hand. What Tracey saw as sand, are souls, tiny bodies mourning, falling through the center, hanging onto the one above, all fearful to land. They don’t belong to anyone specific, their more so for warning, reminding me of what I really am. Death. I am a beast that requires his mate to become a king, maybe a god even, who has the ability to make or break anyone. I’m considering smashing it when Trevor sits beside me, sat on a couch in the living room of my mother’s house.

      “Whoa!” he exclaims. “That’s the coolest thing I’ve ever seen!” he reaches for it, and I pass it to him. My first instinct is to warn him to be careful, but a little damage will do it some good.

      “What do you see?”

      “Everything,” he whispers. “The sand’s the colors of the universe. It even sparks with stars and shooting meters.” He turns it over and over. “It just keeps going.”

      “It’s magic,” I admit. “It shows you answers to your unknown questions. Answers are your greatest desire right now. You want to know why something would come and turn your world upside down, so, your response is the answers to the universe. Only a high power would know why the Qualms attacked your town first, why their trying to invade our word period. Why those things exist.”

      My response breaks the hypnosis the hourglass has on him. “Are you going to do anything to help? I know you can. I can see it in you. After what you did today, you’re probably able to do anything. Like, save everyone.”

      “What you see in my eyes is confusion and misunderstanding. Not a hero.”

      “Not a villain either. You saved me from those things in my old neighborhood. Someone with that kind of power to blind eyes and change minds shouldn’t sit on it. They are taking over the world and you can stop them. So, stop them.”

      “What if stopping them cost the life of something you loved?”

      Trevor hands back the hourglass. He shrugs. “A million people are in love with someone at this very moment. They are at risk to losing their loves any day now, depending on how fast those things are moving. Is your single love greater than a million?” Leaving, he adds, “You don’t seem that selfish. But that’s a hard question to answer when you’re battling for something like love. Maybe, instead, battle for life.” He nods, “Life will have more chances at love than love alone.”

      I shove my hands through my hair and mutter to myself. “If I were required to let go of Tracey at the cost of saving others, that is life, she is love. And I only get a chance at it once.”

      Feeding from Tracey did something to me. I knew it would. But it’s heightened me beyond my knowledge. It’s advanced me and there’s no more denying who I am.

      I’m going to do something. I’m going to take down the Qualms, Lunis, and my father.
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      The sun is breaking light across the sky, and the birds bring me back to life from a horrific sleep. I’ve fallen asleep outside for the second night in a row, and for the third morning in row, Tracey’s gone.

      The last few days, I’ve given her some space, leaving myself available for when she wants my company, though I crave for hers. And she has a few times, but as much as things have changed for me, they’re changing for her too. I can just sense she’s different.

      I find her at the neighborhood park, swinging. She feels my approach before I’m a foot to her. I’m so connected to her, the rush from her high swings and the heavy wind encases me as if I were on that swing. Her feet drag in the sand to stop herself. I take the swing beside her. “What you doing?” I ask.

      “Just hanging around. Can I show you something? I woke up this morning and didn’t want to bother you with it. But, it’s been creeping me out.”

      “What’s up?”

      Tracey gets off the swing and takes my hand. She pulls me with her to the center of the nearest street. Closing her eyes, she clutches my hand tighter and brings it before us. Some kind of invisible shield press against my palm. I push against it and bring my free hand to join. “What’s going on?” Everything looks normal, but, it’s as if a glass wall was before us, in the middle of the street.

      “Wait,” she states. “Watch this.” She digs in her pocket, grabs a rock, and throws it at the barrier. It flies down the street, unaffected.

      I stand, too stunned to understand. Stepping back forward, I throw a fist forward, but Tracey catches me by the arm. “Slow down, Rocky. You’re going to hurt yourself. Focus. Will a greater sight.”

      I breathe and drag a sleeping ability to my mind’s eye. Without needing to tap into Tracey, my vision blurs and with little effort it clears though slightly differs in shade.

      “Tell me you see this?” Tracey asks, desperation making her heart speed up.

      I scan the replica of this neighborhood but it’s dreary and in parish. Bathed in a shade of blue, it’s the sun blotched and shining an unusual blue hue that bleeds this color onto the land. The homes are built of wood logs instead of brick and some have golden ribbons tied around their door knobs while others are black.

      To Tracey I mutter, “Yeah. I see it.”

      “Remember the invisible wall? Now try.”

      I lift my hand but press against nothing, and I step forward, leaving my world behind. “Okay. What the hell is going on?”

      She shakes her head. “I wasn’t able to do that. I could just see it. I was hoping you could, and it’s working.”

      I extend my hand, and she follows me through. In the middle of nothing, an oval window-like space, like window, looks to where we just. . . Entered? Around it waves, slowly, like water, just as it did back Amelia’s.

      For a while, we roam the deserted streets paved with dirt and debris as we creep in the town’s silence, shooting daring glances at each other when one of us breathes too loudly. Our eyes are piled for anything and anyone. A piece of me is hoping something tries to attack us.

      It’s not easy to tell the time of day with the blue-hue-sun stagnant in the sky, half rose. We crossover familiar streets, names the same as, home. It’s when we make it to our house that we finally stop. Beyond the house, the lake that should be here is dried up. We enter with a simple push against the door.

      It’s empty.

      Oddly, it feels safer to speak when Tracey closes the door. “Where are we?”

      “You got me.”

      There’s a knock on the door.

      Tracey jumps and crosses the floor to me as she’s warming her hands and preparing her attack. Hand on the door knob, she says, “Wait. I know that presence.” Hurriedly, she crosses the floor and rips the door open.

      The man on the other side states, “You did it! You found him! I must tell everyone.”

      “No,” Tracey whispers harshly. She yanks the man in the house and shuts the door. “Where are we?”

      The man, dressed in gold, meets my eyes. He says, “We have waited a long time for you, Nathan.” He looks me over. “You don’t appear ready.”

      “Somebody tell me what’s going on,” I say.

      “This is Karthik,” Tracey says. “He looked more human the last time I saw him, but I didn’t believe he was.”

      He’s a Qualm, but like Chislon, dressed in white-gold robe.

      “I was a passer. I’ve now repaid my debt and am no more. Please.” He motions to a couch in the nearby living room not far from the front door, like the home Tracey and I shared. “Welcome,” he starts. “This is our world—realm of the universe, one you’ve been lucky to avoid. You’ve arrived on a lighter day. But, I presume you’ve come to set us free?”

      “Set you free from what?”

      “Our hell. We desire to be equal as others who have lived among your earth are. You have come to break the barrier between our realms. You have come to set us free.”

      Tracey shakes her head, saying, “If there is a barrier, it’s there for a reason. And we have no intention of breaking it.”

      “No disrespect, Sight. However, that is not your call. Please,” he requests. “Allow me the opportunity to show you some things.”

      On the other side of the neighborhood, where corner stores and motel line the street, Karthik give us a tour of their run-down city. “I miss the breeze,” he says, dragging the back of his hand across his neck. “There’s never one here.”

      “I’ve noticed,” Tracey utters, flapping her shirt by its helm.

      “You see,” Karthick starts, “It’s the same but major things are different.” He points across the street to a couple sitting on the curb, one clutching the other in their lap. They cry for the other to hold on, but by the looks of their limp body. “Our people are dying.”

      “People,” Tracey retorts. “You’re calling these Qualms people?”

      Karthick shoots me a glance before accommodating a confirming smile. “We believe we should embrace our future in the way the hosts would express themselves. You would not say, the human race is dying. You’d say we are dying.”

      “But, you’re not people.”

      “Not yet,” Karthick says with a single nod. “But, soon, we will be. It’s been promised. We cannot live without the latching on to someone of life. We are made up of half the life humans are provided, if we could only acquire another half, we can live a fuller life too. I see no wrong in that. We’d enhance our host as well. This is beneficial for everyone.”

      “You’re stealing someone’s life!” Tracey objects. “That’s wrong.”

      Karthick shakes his head and gives us a reassuring smile. “Not with Nathan,” he admires. “With him, without pain or decision, we can be inserted into another like that,” he snaps his fingers. “No one will feel any pain or discomfort. We will live among the living as required for our persistence.” He waves us onward. “See,” he points to a group of humans. They’re obvious to the eye, without cloaks and their internal desire to rise against the Qualms and take back their world. Humans cower in shadows and as we pass, they try to hide their faces.

      Down a side walk, in a rundown overpass crowded with homeless humans, one grabs Tracey’s wrist. I race to her side ready to turn the aggressive son of bitch into nothing.

      “Please,” he begs. “We’ve been banished because we choose not to abide by the new ruling. Don’t hurt us any further. We’re only human.” He takes a knife and is prepared to cut his arm to prove it.

      Tracey squats down. “Don’t.” She looks over the boy sitting beside the man dressed in rags and sandals. To him, she asks, “What’s your name?”

      The boy grabs on to his father’s arm, hiding behind it as he whispers, “Fred.”

      “You’re hungry? Fred.”

      He eagerly nods. “Father won’t allow us into the city.” He points to another small group of four far behind them. Maybe his siblings and a woman who can pass for their mother. “It’s gotten too bad for people like us. I don’t want to die, so we go hungry. The weaker we are, the less they won’t us. They think it means we won’t last long.” Nodding he adds, “They want the longer lasting ones.”

      Tracey snags the last of our food from her back pocket. A granola bar. She hands it to the boy. “You don’t have to go hungry to stay safe. We’re here now,” she promises, and I doubt she knows what that means or what our being here entails.

      Through two more small towns, it’s like this. Homeless humans cower in over ground sewers, abandoned underpasses, dark alleys. They don’t beg and do their best to avoid eye contact. Though vacant buildings crowd the town, they are residents of the streets

      The dreary sun’s falling beneath the earth and the warm air is starting to cool. In another small town, we stride the street and come up on a square. Unlike the places we’ve been before, humans cheer and dance in the town’s center. They don’t share the fear the others have displayed, and gleefulness comforts their eager presence.

      In an instant, their gazes attack me and smiles lift their faces. They cheer with abundance. “Sir,” they call. “It’s been so long.”

      I deny, “I’m not whoever you think I am,” waving my hand to keep them back

      “You have saved our ancestors once, and you will save us again.” A man with a gray beard and tired eyes, steps before them. “If you chose not to help us here, they will come to your world and you will become like the humans here. Your people will beg to be left alone, depriving themselves from the goodness of the earth as not be desired by the evil that takes over the land. They will be gods to your people and you will be to blame.”

      A girl pulls his long robe. She whispers low, “Just because he looks like the white knight and answers to the same name doesn’t make him the person who is on our side. We must be careful with him as well. Remember, Behold, a pale horse, and its rider’s name was death, and hell followed him. Don’t giveaway too much. Should he choose the other side, he’ll use it against us.”

      “We won’t,” Tracey speaks up. “We won’t use anything against you.”

      I’m shaking my head, backing away from the growing crowd that’s pointing and aweing. They go on and on about how I’m here to finally save them, how I’m supposed to make sure no one else suffers the wrath of the Qualms, how I’m to risk everything for them.

      “Sparks,” I call. “We need to go home. I can’t stay here.”

      Tracey takes my hands in hers. “You’re shaking.”

      “Just get us out of here.”

      With a stealthy concentration, she blinks and we’re back in our colorful town, sun setting, casting rays of colors over the streets and houses. Tracey rubs my shoulders. “You okay?”

      “How could you promise those people we would save them? We don’t know how to do that,” I tell her.

      “But we can’t just stand by.”

      “I’m not saying we stand by, but before we go getting people’s hopes up, we need to be sure we can accommodate those promises, Tracey.”

      She matches my step at my attempt to walk around her. “We are obviously designed to do something. I just wanted to let them know we would at least try, Nate. Sometimes people need a little bit of hope just to hang on another day.” She shrugs. “I just wanted to give them that little bit just to hang on.”

      I wrap my arms around her shoulders. “It’s okay. I’m just not sure.”
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      In the bed of my truck, Tracey and I lay out blankets and lie beneath the sky. Her head is on my chest, and I run my fingers over her curly hair. “Sparks?”

      She tightens her hold on me. “Hum?”

      “What if helping those people means we have to give up this? You and me.”

      Tracey sits up on her elbow and rests her chin on my chest. A gentle tug on her brows barely brings them taut, but her eyes show concern for the meat of my question. “How do you mean?”

      “I think, for me to stop the Qualms, I’d have to do it without you.”

      “He’s not lying,” comes from our right.

      “What the hell?” Tracey and I jump up. “Are you just stalking us now?” She’s usually able to feel a person’s approach, but he arrived completely unannounced.

      “Sorry,” my father says, hands raised near his ears. “I’m not here to cause any problems, Keith. I only want to talk.”

      “What do you want?” flies out of my mouth as I’m trying to calm the rush of adrenaline that’s thrashing through me from the startle. “If you need help with something, you’ve come to the wrong place.”

      “Lunis killed your mother. That wasn’t a part of the plan. And he needs to pay for tearing apart my family.”

      I snort. “Then you do need something. If you think I’m going to help you take on Lunis and you walk away, I’m not. You’re as guilty as he is, no matter the heads up you’re trying to give, or your wicked way of looking out for us suddenly. You’re still dead to me.”

      “Do you see me, Keith?”

      I nod. The thought to lie does cross my mind, but I’m interested in learning all he knows and to find out where he’ll lead me.

      “I wasn’t the best father.” There’s a sardonic snort from Tracey. She turned her back to him shortly after he arrived. “See this from my eyes,” he continues. “My father was murdered by my Burdened mother, she slaughtered my brother, my sister, and only I remained alive. Yes, I resent Burdeneds, I resent anything, anyone, who has the inability to control themselves because of this reason. Your aunt Cynt was away, made with Donald. I was alone until your mother. She meant the world to me.”

      “Get on with it, Nathan,” I say.

      “This goes back to when Olar killed Lunis’ wife and daughter. The very first thing Lunis did was come to me demanding debts and answers I didn’t have. I’d settled all debts with him after Roehl and you tried to destroy his empire during your bad days, and Olar ripped that wound back open.”

      “What does this have to do with you? You were supposed to be dead by then.”

      He shakes his head and rubs his fingers back and forth across his forehead. “The girls have had my soul on ice for years, Keith.”

      This reveal causes Tracey to turn around. “The girls? How were you able to walk around without a soul?”

      “Magic,” I offer. I look to my father to continue.

      He shrugs. “Like I said, I just needed a body. With Lunis’ help, I got that.”

      “Yeah, but why?” Tracey asks. “Lunis doesn’t seem like the type of person who would lend a hand to someone just because they asked.”

      He tips his chin and there a slight shake his head. “Well, Great Nathan, he descended from Nathan Lamant, the king of lands who was admired by pure hearts and innocent souls. It’s not that royalty drives through our bloodline, but him specifically, as a descendent, has the direct marking of King Nathan. An exact replica and lionesque personality that’s as dominating as it is amiable.” His shoulders rise as though the information is hard for him to admit. “I saw it on him—felt it on him—the first day I held him. Flushed in red and death in his eyes. He was the Burdened Sephlem that would hold the ability of being the seeing of death, the monster everyone in our realm feared. My son. A weapon—a gift,” he marvels in correction, “to anyone who desired the power of control.” Though I can indirectly see my father, it’s as though I see him as a ghost, because Laine is what’s directly in front of me. It’s off-putting distinguishing through the two expressions and trying to remember what it was like to have a cordial conversation with my father that wasn’t business related. I fucking hate this guy.

      “And what better person than the leader of Qualms, the lard of ass who wants to rule our world. So, after Nathan promised he’d kill you because you’re a horrible person, you made a deal with Lunis because your son had finally mated and opened up the truths of some ridiculous prophecy that sets him in place to be the All-Seeing of Death.”

      “God, Sparks.” I rub her thigh. “You caught on to all of that quickly.”

      “Exactly,” my father admits. “With promise I’d get Nathan turned over to him, he guaranteed to bring me back and we’d start his plan for gain of control. We had it down to a science,” he says, slapping one hand over the other. “First, evacuate the house, Lana would plant the bomb.” He digresses from his thrill of the reveal to add, “Lana was a sweet girl, until she discovered it was her mate who killed her mother. That was my doing.” The light fills back in his eyes as he dives back in as though he never cut from his scheme, “I knew you wouldn’t remain living with the family after you and Tracey mated, and separation helped us. If we got Tracey, we’d get you, but there was something I didn’t know about you.”

      “That he could break through realms,” Tracey mutters. “Yeah, we know.”

      Slowly nodding, he agrees, “Lunis’ barriers are impenetrable. Like the one Tracey encountered the day she thought she saw you die. That didn’t happen in this world. They only saw it, because Lunis wanted them to. The place in London, it’s not here, either, just its entryway was there. You burst in and walked out with ease. You tracked down your mate just be her opening a window. . .from a completely different world. And you still want to call yourself just a man. Men don’t do that.”

      “The Qualms,” Tracey offers.

      “It was all moving slower than intended. We expected him to advance into his true potential years ago, but that required taking more from his mate than he was willing to. Then we stepped in. It was like planting a seed, a thought would trigger an idea, ideas trigger action—cause and effect. After your mother explained your marking on your back, and then the qualms pop up, you, son, would begin to put the pieces to the puzzle together yourself, and your mind and beast would make the connection to at start advancing. The Qualms presenting themselves to you was their way of saying hello, nicely. Other’s didn’t get that pleasure. They’ve been around for some time, slowly, cautiously entering our realm by the likes of Lunis and . . . myself. Once we were sure about you, we knew it was time and boy, Keith, I wanted that power, all you can do but choose not to. Everything you are but that you won’t own up to or claim. I started to think you were either stupid or kind enough not to be the Death everyone sought you out to be. And though I wanted your dominance, I want my wife more. She wasn’t supposed to be taken from me.”

      “And everything got out of your hands and you realized you made a deal with a devil worse than yourself.” Tracey thrusts her arms forward and blast him across the forest.

      I rub her shoulders. “Hey. Sounds like you’ve got a handle on all this stuff.”

      She sighs. “Nate, why on earth are you royalty and didn’t know it? Who doesn’t know they’re a freaking king.”

      I step away from her, objecting, “I am no king. They think I’m a knight. And I’m not that either.”

      “Obviously, you are. Isn’t it making sense to you yet?”

      Yes, it is. A lot of sense.

      My father returns, healed, but burnt holes in his shirt. “I need your help taking down Lunis. It’s for my revenge, I can be honest about that. But it’s for you, because as long as he’s alive, they will always be coming after you two, you’re the only way to accomplish his plan. He wants to get you back, he accomplished it once, and he’ll do it again. With the Qualms at his back, and his promise to them that they’ll be able to overcome this world to, like theirs, he has an entire army. They wipe out your family to eliminate any distractions and anyone you believe in. And once it’s just you two, alone, they’ll play on your weakness.”

      “We’re each other’s weakness, and both of us are as strong as our weakness,” Tracey states.

      My father slides his gaze from Tracey to me. “Why does she care about you this much?”

      “She’s crazy,” I say with a shrug. “And . . . she’s right. There isn’t much more they can hit us with.”

      Tracey mutters, “All of you have taken more than anyone could give.”

      He shrugs. “Soon, Lunis is going to have those Qualms break down that realm and flood this land in a way darkness would as the sun sets. You may be able to fight off some of them who are near you, but for those on the other side of the town, or the other side of the country, you will not be able to save everyone.” He throws his hands out at his sides. “My proposal?”

      I nod.

      “Let’s take him down before he can do that. He doesn’t live in this land anymore, but there. It’s why he’s often untouchable. We go to him. Get after him before you’re forced into defense with hundreds of Qualms crawling down yours and Tracey’s throats and you end up in his grasps anyway.”

      Tracey and I are silent, staring him down, awaiting the dramatic ‘Gotcha’ he’s hiding in his back pocket.

      “Okay,” he gives. “Talk it over tonight. Meet me at our home. There’s an entrance to the realm in the backyard.” He disperses into black mist and zips through the night into nothing.
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      Tracey props her feet up on the dashboard. I’ve yet to drive out of the woods. “You going to say something?” I ask her.

      “Your dad’s full of shit, and I can’t believe you’re actually considering this.”

      “It’s a problem that needs our attention anyway weren’t you just saying we need to do something to save the people? We’ve been walking into danger for a while, the only difference from then to now is we have absolutely nothing else to lose but each other.”

      “That’s the way they wanted it.”

      “We should probably check in with what’s left of our family.”

      “Maybe. We need to get Trevor settled in too. He may as well stay here with us instead of trying to roam the streets and have him out there on his own.”

      “Are we in agreement? We meet him, do what we have to do to take him down, Lunis and the Qualms? We won’t do it if you don’t want to.”

      “Yes, we’re doing it. I don’t trust him.”

      “Me either, Sparky.”

      “You know those three Qualms who’s been riding us the past three years? Let’s go into this thinking they have their own plan, and have nothing to do with Lunis’ army.”

      “Hmm.” I take that into consideration. “You’re right. They do seem to have a different motive than Lunis, less greed more expression.”

      “Right.”

      It’s a fifty-minute drive back to my mother’s house. Since acquiring these new abilities, I can feel her presence here every time I walk through the door. There are qualities of my character constantly shifting and changing since I fed from Tracey. I’m still so fucking full but I want to do it again. It’s a terrible drug but a glorious high; one of inebriation, confidence, surety, strength. Physically I can do anything and conquer the shit out of it. Everything about me is enhancing because of my mate. I knew it would, this Seeing of Death would accelerate by my doing so, just as they predicated. It was the only thing holding me back. But, it’s the other part to follow this that I’m worried about.

      “Nick?” He’s level with my midsection.

      He breaks out of our hug. “Can I tell you about my day at school? I’ve got this girl who won’t leave me alone, and it’s only because I don’t want to get trouble why I won’t shoot her with my slingshot.” Nick spills his day, as I eye Tracey and Trevor. Oddly, I’m able to keep up with both conversation and engage with Nick without missing a beat of Tracey’s chat. This is the coolest fucking ability ever.

      “Nick, maybe she likes you. Girls do weird things when they like you.”

      He shrugs and drags his phone from his pocket as he leaves. I lay my head back on the couch and suck in a breath. We’ve left our family in the dark of our ventures. Only Little Nathan is aware, but knows to say nothing. It’s for their protection. The only information Little Nathan doesn’t know is that our father is in Laine, which is for the better right now. If my father is trying to set us up, the best we can do is be prepared for it. It’s hard to believe it took Lunis killing my mother to get him to change sides. My mother died years ago. If this was the case, would he not have changed sides that moment? He was impersonating as Laine the day I died-ish, and that was well after my mother died. They slaughtered Tracey’s parents well after my mother died. I died well after my mother died. . .

      I have to call bullshit.

      “Hey,” Tracey pats my leg. “Wake up. We’ve got stuff to go over.”

      I snatch her by her waist and tug her onto my lap. After a second inhale, I bit back the urge to go in for a taste. Long curls that didn’t make it into her messy ponytail hang around her face. I push them back, and pull to close.

      She shoves her hands against my chest. “Don’t kiss me.”

      Taken aback, I knit my brows. “What? Why not?”

      She shrugs. “I feel like they’re numbered. And while I’d love to indulge in you right now, there’s going to be a moment in our future I’m going to wish I saved it for.”

      “Shut up.” I slip my hand behind her neck and kiss her chin before her lips. She nearly melts in my arms. “Don’t you feel better now?”

      “Mm, hmm.” Her arms wrap around my neck and she leans against my chest. In our hug, she places her face in my neck and breathes easier.

      I mumble to her, though knowing she won’t understand, “I remember you. But to forget you and have the opportunity to get to know you all over again, then to have you now. It’s hard to wrap my mind around losing you.”

      “I love you too.”

      I chuckle. “That’s always your response.”

      “I never know what you’re saying, but I know you’re saying something that equals to that.”

      “I adore you, Sparks.” She’s soon dozing, Miss. We have some stuff to go over. I carry her to a bed we’ll sleep in for the night. “We’re going to meet Nathan in the morning.”

      “Humph.”

      She pushes her hand across my chest and lays more comfortably. It’s warmer than usual, and I take her wrist in my hand to give it a look. Her palm’s light, no black. “Hey, you’re okay?”

      “Um, I don’t feel too well all of a sudden.”

      I open my senses to be consumed by hers. Its sudden coming over me; sluggishness, nausea. I’m immediately flushed, nearing one hundred two degrees, and my head’s aching. I break away from her. “Why didn’t you tell me you were sick, Sparks?”

      She shrugs, muttering, “It just came out of nowhere. Can you take it away or something? I’m starting to feel horrible.” Tracey clutches her arms around her stomach and moves into the fettle position.

      “Of course.” I pull her near me and suck away her sickness. Most of it. For some reason, the headache remains. I try again, willing her pain away, but it sticks.

      “Thanks. So, we’re going to dive headfirst into more danger in the morning? Finally taking down the king pin.”

      “Yep. You and me.”

      “Let’s not forget about your dad.”

      “Right. I don’t know what his play is, but I don’t want to walk away from an opportunity at Lunis. My beast won’t let me. After what he did to you, to us. I’m betting he gave the order to wipe out our family.”

      “Maybe that’s how bad he wants you. I was thinking.” She turns onto her side; tired eyes beam up at me. “What if your dad is trying to get you around Lunis so he can replace your being. It’d put him in the place of power like he wants.”

      “They’d need the both of us to make me this Seeing of Death. And, you’re not going to like this, but I’d kill myself to not become that kind of monster.”

      “It’s me who can help make you that monster, right?”

      “The two of us.”

      She’s silent for a moment and I can’t break in to read her thoughts. “Well,” she carries, turning over. “They say revenge is the strongest motivator.”
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      We’re up early. Tracey’s been coughing all morning but she’s not running a fever like she was last night. She comes over to me with our duffle bag in hand. We’re on our last pair of clean clothes.

      “If we make it back tonight, you’re doing the laundry,” she says.

      I grab the bag from her and toss it on the top shelf in the closet. “We’ll be back to our normal way of living soon. We just need to get . . . life . . . together first.”

      Tracey buckles over, coughing hard enough she has to heave. I rush over to her and help her sit. “Are you sure you’re up for this? You can chill out here, and I’ll come for you after.”

      “What if you don’t come back.”

      I knit my brows. “I’ll always come back, Sparks. Mission accomplished or not. If there’s a doubt in my mind I won’t make it out alive, I’ll runaway to make it back to you.”

      Even breaths eliminate her coughing. I rub her back and wait. “I’m going,” she says. “I won’t sit on the side lines of this battle. Not after everything we’ve been through.”

      “Okay. Let’s do it. If you feel worse, we aren’t going. If we get there and you feel bad, we’re turning back.”

      “We.” She laughs once. Shaking her head, a small smile plays on her mouth. “I feel fine. It’s just a little cold.”

      I take her face in my hands and tap into her sense. She does feel capable, just a scratch in her throat and a stuffy nose. “Okay,” I tell her, and leave a kiss on her forehead.

      We head out to our old neighborhood. They’ve finished building a home on the lot we once lived that looks nothing like the house we remember. By the car in the driveway, a family has moved in. I wish them a better life than the one we had.

      Nearer the lake stands my father with Laine’s body as his host. The early morning’s silence is deterring. It cautions me to turn around and find another way to take out Lunis, but I ignore it.

      Tracey strides at my side, steps infused with a confidence she claims I gave to her, but that she doesn’t know she acquired on her own.

      “Good morning,” my father says. “I thought you weren’t going to show.”

      “Well, we’re here now,” Tracey says. “Now what?”

      He grins shamefully. “I have something I must admit. Only Lunis holds the ability to break through the realms. You’re the key.”

      “And I’m assuming you’re not.”

      “No, Tracey. I am not. I need you in order for me to go back.”

      I stop Tracey from batting back. She’s not a huge fan on this man who stands before us, and while I’ve hated him my entire life, maybe Mom was correct in giving him a second chance.

      “We can get us through, but you hold your side of the bargain. Our focus is Lunis. The instant we get a hint of your changing sides, we’ll make sure to end you permanently. And we can see it.”

      “We see everything,” Tracey adds.

      With Tracey’s hand clutched in mine, I rise my hand before me and will an entry. The space in front of us gently waves like water until it’s like a window and we see another land present. I motion for my father to head in first, then Tracey and I follow in after her.

      Our eyes must heavily adjust to lack of visibility. It’s much darker here, the nights a shade of darkness our world has never witnessed but is promised at some point in its future. Tracey’s ability to cloak her eyes and see though the darkness helps her, and before I can hope the same for myself, my body reacts, without a film covering my eyes, and I see clearly. The air is washed in dust. Tracey drags the collar of her shirt over her nose.

      We stand amid a city on what would be a busy street if this was our world, based on its four lanes and wide stretch. Desecrated buildings line it’s disfigured curbs with fallen, rusty light posts splayed on the skinny sidewalks and in the streets. Old newspaper holder doors creek, oddly as there’s no breeze.

      A faint warm blue haze brings a hint of light to our morning. “I think the sun is rising,” Tracey says.

      “It burns red when it sets, almost as if the land was being set on fire by the sky,” my father admires.

      “What happened here?” Tracey asks.

      A fly zips past me. But I see it passing slowly and with detail; the flapping of the wings pushing air past its body. I heard its buzzing long before it met my gaze. Single sand grains, slowly pass before me. I drag my eyes closed, breaking the concentration.

      From somewhere, not near us, as I don’t see her, a woman responds to her son who happens to ask the exact question as Tracey. The woman says, “Darkness killed our land. He came with an army and slaughtered those who stood in his way. They whipped through the sky, snatching the light from the firmament. It was beautiful once, blue was our glamorous view. The land quaked and fire road from the ground like the cry of a dragon. The monsters followed, snatching those who they felt were of their need. They never returned as themselves and others not at all. They took over our world like titans and gods, seizing all we had and cherished, liking us to beg from them. These monsters wanted us to worship them, and those who did not follow this new order met a begging possession, something worse than death that I don’t want any of you to experience.”

      “That’s why you do what they ask. That’s why you gave up Lilly, because they wanted her.”

      “If I hadn’t we’d all be doomed, son. Now sleep. Soon the sol will rise and the monsters will be out to collect now homes for their beings.”

      “They’re dying, aren’t they? Why won’t they just die?”

      “Because someone keeps giving them a home.”

      “Nate!” Tracey shakes my arm. “You with us?”

      I take her hand in mine and share with her what I heard.

      Her free hand wraps around the outer side of mine. “This is why I told them we’d help,” she says. “We can at least try. And knowing what we do now, we know how to do that.”

      “Let’s keep going. We don’t want to be noticed by the wrong crowd,” my father says.

      As if his words were their welcoming, Qualms appear in our path. Rows of them, in a line, crowd the four-lane road. They part down the middle and Lunis walks before them.

      “What a pleasant surprise,” he says. “Welcome to my home.” We’ve always suspected Lunis to be a full-blooded Sephlem. Even with my heightened senses, the advanced ability to sight, I don’t see anything beyond him. He’s not possessed by a Qualm, no Faylamen, I don’t even see an extension of this demon guy they’ve brought up a few times. Could it be the Sephlem body providing him the protective shield to hides his inner being? If it’s possible, that would explain why the Qualms want Sephlems even beyond them wanting the abilities and power.

      My father says, “I want my wife.”

      Lunis laughs. “Your wife was a far better person than you, Nathan. She’s never coming back. Ask Tracey.”

      Tracey gets a foot off the ground in her charge for our enemy. I grab her by her waist. “Whoa, feisty. Don’t feed into his shit. He’s fucking with you two because he can.”

      “Nathan Jr., looks like you’ve been doing some soul searching. I will acquire the body of you and your mate, you realize this, yes?”

      “No,” Tracey blurts.

      “Humph. Get them,” he says to the Qualm beside him.

      It and two others charge for us.

      Something in me snaps. There’s literally a popping sound in my ears, and I’m one with my beast, seeing in red and deep gray. Every move they make, I see it before it happens. With hands the color of the sun, my punches plow through their darkness with little effort but maximum affects. They burst into nothing.

      They keep coming and each, I diminish.

      I’m rushed by hundreds and with a thought, they sizzle. On the last, I punch through its neck to grab Lunis by his face. “I always keep my promises,” I tell him. With a hand on his shoulder and the other clutched around the bottom half of his head, I rip him in two and drop him to the ground.

      Tracey’s running up behind me. She shoves a kick in Lunis’ limp chest.

      “What the hell was that?” I ask.

      “I owed him that kick!” She drops her gaze to him and her shoulders fall. “Wait.” She meets my eyes. I’m shrieking in height as my beast resides and I regain full control. “Does that mean it’s over? No more Qualms? No more Lunis, for good?”

      I look around us. There are still Qualms that remain, but keep a far distance, hiding in the shadows where they belong. “I don’t know if this means it’s over. But now that Lunis’ isn’t calling shots to snatch us, I believe that threat is gone. They’ll likely want revenge.”

      “Keith!”

      On my turnaround, my father’s back is to me with a blade sticking out of his spine, only inches from connecting with me. He stumbles forward, steps leading away from me as his hands slowly lift to his chest. A line of silver blood stains his shirt.

      A blazing serpent, larger than life, slithers from Tracey’s and my clasped hand. With the rage of a thrashing wave, it strikes the three Qualms that’ve stepped out of the shadows for a second chance at us. Eliminating them in a second. It slithers back and needs to enter through both of Tracey’s hands on its return.

      I’ve caught my collapsing father. He’s pulling the blade from his body as I’m propping him up. “Why’d you do that?” I ask.

      “Power isn’t greater than love, Keith. Your mother would’ve wanted this.”

      “Thanks.”

      He pats my shoulder then is dead weight in my arms.

      Tracey comes to my side and places her hands over his open eyes. She nods, and I obliterate him into a pile of ash that blows away, mixing with that of the other decedents.

      “Know what?” Tracey rubs my shoulder. “At least, now, our mom will be happy.”

      She’s right. A smile tugs at my cheeks, but I bite it back and kiss Tracey’s jaw. “Thanks.”

      People—human—have flood into the streets; they cheer and dance. Over them, from a far, the Qualms, most disguised by their host and others in their born form, take an exit long overdue, retreating to their darkness, their promise of revenge sings through the air by their muffles and swears.

      I snort. Fucking things should be happy they’re still living, unlike the ones back in our world. I plan to kill every one of those fuckers. Considering how effortless it was. I thought there’d be a fight, a greater fight than a simple punch.

      With their retreat, it’s a great change from when we’d first arrived where it was the humans who wanted to remain in the dark. All but one Qualm, standing down the street far the growing crowd, stares. In a blink, a vision shows him charging for me, a wire dipped in pearl wrapped around his hand. He intends to use to it to chock me.

      I’m laughing. More so, my beast is laughing, and it’s expelling from me. I keep it down, but warn the eager Qualm with a look of promise. If he comes in the vicinity of my mate or me or these people, we’ll see who’s standing after.

      He disburses into their dark mist and is quickly forgotten.

      Tracey’s joined the celebration around us and we laugh and party with the gleeful crowd.

      They dance and sing. Kindly, they respect my request to not thanked or praised or acknowledged. I’m just pleased by us all basking in freedom.

      A freedom I’ve never known.
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      A couple offers Tracey and me dinner and a place to rest while the party grows in the street. Their home is in a dried sewer opening underground. They cook with the help of wood and coal that a grill rack sits over, but under a tripod. Jim, the husband, cooks sausage in a cast iron skillet he made by hand.

      “Hopefully, you all won’t have to live like this anymore,” Tracey says. “Maybe you’ll find a place to live above ground.”

      “As long as the Qualms exist there’s no place that safe, but what you’ve done was give them enough fear to stay back for a while. Maybe give us some time to form a safe haven, and figure out a way to fight them off on a constant bases,” Jim says. “They’ll only stay away for so long.”

      Tracey throws a quick glance at me and then looks away. “Are you too happy here?”

      Annabelle, the wife, smiles and says, “As long as we’re with each other, that’s good enough. We don’t need much and have what’s most important.”

      “That’s nice,” Tracey says.

      “You two make yourselves at home, we’re going to join the party. It’s been a long time since we danced in the sun light, or sang loud enough to be heard.”

      “She can’t sing,” Jim quips, earning a slap to his shoulder. They share a laugh.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      They leave through a sheet they have hung over a pipe like a curtain. It’s privacy enough for a place like this, blocking their small place off from the remainder of the deserted sewer.

      Tracey scoots her chair closer to me and lays her head against my shoulder. My entire life, someone has been after me. Someone has wanted me for what I am and what I can become, and finally, after all this time . . . it’s over? Could we have just solved our Nemanite issue, the Lunis issue, everything with this simple act? Did we just save millions of Burdened Sephlems’ futures?

      Tracey releases a long sigh. “Wow.” She may have been holding that one since she said yes.

      “Right?”

      “So, Superman, you were like a super hero taking out those Qualms. It’s obvious why those people are looking at you like you’re their knight in shining armor. Or their king that freed them from their fears.”

      “I’m no king. And I didn’t do it for them. I did it for us. I’m not a hero or knight, Sparks. I’m just a man. I wish I was just a man who wants freedom for my mate. And finally, we have that.”

      “Finally, we have that,” she breaths. “We’ve fought and risked a lot for this freedom.”

      I grab her from her seat and pull onto my lap. There’s a peace in her eyes I would’ve given my life to see. She pushes her hands around my neck and stares in my eyes.

      “I’m not usually a fan of pink. But your eyes are this incredible shade of fuchsia with that same constant brown circling around your irises. I know I say this with every color, but your eyes are amazing.”

      I turn up my lip. “Ew. Pink?”

      “It looks good on you.” She leans forward. Her lips are soft and her lilac scent is more potent than usual. There’s a peace that settles in her presence I could never give her before. It floods me, and I’m easily reveling in her affections.

      “Hey beautiful?”

      She halts midway to meeting my lips. “Yes?” she sings, with a smile sweeting her expression.

      My Burdened is shaking with from anxious nerves, as am I. She won’t say no, I tell it. And I’m not at all prepared for this next move, but I made a promise.

      “Spit it out, Nathan. You look nervous.” She studies me with worried eyes.

      “Will you do me the honor of being Mrs. Nathan Newcomb, Tracey Warren?” Her breath leaves her body, and I rush to explain, “With there being no more threats out there, nothing left to come after us. It’s just—.”

      I cater to her kiss.

      Yes. Definitely. Finally.

      I love you.

      I love you.

      Holding her back, I keep her eye contact. Now that the human part is over, my beast and I join as one and ask, “Will you be made in me as I will stand to be made in you, my heart?”

      “I will,” she promises, without a second thought.

      “Thank you.”

      “Always.”

      Her hands push through my hair and her kiss draws an aggression from me that has me slipping my hand beneath her shirt and pulling it over her head. Her neck draws my lips to it like a magnet. I drag my kiss to her shoulder and then her chest. She’s soft and smooth, even with the scars dressing her skin.

      From our seat to a spot on the ground, I lay Tracey beneath me and relearn her body as my wife. Dragging my tongue down between her breast, I taste her down to her navel. I ease her pants from her waist. Her thighs are soft, fitting comfortably in my hands while I meet a spot between them that makes her knees tremble and her croons to creak.

      I slide inside her. There’s something different. She holds me differently, she loves me differently. With every stroke, every kiss and grasp, every groan and purr, we sink deeper in a feeling even with Tracey I’ve never experienced. Maybe it’s because I’ve never let my guard down far enough to be this open to her. To let her in my mind and see my deepest thoughts because we finally have no one to—nothing—worry about. I’m not fucking her and thinking about killing someone or concerned with someone coming up on us. I’m fully focused on her, us, this feeling of pure pleasure I could get from nowhere else.

      Tracey’s eyes gloss over. “This is what it feels like?”

      “Almost.” My teeth sharpen, and I nick my bottom lip. “Take it slow.” I kiss her and let her fill up, feeding off me and indulging in the high. She hits euphoria in seconds.

      The heights of freedom.

      Tracey lies on top of me, buzzing. I stroke her back. She says, “I’m impatiently waiting on something drastic to happen to my heart for us to me made.”

      I laugh once. “It feels like nothing. The easiest of the whole thing. The hardest part is going to be finding a ring that you’ll like.”

      She snorts. “Stop it. I don’t care about a ring. Slip a twisty tie around my finger and you’ll still find me happy and satisfied.”

      Yeah, she was definitely created for me, every once and fiber. “Thank you for choosing me.”

      “Thank you for choosing me, Nate,” she copies. Sitting up, a smile wider than I’ve ever seen her wear accommodates bright eyes. “I’m made!”

      I laugh. “I’m honored to call you my wife, Tracey.”
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      The humans of this land have been celebrating all day. Tracey and I join them as their sun sets. They drink their booze and sing their songs, some have instruments they’ve made by hand and others clap. Their joy rings out and brings others to the area. Tracey dances with a lady, and I sit back and observe. They beg her to stay here with me so they won’t have to worry about the Qualms returning. They want protection one tells her. She smiles and nods at their requests, but knows there’s no way we’re living here.

      Tracey stills. Her smile slowly fades from her face. Hand flown to her chest, she buckles over, coughing, worse than she was this morning.

      I rush to her side and pull her from the crowd. “Sparky, take it easy.” Squatting in front of her, I catch her as she collapses. “Sparks, you’re scaring me. What’s wrong?”

      She heaves, and goes for another round. I tap into her to try and figure out what’s going on, but I get nothing. She feels fine.

      “Okay,” I say. Taking her face in my hands, I share my air. She inhales deeply and is able to relax. “Better?”

      “Thanks. I couldn’t catch my breath.”

      “Yeah. Something was going on. Maybe we should turn in, you’re picking up a fever.”

      She nods and rests against me. “I’m not feeling too well.”

      I carrier her through the underground sewer to our cot. I didn’t intend for us to stay here over night, but Tracey needs a while to rest. She knocks out the instant I lay the cover over her. I sit beside her and brush my hand over her clammy head.

      “Nathan,” calls from above. Chislon.

      I take a short cut up a ladder through the drain entrance. Still in Tarleton’s body he stands in the street, the crowd celebrating behind him. “Thank you,” he says.

      I admit, “Don’t think me. I didn’t do it for you or them,” I say with a point. “But it’s done.”

      “Your mate’s sick again?”

      “Anything you’re not privy to?”

      “Plenty.”

      “You call me up here to thank me?”

      “No. To congratulate you, it was wise of you to trust you father. Enjoy your time with your mate, Nathan. The time remaining is shorter than the sand remaining in your hourglass.”

      “No,” I object. “You told me there was no way to win this war, and look!” I shove another point past him. “Listen!” I cuff my hand behind my ear. “We’ve won. It’s over! We’ve defeated everything! You said there was no way I could win this and my wife and I still be together, but we are!”

      He meets my eyes. The muscles in his face relax so heavily, its distress causes his words to come out discouragingly. “There isn’t, and because you and your . . . now your wife are still together, you’ve lost.”

      He pivots, and I step in his way. “What?”

      “I warned you.” He grabs my hand and peacefully removes it from his arm. “Enjoy this time with her, Nathan. You deserve every minute.” He pops, like a bubble, a flash of light fading with him.
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      I rub my eyes and force them to adjust to the dimness of this realm. To my left, I eye Tracey. She’s snored the entire night from a stuffy nose, and has been coughing every five minutes. I gently pull her from the cot, into my arms, attempting to ease her shivers. She’s hot to the touch, but ice cold in her flesh. It’s as if she’s going through separation sickness, but I’m here. “I’m right here,” I whisper in her ear.

      She doesn’t warm or find comfort in my embrace.

      I shake her. “Sparks, wake up.” She doesn’t move. “Sparky?” Her body goes limp. “Sparks!” I tap into her to wake her internally but she doesn’t budge. “The fuck is going on?”

      I wince from a ringing in my ears. It’s short, but tantalizing. There are voices, talks of blue skies and bright suns. They are definitely not from here, in this realm. These people don’t talk like that. And there are no bright suns here.

      I shake it off and shake Tracey again. “Sparky, babe, you’re scaring me. Wake up.”

      Tracey bolts up and screams at the top of her lungs.

      “Whoa.” I try calming her down. “What’s wrong?”

      She sucks in a breath and screams even louder. I have to cover my ears, and then wave off the curious couple whose home we’ve slept over at. Taking Tracey by the shoulder, I shake her, widening my eyes. “You’re bugging out! What’s going on?”

      Trembling. A fear crawls over her that excites my beast but scares the shit out of me. I talk it down to not feed off her, but she’s potent and the abundance of fear smells appetizing. I pinch my nose between my fingers, and say again, “What’s going on?”

      She pushes her hands over her ears and pumps them against her sockets. “I. . . I can’t hear, Nathan. Why can’t I hear?”

      I pull her hands from her ears and examine them for blood or blocking. I tap into her body to see what she’s experiencing. The world is silent. There’s no whistle from the air that’s blown through a crack in the concrete wall. There’s no rustling of the dirt or caw from the birds scavenging the ground from the sky. She used to be able to hear a peep from a home miles away, and the wind sweep the clouds across the sky.

      I hear it, I hear it all better than I ever could.

      To her, I think, It’s okay. I share my senses, but the ability doesn’t last long. It snaps back in seconds.

      I can still hear your voice.

      I nod.

      What’s happening?

      I shrug. She lost her hearing, and I’m able to hear across realms. . .

      Time the fuck out.

      Am I. . .

      These last few days, I felt at the top of my game. Every day, I’ve strolled feeling like I can take on the world, every day has been of high spirits and internal happiness. I’m getting stronger and stronger by the day, I feel it, soaring through me, fueling my beast. I’m even able to connect with it on and off, on my terms. I’ve craved for this kind of control my entire life. Yesterday, it and I were one taking out those Qualms, and it resided easily.

      I lift my fallen gaze to Tracey. She’s coughing, struggling to wrap a quilt around her arms. Her skin’s paling, her eyes are blood shot red, and she can’t fucking hear.

      Taking her hand in mine, I bring it to my lips and try to take away some of the pain that’s plaguing her body.

      It’s doesn’t alleviate.

      A sour feeling turns my stomach. I swallow hard as the realization takes a heavy toll on me.

      Holding her hand in both of mine, I keep it pressed to my lips and squeeze my eyes shut.

      “We did lose,” I mumble. “I’m losing.” Correcting, “You are losing . . . again.”

      To Tracey I complain, trying to restrain the sorrow forces a croak in my throat, “For once I thought that finally things would be perfect for us. After every fucking thing I’ve done, Sparks. I tried so hard. We’ve done everything possible. Gone through everything possible. After every strip of effort, the deaths, and sacrifices. . . I’ve done everything to have you, tried my damndest to keep you safe, and now. . . after we achieved all our dreams, I’m the one killing you?”

      Tracey stares at me, shaking her head. She drags her palm over my eyes. Say it again. I didn’t hear any of it.

      I press her hand harder against my lips. It hurts too bad. I love you too hard.

      Impossible. She smiles and breaks our heart. It’s evident she feels it when she snatches her hand from my grasp and clutches at her chest. You can tell me. It’s okay.

      A breath that’s supposed to ease the burn coursing in my throat, gets blocked by what I hate to claim is a sob. Good she can’t hear. . . I’m honest, I’m killing you, Sparks. A shrug. They told me I couldn’t live a happy life with my mate. I’ve always thought that was because someone is always after Burdeneds not because me, specifically, is a monster who becomes greater by the death of his mate. I’m strong as fuck right now, Sparky. I feel it. And as I’m growing stronger, you’re getting weaker. I take a second to reveal in the power my beast won’t let me ignore. A somber growl rumbles my chest, and I have to contain it, to not gloat in it. I was warned to leave you alone, to never accommodate the mating, but even after a second chance at you I couldn’t resist.

      She cuts me off. You’re not alone in that decision, Nathan. I got the same options. I chose you too, so don’t eat the guilt up alone. Don’t feel guilty at all.

      How can I not? You’ve not looked in a mirror in a while, but there’s death in your eyes. I don’t want to live without you all because I couldn’t stay away. I fought for you, girl. I fought for us to finally have this freedom we’re living in today. We both did. I can’t give that up.

      Maybe you’re not killing me, Nate. I promise it’s just a cold. Believe me, I’ve felt worse. She pays me a chuckling. Whatever you’re thinking, don’t. Take all of me, Nathan, my heart, my soul, my body, but don’t leave me again. That is pain. That was death. This, we can live through, this we can fight through too.

      She doesn’t get it. But, I don’t fight with her. Okay, Sparks. Let’s go home.

      Tracey goes to stand and her knees buckle. Faster than I’ve ever been, I catch her before gravity can kick in and yank her to the ground. A severe cough cuts into her words. Drawing her hand from her mouth, it’s splattered with blood.

      Here gaze meets mine and slowly, she shakes her head.

      I chew on my bottom lip and let my gaze falls away. I clear the burn from my throat. I’m stronger, and you’re weaker, and getting even stronger the weaker you become. I can hear greater and you lost all your hearing completely, my beast is awaiting the moment to fuel itself with the last of you, it senses it coming. Or maybe, it’s the death part of me that’s sensing it. . . But. . . I nod. It’s worse.

      Her teardrop splashes onto the dirt swept ground. We’ll figure it out, right? We always figure it out.

      Of course, I lie. My chest’s bombarded with a fear that I can’t take from the both of us.

      Chislon, dressed in his gold sewn cloak enters through the drawn curtain. “You’re the last face I want to see right now.”

      Hands clasped in front of his waist, he nods once. “It about time you’ve opened your eyes,” he condescends.

      I stare him down, a glimpse of a reaction flashing with my blink. It plays out fast, but like a movie in my memory. “You convinced Tracey that all this time, she needed to get me back for me to become this All-Seeing of Death. You knew the outcome of our bounding and you’d still convince her?”

      “There was a greater purpose to your mating, you’ve been warned of this your entire life.”

      “You sacrificed us for yourself,” I realize.

      “For them,” he throws his hand to his ear. The celebration in the streets hasn’t stopped. “I did warn you what would come of you two staying together.”

      “But you also knew we wouldn’t take another option.”

      “Your choices are your own. There is no apology for helping you see a greater good your bonding had for this world. You had a purpose, and this was only the beginning of it. Now it’s up to you. Will you continue to kill your wife for you to be a greater Burdened Sephlem, the knight tethered to the All-Seeing of Death. Will you fill the shoes of your predecessor? Or will you love her?”

      Tracey, grabs my arms and shrugs her shoulders.

      It’s. . . He. . . Um. Chislon’s last question throws me for a loop. I’ve always loved her.

      I look away from Tracey and repeat aloud, “I’ve always loved her?”

      “Enough? Will you love her enough? I must go now. I’ve done what was required of me. You live strong, Nathan. Make time greater than love alone. Make love stronger than power. And cherish the last of her. You’re right, you’ve gone through hell for this freedom. Don’t waste this time you can never get back.”

      As he came, he leaves.

      I turn my attention back to Tracey. He knew the entire time. It was his mission to get us here and help these people.

      Even knowing it could be our ending?

      Yep. I can carry you.

      No, I’ll walk.
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        * * *

      

      We thank the couple for letting us stay in their home. Sad faces beg us to stay or watch us leave. I refuse to leave them with unkeepable promises. Heading back to the entryway that I’m to view without conjuring it, I stand before it. Without Tracey’s assistance, I will the worlds to merge and create the window for our departure. While I should be thrilled I can open it alone, it just shows I’ve stolen that from her too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            endurance: the power of enduring an unpleasant situation without giving way
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      My mother once told me to fight against what everyone’s always told me I can’t have. That there’s something greater in mating that everyone else can’t see, and it’s ridiculous to believe I’d mate if I weren’t supposed to, or if I weren’t supposed to have that peace too. Unless that’s the way it’s written, I was supposed to mate for a purpose. That purpose just wasn’t for my pleasure. Or hers.

      I come up behind Tracey standing in the middle of the yard, eyes squeezed shut so tightly veins show in her forehead. She used to be able to feel my approach, but, by the way she jumps, startled, that’s faded as well.

      “How hard are you trying?”

      She lifts her brows and her eyes widen a little.

      Sorry. Are you doing okay? Anything I can do?

      She shakes her head. I’m just done, Nate.

      Would you mind if I hugged you?

      A small smile lightens her soft brown eyes. I want to compliment her, but they are words I want her hear, not my words forced in her thoughts. She eases her hands over my shoulders. I take Tracey in my arms and hold her gently, as I tap into her body, seeing what could be cutting off her hearing. There’s an urge within me, a will of sort that guides my next move. It opens my senses to the direction that allow me to give her what she needs, but it’s not a permanent fix. I sense she’s not strong enough to carry the provided ability. That’s why it popped back, when I tried the first time.

      Since I can’t gift her the ability, I share mine. It prevents me from hearing as well, but I don’t care. If I can just make her happy.

      Tracey yanks away from me, eyes wide, and a smile stealing majority of her face. “Oh my gosh! Oh my gosh!” Her voice is hoarse and she doesn’t make it through her next words without coughing. “What’d you do?” She jumps on her toes.

      I snort. “Gave back what I stole. Let’s get you a cool shower, see if we can bring down that temperature.”
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        * * *

      

      I feel for whatever it is that’s sickening her, dragging her down. I sit on the bathroom floor, while she showers with the curtains drawn and her breaths fast then slow and then fast again. Her legs are trembling as she holds up her weight, something that used to be so easy for her just a day ago. The water, though a gentle patter, beats on her skin like pebbles, but she doesn’t complain. She’s likely just trying not to make it seem like it’s that bad. But, it is, beyond the curtain, beneath her flesh, it flows through her blood like a cancer, latching on the healthy cells that are meant to help heal her, help me heal her, but the healing’s inactive. If my vision was a CT scan, she’d light up like the fucking Las Vegas skyline.

      I shove my hands over my face, scraping the falling tears from my cheeks. What the fuck am I supposed to do? How do I save her?

      “Nate?”

      “Yeah. I’m still here?”

      “Want ice cream? And let’s rent a boat we can take out on the lake.”

      “Why are we taking a boat out on the lake, Sparky?”

      She clears her throat and it takes her little bit to respond. I feel her shrug. “I just want to . . .”

      Last bit of time she has left. She doesn’t need to say it, and I shouldn’t have asked. Whatever she wants, I should have said ‘okay, Sparks, you got it.’ This whole thing’s got me in the worst mood. “Of course. We can row over to North Peak mountain and climb up to the opening of Follik Forest. Perfect place for a picnic.”

      “Perfect!” she cheers. “I’ll be out in five.” She’s already been in for twenty, and struggling. “You’ll get the snacks?”

      Jumping to my feet, I clap as I say, “I’m on it. You’ll be okay in here?”

      “I got it, Nate.”
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        * * *

      

      I force myself to look at Tracey, but I want to avert my gaze to something that doesn’t send guilt racing through my veins or sorrow melting my stomach.

      She has to sit on the floor of the boat to prop herself up against the seat as I row. She doesn’t seem to mind as her smile reveals a happiness I realize I give her, but for once, I wish she’d hate me.

      “The water on this side of town is so clear. On our way up to Follik, let’s stop at the water stream where that cute little waterfall is supposed to be. I’ve only ever seen it in pictures.”

      I nod.

      She clears her throat to hide a cough I feel tickling her throat. There’s fluid gathering in her lungs, I feel that too, as she breaths. But, I stay quiet to avoid the evil eye she punishes me with when I bring it up.

      We arrive, and I pull our boat onto the shore, then help Tracey out. There’s a thirty-minute hike to the stream, but it’s going to take us way longer. “I’ve got water and hoodies, or a protein bar, Sparks. I even have some electrolyte juice just in case. The instant you feel too weak to keep going, let me know asap.”

      “Okay.”

      Five minutes into our ascent up a hill, Tracey slumps over on her knees. “I need a break,” she says. After a ten-minute rest, she catches her breath and builds up the energy for a few more steps. She forces herself to push onward, every stride hurting, her knees tremble, her breaths are long.

      I offer repeatedly to carry her since she doesn’t want to turn around, or just stop where we break. But, she’s hardheaded forcing herself to go through this. I stick close to her in case she falls, believing she’ll do so with every stumble. There’s a constant scratch in her throat, but she’s stopped coughing in front of me, limiting it to constantly clearing her throat.

      “Tracey. Why are you doing this?” I hide my anger, and make it sound as nice as possible.

      “What?” she chirps. She snatches a large stick from the ground and uses to help her climb. “Look! We made it!”

      I grudgingly follow her to the stream. “We’re going to eat here.”

      “No, Nate.” She scowls. “That wasn’t a part of the plan.”

      “You’re killing me, and I won’t watch you suffer just because you want me to think you can deal with it. Stop it!”

      She flinches at me shout.

      “Please stop,” I say in a softer tone. “If you want to make it, I’ll carry you. But, don’t hurt yourself for me. I can feel your pain, remember. I’m uniquely connected to everything you’re experiencing. And you’re doing exactly what you promised you wouldn’t.”

      Her smug smile creases wrinkles in her skin. “Okay. We’ll eat here. I don’t want to be carried. I’m not useless.”

      “I know you’re not, Sparky. That’s not what I meant at all.”

      I snag our sandwiches from the cooler and unwrap them. The delicious scent of honey roasted turkey wafts across Tracey’s nose, and she lurches over and barfs. I adjust to sitting at her side and rub her back while passing her a napkin.

      “I just ruined everything.”

      “No, you didn’t.” I pack up the food and we move to another spot. “We don’t need to eat. I’m not hungry anyway,” I say. She doesn’t want me to carry her, but she won’t mind if I hold her hand. I take hers in mind and bring it to my lips. Slowly and just a bit, I ease strength into her so she can make it to our spot.

      We make it in minutes. On my release of her, there’s only enough time for us to lay out the blanket, her to get a swallow of water from the bottle, and me to set up my phone to give us some tunes.

      “I’m not mad at you, Nate.”

      “You should be.”

      “I got a thorough warning before I said yes. I may be crazy, but I wouldn’t give us up.”

      “Shh.” I lift her with me, as I stand and prop her feet on my boots. Enough of our past has come back to me and her favorites stick out in my mind.

      “Is this my playlist you stole years ago?”

      “Sure is.” I rock us and Tracey rests her head on my chest, barely able to keep her arms raised to my shoulder, so she cuffs them around mine.

      We dance and chat until it begins to get dark. She’s falling asleep in my arms and lets me carry her. By the time we make it back to the boat, she’s knocked out.

      When I row us back to land, I sit and stare at her sleeping frame. Dark circles stain her eyes, she’s lost her color, and she’s lost the weight her cheeks, in her entire body. It’s all happening too fast. Cancer doesn’t even move this fast. . . Or does it? Because this cancer called Nathan is deteriorating the life of Tracey as I breathe.

      From the bag, I grab the hourglass I’ve been keeping near me, unsure of what it does. Chislon, before we left their world, mentioned her time being equal to that left in this device.

      I bring it before my eyes, measuring the amount of sand versus time remaining. Exiting the boat, I stand over the rocks. Hourglass high over my head, I thrash it toward the ground. It leaves my hand and smashes. A scream follows the split of the glass, multiple scream. It remains on the rock, shattered, soon washed away by the tide.

      I look to Tracey, hoping she’s better. She doesn’t. It did nothing. I did nothing but destroy a paper weight, a decorative piece thinking it was somehow tied into my wife’s life. The hell was the point of that pointless object, but to pose as another distraction?

      I look back its direction, understanding. Choices. . . Had I chosen the All-seeing of Death option, it likely would’ve held weight, keeping time of other’s lives, proving me a place to reserve souls the Amelia does with her fountain. But, because I opted out, it’s a goddamn paperweight.
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      I’m on my knees, eye level with Tracey on the bed, trying to wake her up. She’s breathing, but dead to the world, not moving. “Come on, Sparky. Please wake up,” I beg. I’m closing in on twenty hours since I’ve been awake and she’s not twitched or spoken a word. I tap into her for the fifty sixth time, and she’s felt the same—perfectly fine. “What’s wrong with you, and how do I fix it?” I lay my head in front of hers and push my knuckles across her flushed cheek. “How on earth do I fix you?”

      I’ve been at my best and I’m hating myself for it. I’ve been trying to take on her pain. Since it doesn’t want to go away, let me have it, and she can have my strength. All of it!

      Dammit! I could defeat the entire world, show every doubter that Burdened Sephlems can genuinely love someone more than they love themselves, and it would all be for nothing. Nothing I do is ever enough.

      My Burdened surfaces, requesting full control. I decline, explaining, I’m not leaving here until she wakes up, chill out.

      It snatches the control. Seizing Tracey by her neck, it draws her close and lightly places our lips to hers. Tracey breathes and her eyes flutter. “Hmm?” she hums.

      The fuck kind of Disney prince and princess shit was that?

      It smacks me with a memory from something it saw on TV.

      I’m shaking my head, unable to fathom when it grew a heart and started being romantic. Grant it, it worked.

      Tracey’s eyes open into thin slit. “Hey beautiful. Are you feeling any better?” I ask.

      Tracey nods, but she doesn’t. I don’t know why I asked. She’s weaker than ever. “I’m going to get us some answers. I won’t kill you, I promise.”

      She’s passed out again. I kiss her forehead.

      Chislon should be able to help me out. There’s always another way. There’s always been another way.

      I find an entryway to the other realm and will an entrance. The space before me waves out like a calm ocean and gives way for me to step through it. I enter and it seals closed behind me. The sky’s a bit brighter, the darkness that once washed the land in sorrow and pain has lifted. It’s only been a couple of weeks since we left and things have definitely changed. Though with caution, the humans stroll in the day, cleaning their streets and reconstructing what they can of their homes. But they take turns, neither of them staying outside for more than five to ten minutes at a time.

      As I’m walking the streets, the intentions of those nearby sink down me. They crave a safer land where they don’t fear someone will come after them. They only spend so much time outside because they don’t want to become familiar to the Qualms.

      The Qualms are very present, taking the human’s place in fear.

      “They are not this way all the time,” a lady says, who’s coming up beside me. I drop my gaze. She comes just to my elbow and looks up at me through gray-haired bangs that’s at her lashes. “This is why they want for you to stay. Without you here, they’re tormenting. And since those from your world fled back here, it’s only a matter of time before they’re ruling over our land again. We’re not asking you to work magic and somehow get rid of them all. We need you to dominate over them and set barriers and line they can’t cross. We’re only asking you to stay here, care about us the way you cared for your homeland. Take down those who won’t stand down, and scatter those to darkness who want to remain alive. It’s why you were born, Knight. To protect us.”

      It took zero effort to rid our world of the Qualms. My presence, alone, sent them scattering. And those who didn’t want to leave, she’s right, they met a death they can’t come back from. For those that resided within someone or something, were the hardest. It was here that my new ability kicked in. Control. . .

      As I would insert myself in someone’s mind, forcing my way into their thoughts, it was the same, but easier for me and painless for them. Simply locking eyes with my victim, finding the direction of their intentions and aspirations, I conformed them to my own, as I would unfold a sheet of paper and then fold it back the opposite direction. A single flip of direction and they’re will conformed to mine. I didn’t blink or snap, I just wanted it to, and it happened as I wanted. The Qualm left the body, and for those humans that still resided, lost in the far part of their mind. . . With a slight hitch of control, I drew them forward, all by my thoughts. Seconds is all it took. For groups or single individuals. Towns or one home. Everything was back to normal in a slow blink of an eye.

      All but one thing.

      I place my hand on the lady’s shoulder. She begins to bow, and I stop her. “None of that, please. I’m not that guy. I mean, I am that guy, but I’m not that guy. What I mean is, I don’t want people bowing down to me, and praising me. I don’t followers or continuants. I don’t want to be a savior to a world I know nothing about. Hell, I don’t want to be a savior to the world I know. I don’t mind helping, and saving, and being there. I’ve done that for my family for me entire life. I just don’t have much family left.”

      “Yes, you do,” she cuts in and points to more people coming from the sewers and alleys, and other places they hoarded. “You have an even greater family now. People that love you for who you are, what you’ve done.” Taking my arm, she pulls me with her to a small home, one of the cleanest of this neighborhood. “What do you want? How can someone with such greatness be so sad?”

      We sit on the steps of her porch. “I am a Sephlem. My kind are created to be a part of someone else. Everything we are is created for this person. For me.”

      “It’s the young lady you are always with. But she’s missing today.”

      I prop my elbows up on my knees, and force my hands through my hair. “She is, because she’s incredibly sick.”

      “Tell me more about how you are created for her.”

      “Sephlems are monogamous beings. We’re mated to others whose heartbeat matches our own. For me, I’m the worst of my kind, rare to mate, but when we do it’s trying. It’s hard to remain mated, or alive. But my mate and I, we’ve literally stood against the tests of time. But, fate. . . It destined me to be the man in your eyes. A Knight. We were bound within days; it’s a one times one equals one kind of thing. I breathed on her breath, saw through her eyes, felt her atoms flow through my body. When her blood rushed so did mine. When her heart fluttered, mine did to. All because I no longer had one as mine was replaced by hers.”

      “How’s that work?” The lady shifts on the step to better face me. “Her heart is in your chest?”

      “It is. It’s how our mating is sealed. And now we’ve gotten everything we’ve wanted and I’m stealing it back from her.”

      “But you’ve done that from the beginning. Stolen from her.”

      Her statement grabs me by the neck and chokes me for longer than a second. “I suppose you’re right. I knew the outcomes, and I gave in. Maybe I took advantage of the joy. The hope. Her wishes. I murdered us a long time ago. Did exactly what she asked me not to do.”

      “Did you know all this would happen?”

      “No. But they warned me it could.”

      “They warned that you would kill the woman you are bound to?”

      “No,” I blurt.

      “Then why are you angry with yourself? It is sad, very sad that this is happening to you. And I’m sorry to see you’re in pain. What are you doing to change it?”

      Change it? I haven’t even figure out how I’m causing it. I came here to find Chislon and see if he could tell me anything. But, by the way he dispersed the other day, it didn’t seem as though he’d be willing to help. He used us, like everyone else.

      “If this is your last days, would you care to spend is joyously, together? Or moping around here in search of answer no one here can help provide you. Don’t let your limited time steal your display of love, Knight. If you really love her, and I mean really love her, you’ll find a way to save her. It’s in your blood. To save.”

      I snort, rising. “Thanks.”

      “Be safe out there.”

      I leave her porch to head back. The Qualm who stared at me with a promise, I feel it around, somewhere, eyeing me again. I sense it. But, I can’t see it.

      With the help of the ability I stole from Tracey, her site, I perceive it as though I’m looking it dead in its eyes. Its expression wipes clean, as it’s shocked I’ve invaded its site. “You or any of your friends hurt these people, you’ll have me to answer to.”

      It disperses and finds the nearest darkness to accompany.

      I’m faced with options again. It’s one or the other, my Burdened flashes the thought in my mind.

      But, I know how to save Tracey.
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      “Hey,” comes softly, with a gentle stroke against my cheek. My lashes flutter and the pain from the stretch of the skin heavily brings on my consciousness. The ache in my cheeks from my smile is even worse, but the sight I lay my gaze on is worth the pain. “I’ve been trying to wake you for past four hours. You scared the shit out of me.” Nathan sighs and falls back on his butt. He gently rubs my knee. “You okay?”

      I croak, “Yes.” But no. I’ve not been okay for days. “What are we doing today?”

      “Maybe you should hang out here. I’m going to the other realm and to check on something.”

      My bones feel like metal grinding against rusty joints, as I’m trying to sit up. My flesh burns at it stretches over the deteriorating metal and aching muscles. I hold in my cough. “Just because I’m not about to fight you on this, doesn’t mean you’re right.”

      He chuckles. “I’ll never know how you look at me like that.”

      I roll my eyes. “Replay our lives, Nathan. Do you know what I’ve gone through to be with you? We could be lying on our death bed, and I’ll still be content.”

      Nathan scoots nearer me. “I’m going to make it right, Sparky. I swear.”

      The gentlest, sweetest, most frightened kiss he places to my lips. I don’t question it. He’s been very timid since he assumed it’s him that’s making me sick. But it could not be. I hope.

      I’m optimistic.

      I’ve put my life on the line to be able to live in a day like today. Finally,. . . we get to bask in our freedom. After we’ve lost so much, loss so many, after time has chewed us up and spit us back out. Now is the time Nathan and I should be enjoying each other’s company, thinking about the cottage we’re going to build and grow old in. If we’re going to build a family, Burdened children or not, that fear no longer matters. We’ve saved lives! We freed an entire race of Sephlems who have been cursed just because of what they are! Nathan has lived his entire life with this hanging over his head, and finally he’s free to dream of making a legacy for kids, our children. And after all this, after I gave up everything. . .

      We should be on our honeymoon somewhere, laughing, skinny dipping, sky diving, skies were the freaking limit. But no…

      This is it.

      This is it?

      I look away from Nathan.

      “Sometimes, Sparks. More recently actually. I find myself wishing we would’ve stayed strangers so I wouldn’t have to know your pain. So you wouldn’t have to feel like you have to hide it.”

      I chuckle, making light of the heaviness he welcomed into my morning. Or, it could be the afternoon. “We’ve always had a bittersweet journey, Nate. But, I—” He place his hand over my mouth.

      “Don’t. I hate it when you say that.” Regret has pierced his gaze for days now.

      I lick my lips and try to swallow my tears. The blur from them flooding along my eyelids is a clear indication I’m doing a horrible job. “Just promise you’ll do everything you can to make it okay. We still have a lot of traveling to do. Some Nathan and Tracey’s to raise, you’ve gotta build us a new house with a swinging bench in the back yard. I.”

      Nathan placed a finger to my lips. He looks away from me and rises from the bed. Hand pushing across his mouth, he clears his throat before saying, “Absolutely.”
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        * * *

      

      A couple hours after Nathan leaves, I make it down stairs and sit with Nick and Trevor. They’re watching a Newcomb favorite. When I sit beside Nick, he lays his head on shoulder and says, “My dad loved his movie.”

      “I know,” I say. “You two want to bake a cake with me after its over?”

      Nick gives me the most peculiar eye. “You don’t know how to cook,” he states, shaking his head.

      Shrugging, I say, “But you do.”

      A smile as wide as his shoulder steals his face. “I would love that! Are you sure you can?”

      “Of course, Nicky.” I nod. “Don’t tell anyone, but I’m pretty sure I’m super woman. Our secret.”

      Nick laughs. “I probably would have fell for that three years ago, Tracey. But I’m nearly an adult.”

      I poke his button nose. “You sure are.” A smile warms my cheeks, a feeling I’ve not felt in days. And, it doesn’t hurt. I adjust in my seat with ease. “Wait.”

      “What?” Nick and Trevor ask nervously.

      “It doesn’t hurt!” Jumping to my feet, I stretch and suck in a breath greater than my lungs can handle. Releasing it in a burst of excitement, I exclaim, “I feel amazing! What’d you do? Had I known your healing ability would cure me, I would’ve been hanging around you all the time.”

      Shaking his head, confounded, Nick says, “I didn’t do anything. Nathan and I have been trying to heal you for weeks, but it’s never worked.”

      I cross my arms. “Huh? You sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “Oh my gosh!” My hands fly to mouth. “Nathan did it!” I’m jumping on my toes. Nathan! Nathan!

      Sparks? he returns with a hint of skepticism. You sound. . . Um. You sound normal.

      I feel normal, Nate. Whatever you did, baby, it worked! I race from the house to the gateway near the park. I’m on my way!

      Are you running?

      Yes!

      Okay. I’ll meet you!

      I’m winded when I make it, but it feels so damn good to stretch my legs and race against the wind. I spot the gateway, waves of space shaking like water. I make it as Nathan’s coming through. Throwing my arms around his neck, I crumble to the ground.

      Struck with chills, my aching bones cry against the involuntary movement. Nathan catches me. My breaths are short and I cough, splattering blood on his neck and cheek.

      On his knees, Nathan props me up in his arms. “Wha- What happened?” he asks. “What’d you do?” he cries.

      My heart’s pounding, beating me in and out of consciousness as lightheadedness makes me nauseous.

      “Sparks?” he pushes his hands over my head. “I saw you, Sparky. You were fine,” he cries. “What’d you do?” his voice fades in and out. Consciousness is too heavy to hold on to.

      I let go.

      Nathan’s screaming my name, and I want to respond, but I have no voice. I want to see, but when I part my lids, I have no vision. I hear though, but it’s like I’m submerged in water, and he’s on the outer side of it.

      I’m able to lift my hand and find his. He stops panicking when my fingers slip between his. I can sense he wants to, but he doesn’t grasp on to me tightly. I appreciate it because just breathing hurts like hell.

      Nathan’s rocking us, saying something in his language that I can’t make out.

      It’s all of sudden, like the burst of a parachute. My sight returns. “It won’t last long,” Nathan says.

      Tears flood my eyes. “I’m so scared.” The worse it gets, the more Nathan’s going to lose rationality and do something neither of us can come back from.

      “Shhh. Don’t speak.”

      I sigh. “We’re never going to talk about it?”

      He smiles. “What, cotton candy and hot dogs?”

      I roll my eyes.

      “What do you want me to say, Tracey? I’ve tried everything except killing myself. I’ve gone to the ends of the earth and asked a million different ways, I’m sucking the life out of my wife, how do I fix it? The response is, lose your mate. Are you okay with that? You’re ready for me to rip your heart from my chest, because I’ll do it, Tracey. I’ll do it right now for you to live.”

      “Whatever’s left of our time will be spent arguing over your opinion versus mine, who’s right and who’s wrong. I don’t want that.”

      “What do you want? You can’t even move!”

      I want to enjoy a movie with you and just exist. And he gives it to me without fight.

      Our evening is one of the best reminding me of lighter days. We lay in bed, streaming movies, sharing laughs. We chat, small talk, like we used to when we first met. There’s butterfly kisses and caterpillar grazes. When it’s time for sleep, and he slips his arm around my middle, and presses his face in my hair, I’m stronger than I’ve been in days. Not physically, but mentally.

      I realize it’s too late me, and if I must go, this is how I’d want it.
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      Liquid pearl drips into the head of the hollow tip round. I prepare a second one in case the first isn’t enough.

      My beast flashes memories of Tracey in my mind. That doesn’t change my mind, so it reminds me of the anxious Qualm that’s kept me in sights when it sees me walk this land. When that doesn’t deter me, it replays promises I’ve made in my past.

      “These stakes are different,” I tell it.

      Not worth it, echoes in my mind.

      I load the two pearl glazed bullets in the mag and shove it in the pistol. Loading one in the chamber, I drag my finger to trigger and stuff the barrel beneath my chin.

      The beast flashes an angry Tracey in my sight.

      “She’ll understand why.”

      There’s another way, echoes again,

      I drag in a breath and hold it.

      Nathan! Tracey calls. And at first, I think it’s my beast fucking with me. She sounds too healthy, joyful. Nathan!

      I place the gun in my lap and lean over on my knees. She sounds perfect, and I resist the tears of happiness that burn my eyes. The beat of her heart in my chest is excited. She feels whole again!

      I’m hopeful this time is different from the last. She’s been a bit better since I’ve been gone, putting together my plan. Maybe time is what she needed. Just to rest.

      Before I know it, I’m on my feet, racing back to her. The gateway’s opening before I make. Tracey’s racing for me, a smile full of life, nothing like the one that’s been torturing me this past month.

      She rams into my arms, flailing from her stumble. Her body’s instantly taken over by her cancer the moment I touch her. It may have been before that. “Baby? Get up.” I shake her but she doesn’t budge and she’s not breathing. “Wait right here. I’ll be right back,” I tell her unconscious body.

      I step back through the portal and look back at her before I race for my answer. The instant I’m out of the picture, she should be better. But, Tracey’s rising from the ground; cheeks rosy, eyes bright, skin tanned and heart pumping healthy beats. She waves me to her.

      I’m eager to go, but I halt.

      She tries to come through, but can’t cross, something’s blocking her. “I can’t cross over without you, Nate. Look!” she jesters to herself. “I’m better! It worked!”

      I take a step closer to the entrance, and only push my hand through.

      Tracey drops to her knees, heaving.

      Quickly, I retreat. My free hand covers my mouth, dampening with tears I didn’t know were soaking my face.

      Shit. . .

      I’m about to break our heart.

      Rising, Tracey realizes it. Her chin’s trembling. “Cross,” she demands. “Please?” she mouths, unable to speak the words from the hurt stealing her voice.

      Shaking my head, my smile is tight. I say, “I can’t do that, Sparky.”

      “We’ll find a way, Nathan,” she shouts, tears a river of sadness streaming down her face. We always find a way.” She throws her fist against the invisible wall separating us. “Dammit, Nathan! Cross!”

      “Listen to me, Sparks,” I shout over her. “Shut up and just. . .” I drop my voice to a whisper, “listen. We both know I can’t do that. Okay?”

      “You don’t want to?”

      “I want to, Sparky. I want to grab in my arms so fucking bad right now. But.” I swallow hard. “It’d be selfish to hug you one last time, or steal what’s left of you to kiss you again. It’s not what either of us wants, but this is what needs to happen. I love you too much to ask you to die for me.”

      She stares. Her words inaudible. I read it on her lips.

      There’s something slipping away from me, and as it goes, the portal’s closing.

      “What’s happening?” she asks.

      I take a step back to examine it. The overwhelming power that’s been fueling me this past month lessens eases away. Carefully, Tracey is being revitalized, from the strengthening of her muscles to the permanent return of her hearing. She’s strong on her feet, heart pumping, flesh filling with color. Nodding, I say, “Thank you, Sparks. For every minute.”

      She drags the back of her hand across her chin. “Tell me you love me, Nathan.”

      “Forever.”

      I raise my hand, expecting for it press through the waving space, but I hit a shield. The space waves until she’s gone forever.

      I still feel her, on every inch of me. Every breath she breathes, every tear she cries, every force she puts in her will to try to break back open the space. I try to talk to her, to tell her to stop, but there’s no echo, or return to my call.

      But even knowing she can’t hear me, still I promise, “One day, I’ll make it back you.”

      

      
        
        The end.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Keep Reading . . .

    

  


  
    
      “That’s their story.”

      June pulls the curtain closed. He faces me and hides his discomfort in a smile. “Well your parents have really gone the distance.”

      “They’re heroes.”

      “How’d they do it. . .?” he peeks through the curtains again, staring at Mom and Dad swinging on the bench Dad built in the backyard before I was born.

      “That’s the tricky part.” I turn my back to the table sat in front of the kitchen window. “My dad sold his soul to a sorcerer who damned him to give into his inner darkness for ten years before he’d grant him access to an entrance that would lead give him entry back to this world. To my mom.”

      “But wouldn’t they—”

      “They would. Mom died, but with another deal, Dad was able to get her back. Time stood still for them. It owed them for freeing the universe of Qualms. Anyway. Before you, I stand, half Burdened Sephlem, half human. But girl, nonetheless who’s life isn’t her own.”

      Slowly nodding his head, June drudges, “They swore their first born. Didn’t they?”

      My smile’s a sour pinch of bitterness because while I dislike Dad would make such a promise, without them I wouldn’t exist anyway. And though there’s this weight hanging over their heads, ready to fall at any second, my parents will battle the gods of heaven and demons of hell to protect me. The effort they put into being with each other is nothing compared to the determination of my protection.

      “So, if you want to date me,  being a Nemanite, we’re in for a whirlwind of feats and ventures.”

      June cuffs my cheek. I’m used to the shock. He says, “I mean, I’m nowhere near as strong as your dad, you’re kind of heavy. And, I’m not nearly as fearless as your mother. Your dad scares the crap out me. But, if it’s enough, I’m just a boy who likes a girl. And um, I don’t want to see anything happen to you.”

      I fight the girly smile that’s making me blush. “That’s enough.” I take his hand. “So. . . let’s go tell them we’re dating.”

      June turns bright red. “Oh god.”

      We open the back door and step out into the yard. “Mom? Dad?”
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      I hope you enjoyed A Burdened Novel Series. It was a lot fun, but bittersweet to say good bye to some of my favorite characters!

      As always, Love Life’s Loves!

      Thank you for reading!

      F.A.

      www.felishaantonette.com
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