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Chapter One

There was blood on my hands.

My eyes stared, fixated on the red streaks as tiny rivulets splattered on to the ground at my feet. It was warm and sticky as it dripped through my fingers and just as fast as the bloodlust had hit me, it was gone. In its place was a nauseated feeling made worse by the metallic scent perfuming the air around me.

I hadn’t always been this way. There was a time when I had normal feelings, normal wants, and normal needs. Then the accident happened and with it had come the emptiness; the feeling of numbness that never quite went away. At least it hadn’t, until him.

I backed away from the body laid before me, mortified by what I had done, by what I had been doing. Who was I? What happened to me? What had I become? The answers screamed through my mind, threatening what little sanity I had left. I had to get away. I had to run, and running, I let my mind remember what it had felt like to be human…



September

“I’m so sorry for your loss.”

It was the same words, uttered over and over again until I wanted to scream. On either side of me, my brother’s Mason and Jackson seemed so
gracious
and
thankful.
It irritated me that they weren’t more irritated. I mean, I knew people probably were sorry, but seriously, who can honestly say they know what we are going through? Every person reacts differently, plus I had never even seen half of these people. Why was it that when people died, they were more popular than when they were alive? It just wasn’t
right.

An elderly man walked over to us. He stopped at Jackson first and held out his hand. Jackson, his eyes red rimmed and swollen, shook the man’s hand and murmured his thanks to the man’s whispered condolences. When he turned to me, I suppressed the desire to roll my eyes. Once again I didn’t recognize him. Once again I gritted my teeth when he leaned forward to hug me. Another question popped into my head, why do people shake hands with the boys and hug the girls? It was creepy, really, if you thought about it.

“Your parents were wonderful people, dear,” he whispered into my ear. His breath smelled of stale coffee and tobacco and I couldn’t help the shiver of disgust that worked its way up my spine. Luckily, he had already moved on to Mason and was slowly shaking his hand and offering the same condolences.

“You could try to be a little more respectful.”

My jaw dropped at Jackson’s words and I turned and glared at him. “I am.” I insisted stubbornly. I really didn’t need someone telling me how I should be acting, especially not my little brother.

He shook his head and rolled his shoulders. “Whatever.”

I gritted my teeth again. It was hard enough to get through the day without that added stress of someone judging me. It wasn’t my fault I felt the way I did. I wasn’t even sure
how
I felt to be honest. It was more that I didn’t really
feel
anything.

“Hey babe, how are you holding up?”

I was so irritated with my brother that I didn’t even notice my boyfriend Landon, until he was pulling me close into a hug. “I’m fine,” I answered, pushing him away from me.

He raised his eyebrows at my reaction and I sighed in frustration. Normally I would have been happy in his embrace. We’d been dating for almost a year. Something had changed since the news of the accident though, and it was like all emotion inside of me just got cut off. I was numb.

“O-kay,” he said, clearly confused by my reaction.

My two best friends, Jane and Emma, were behind him and I wasn’t oblivious to the look they exchanged. They had known me almost all of my life and I knew they were concerned. I couldn’t really blame them. I was too. In all reality, this wasn’t like me at all. I just didn’t know what to do to fix it.

Just then, the pastor saved me from having to say anything else. “It’s just about time.”

Mason nodded and turned expectantly to Jackson and me. “Are you guys ready?”

I took a deep breath and exhaled before nodding. “You guys better go and get a seat,” I said to my friends. Landon leaned in and kissed me on my cheek before I had the chance to move away from him. A gesture like that used to give me the tingles, in a good way, now it gave me the tingles in a very irritated please don’t touch me kind of way.

“We’ll see you after, Evie,” Jane leaned toward me and squeezed my hand, “we’re here for you.”

Emma smiled and I tried to return the expression, but I knew it fell flat. Landon waited for them to go ahead of him and then started to follow them inside the chapel before Jackson stopped him.

“Hey, Landon?”

He turned and looked at him, “yeah?”

“Could you guys please try and find Piper and sit by her? I didn’t see her come in and I am worried about her.”

Landon nodded and then the three of them walked into the small room. Piper was Jackson’s on again off again girlfriend. I had thought that they were off again, but by his concern, I figured that maybe I was wrong and they were on again. Who knew with everything else going on.

“After you,” the pastor gestured to us and one by one, with Mason in the lead, we walked down the aisle to take our place on the front pew.

Okay, so I have to admit that churches make me uncomfortable. It’s not that I have a problem with religion or anything like that, it’s just that our parents hadn’t raised us that way. There was an occasional service we attended when we were younger if we stayed the night with a friend who went to church, but for the most part, it wasn’t something I was familiar with at all.

Not only that, but I sort of figured that the first time I walked down the aisle of a church with almost every eye staring at me, it would be because I was dressed all in white with a veil hanging down my back and a bouquet in my hands. In a million years I never would have pictured walking down the aisle like this.

The floors were wooden and my barely worn heels made clicking sounds as I followed closely behind Mason. In the silence around us, it seemed like the sound was even more amplified and it began to pound in rhythm with my heartbeat. Thump, thump, thump. Click, click, click. I was wearing a black skirt with a black shirt that had little white and pink flowers all over it. I shivered when I sat down against the cool wooden bench and wished I had thought to bring a sweater or jacket with me. Strange the things you think about when your world was being turned upside down.

When the pastor began to talk, I decided that I was the most ungrateful heartless person in the entire world. No matter how hard I tried, I could
not pay attention to him. My mind kept wandering in random directions. I noticed that right next to my knee, the wood of the bench had a heart shaped knot in it. I noticed that, next to me, Mason’s hairline was uneven. On the other side of me, I noticed that Jackson had a tissue gripped tight in a ball inside of his closed fist and that every few seconds he would clench and unclench his fingers around it.

After my immediate area was inspected, I moved on to the front of the church. The tapestries hanging from the walls were faded. Not only were they faded, but they were frayed at the edges. This saddened me. Were we so desperate to find someone to bury our parents that we had to choose a church that was so obviously struggling? At least they were struggling enough that they couldn’t afford their upkeep.

I heard the pastor say “Evelyn” and I looked up automatically. It took me a few moments to realize that he wasn’t talking to me but was actually talking about me. He was talking about all of us and how Mason had chosen to leave school in order to take care of his two siblings. I turned then, and studied my brother. He hadn’t told me he was leaving school. I thought about it harder. Actually I didn’t even remember talking about what would happen to Jackson and me now that our parents were gone.

Mason was looking ahead, just as I should be doing, but when he sensed me watching him, he turned and raised his eyebrows in question. I shrugged, not wanting to get into a whispering conversation with him, but knowing what he was willing to give up for us, sort of made me look at him differently.

Jackson nudged me, and I spun around in my seat, facing forward just as the pastor led us all in a closing prayer. I closed my eyes and lowered my head, but mostly I just chewed on my bottom lip and waited for the ‘amen’. When it finally came, I stood up, relieved that this part was over.

“Seriously Evie, what’s your problem?” Jackson asked softly.

I shook my head, “I wish I knew.”

We were like that, my brothers and I. Mostly we always knew what was going on with each other, kind of like sixth sense so I knew what he was asking me. Where were my emotions? Where was my focus? Where was I?

He hugged me close and then looked up at Mason over my shoulder. “You’re leaving school?”

It was the same question I had for him so I turned toward him, as I was just as curious for his answer. He gulped and took a deep breath, “look guys, there isn’t really another option.”

“Oh, come on. You’ve earned it Mason. You can’t just throw away a whole year of college.”

I turned back to Jackson, it was my turn to raise my brows, did my baby brother just sound more grown up than me?

“Who else is supposed to take care of you guys?”

Jackson laughed bitterly, “seriously? It’s not like we are babies. Evie’s seventeen and I’m sixteen, I’m pretty sure we won’t burn the house down.”

I turned back to Mason, it felt like I was at a tennis match with the constant back and forth between them. He nodded slowly, "I know, that's not what I'm trying to say."

Jackson groaned and threw his arms up in the air, "you can't do this. Mom and dad would have wanted you to stay in school." He walked up to Mason and put his hands on his shoulders, "they were so proud of you."

Mason gulped and leaned his head back. I thought I saw tears in his eyes, but when he looked at me, they were clear. "What do you think about all this Evie?"

I raised my eyebrows. Crap! I so didn't want to be in the middle of this. "I, um, I'm not sure."

Mason smiled slightly because Jackson rolled his eyes. "Come on, Evelyn, voice an opinion. You know I'm right."

Before I could answer, Mason hugged me and kissed the side of my hair. "It's okay, Evie, now isn't the time anyways. There are people waiting for us downstairs." With one arm wrapped around me, he used his other to pull Jackson close, "we'll talk more about this later, I promise."

Jackson sighed, but nodded. "Fine." Mason walked through the now deserted chapel and as soon as he was out of ear shot, Jackson turned and punched me in my arm.

"Ow," I mumbled, rubbing the spot he had hit.

"What the hell is wrong with you?"

"I don't know, Jack. Just leave me alone."

I spun and took a few steps, walking quickly to get away from him. I was tired of trying to answer this question when I didn't even know the answer myself. I hugged my arms around my chest and wished I could cry, that I could scream, or laugh, or just lose it, but I just couldn't. The emptiness wouldn't let me.

It didn't take long for Jackson to catch up with me and he grabbed my shoulder. "Evie, wait." He cursed under his breath and I let him turn me around, chewing on my bottom lip. "I'm sorry." He ran his hand through his hair and let out a breath. "Everything is just so fucked up right now."

I gulped. "I know it is," I whispered.

"We can't let Mason quit school. Mom and dad would be furious if he did." He sat on the closest pew and lowered his head onto the back of the one in front of him. After a few seconds, he turned so that his face was towards me. "Help me convince him that we don't need him home with us."

My eyes began to sting and for a moment I was sure the tears were finally going to fall, but stubbornly, they remained dry. I sighed, feeling exhausted, and nodded. "Fine, we'll talk to him later, 'kay?"

He smiled and nodded before standing up. "Let's get downstairs before they come looking for us."

Together, but not talking, we made our way downstairs. The room was already filled with people eating and talking. Proving that it wouldn't take long for them to move on with their lives. I was pretty sure some of them had already forgotten why they had come here in the first place.

I sunk gratefully into an empty chair at the table my friends had taken over. They had been laughing about something and when I arrived, they all stopped suddenly and cleared their throats awkwardly. I wanted to tell them that it was fine. It didn't matter to me that they were amongst those who were already moving on, but I was just too tired to say anything.

Landon leaned over and tried kissing me, but I moved my head, causing the kiss to land somewhere between my cheek and my ear. He laughed uncomfortably and sat back in his chair. Then there was silence. Awkward hideous silence.

It was Emma who broke it. "Well that answers that question," she said cryptically.

My friends all turned and looked toward something behind me. "What?" I asked, only mildly curious.

"Piper," Jane whispered.

I sat up straighter. "What about her?"

"They were wondering if Jackson and Piper were back together." Landon answered, clearly not interested.

I laughed, "I'm guessing they are?"

To my surprise, Jane shook her head and whispered, "I don't think so. Look."

Trying not to be obvious, I turned in my chair. Piper was behind us, she was smiling, she was totally participating in some highly inappropriate PDA and she most definitely was not with my brother.

"Who the hell is that?" I whispered. Even whispered, it sounded loud to my ears and a few people from the tables next to us looked over at me curiously.

Jane shrugged and whispered back, "no clue."

I watched, a nauseated feeling starting in the pit of my stomach, as the guy Piper was with leaned closer and whispered in her ear. She giggled and moved closer to him. I stood up, my chair crashing to the floor behind me. "That's just... sick."

At that point, I didn't even care if I was making a scene. I felt like I was going to spew right there in the middle of the buffet the ladies of the church had set out. The room was starting to spin and I was seeing red. My brother, my sweet little brother, didn't deserve that. How dare she bring someone else to our parents funeral? It just wasn't right.

"Babe, calm down." Landon whispered, standing up and trying to put his arms around me.

"How can you just stand there, like's it's okay?" I screamed at him.

Mason and Jackson made their way through the crowds of people and each one of them put an arm around me. "Come on, Evie, why don't we get home?" Mason asked, "it's been a long day."

I turned, sad eyes on Jackson, "I'm so sorry Jack."

He looked at me, confused, but didn't say anything. "It's going to be okay Evie. You just need to rest."

Jane and Emma were just standing there, looking at me like they didn't even know me. So much for always being there. Why wasn't anyone doing anything? Someone could have said something to Piper.

"I'm fine," I whispered, all of the furious energy seeping out of me again, "I just have a headache."

"Landon, can you help Jackson get Evie out to the car?" Mason asked, moving to drape my arm around Landon's neck.

I jumped back. "No." They all looked at me confused and I took a deep breath. "I can do it. I'll just call you later."

Pain flickered in Landon's eyes, but he nodded, taking a few steps back away from me. Emma moved forward and put her hand on Landon's arm, comforting him, but I didn't even care. I just wanted to go home. I just wanted to go to sleep.

Jackson walked with me through the crowds still standing there watching me, whispering behind their hands to one another. If I wasn't so tired, I'd be irritated. How dare they judge me? Instead, I walked, my head lowered and my dark hair hanging in a curtain around my face, providing some small bit of privacy for me. Hiding the fact that my hazel eyes were dry and empty.

When we got to the car, Jackson opened the back door for me and I curled up in a ball, laying on the seat under a blanket. I was shivering. I tired to thank my brother, but I was just so tired. Once closed, I just couldn't open my eyes again. I vaguely remember the light coming on when the driver's side door opened and Mason turning the key in the ignition, but that was about it. In the morning, when I woke up in my bed, I couldn't even remember how I got there.

 

  


Chapter Two

In the end, it took almost a week to convince Mason that we could survive without him. Adams State College wasn't too far away and he had agreed only on the condition that we call him whenever we needed him, he came home on the weekends, and our neighbor Oliver Gates checked in on us once a day to make sure we weren't doing anything we weren't supposed to.

For the most part, it didn't surprise me that he made the right choice. Jackson had been pretty adamant that our parents would have wanted him to stay in school and I had agreed with him. I also agreed that we were old enough to take care of ourselves. What did surprise me was that most of his hesitation came from his worrying over me. Me. Seriously? I was a few months from eighteen, so that just didn't make any sense to me. It made me feel confined, caged in a way that I wasn't accustomed to, and I didn't like it.

School was beginning to sort of make me feel the same way. It seemed like there were always eyes on me. Watching me, judging me, waiting for something to happen. It was stifling and most days I left there in a hurry, trying to suppress the feeling of tearing out my hair or screaming like a banshee.

October came, and with it, the air began to turn cold and the wind began to blow all of the leaves off of the trees. I was sitting on a picnic table outside for lunch when the first snow flakes began to fall. I was alone. I'd been spending a lot of time that way, but today, it was mostly because I was the only one stupid enough to sit outside in the cold frigid air.

Somewhere inside the school my friends were huddled together, eating and laughing, probably not even wondering where I was. Somewhere inside the school my brother was probably working in the library, skipping lunch because his education was so much more important to him. He was on the fast track to a scholarship and I couldn't help wishing that it was him graduating this year instead of me. At least he had a plan, at least he knew what he wanted to do when he left this place. I had no clue. The future should be an empty canvas for me. An adventure waiting to happen, a story waiting to be written. I'm sure that's how most people saw it.

I sighed, my breath fogging out in front of me and I rubbed my bare hands together to warm them. Pulling my cell phone out of my backpack, I checked the time right quick. I still had twenty minutes left for lunch. I laid my backpack on the bench and laid down on top of the table, letting the soft snow flakes melt on the heated skin of my face.

Against my better judgment, I closed my eyes and relished in the feeling of the cool moisture running down my cheeks. I had become so emotionally numb inside that it felt amazing to actually
feel
something physically. I tried to let my mind wander and create stories, scenes, fantasies like it used to, but it stayed stubbornly blissfully blank.

In those moments there was nothing to worry about, no questions to answer, no guilt dragging me into the ground. It was just me. So relaxing, so rejuvenating, these simple pleasures that I had taken for granted so many times before. What had I been doing with my time? With my life? It just seemed like none of it was important anymore.

Sometime during those first few moments I fell asleep. I didn't dream, I wasn't out long enough for that, but I knew I had slept because one minute I was thinking that life was almost peaceful laying there under the soft snowfall and the next I was cold, wet, and the sound of a bell ringing off in the distance alerted me that lunch was over.

"Crap!"

I sat up quickly and grabbed my bag off of the bench. The snow had really started to fall and I had to brush a layer of white powder off of myself and my backpack. I slipped in my rush to get inside the building and almost fell. Instead, my bag dropped, spilling my books out onto the wet ground.

"Crap!" I shouted again.

I was so busy scrambling to pick everything up, I didn't notice that someone was walking down the sidewalk toward me until I knocked right into them. This time, I did fall. So did the person I ran into.

"Ouch!"

"I am so sorry!" I exclaimed, jumping back to my feet so I could help the person up. When I saw who it was, I dropped my hand back down to my side.

"You should watch where you're going," Piper mumbled.

I hadn't seen her since the funeral. Or if I had, I had ignored her. "You saw me too," I spat back rudely.

"Whatever," she said before slowly pulling herself to her feet.

There was something
off
about her. I wasn't concerned, and I totally didn't want her to think that I was, but I couldn't help my curiosity so the question just sort of spewed out, "are you sick or something? You look like crap."

She glared at me. "I'm fine." We stood there awkwardly for a moment before she pushed passed me and started walking back down the sidewalk throwing a scared look over her shoulder.

"Hey, wait!" I called after her, "are you ditching?"

Her eyes narrowed even more and she hurried back toward me. "Why don't you just announce it to the whole school, I'm not sure they heard you in the office," she said sarcastically.

"Whatever," I mimicked her, rolling my eyes. I turned and started back for the school, but a few seconds later, I felt a hand on my shoulder.

"Evie, wait."

I turned, annoyed and was going to say something that wasn't going to be very nice, but there was something in her eyes that stopped me. She was chewing on her lower lip, something I did when I was nervous, and I couldn't help noticing that her lips were super dry and cracked. Her eyes were bloodshot, she was wickedly pale, and there were dark circles under her eyes.

"What?" I asked cautiously.

She rubbed her face with palm of hand and pushed her greasy hair back off of her forehead. "I just..." she took a deep breath and exhaled, lowering her arms to her sides, "how's Jackson?" She stopped chewing on her lip and began chewing on one of her finger nails. It was painted black with pink polka dots on it.

When I realized what she was asking, I cursed under my breath, I couldn't help it. "Seriously?" I shook my head, too furious to say anything else, I spun around on my heel and took a few more steps before turning back toward her. "Here's a question, how's your new boyfriend? Oh I'm sorry, I didn't catch his name when I saw him at our parent's funeral."

She swallowed like she was fighting back tears and took a deep breath. When she brought her hand back up to hair, it was shaking. "You don't understand. It's not... I mean... Alex isn't... shit."

I laughed bitterly, "what? It's not what?"

"Nothing, never mind." She licked her dry lips and turned, jogging toward the parking lot.

I stood watching her until she was no longer in my view. Then, when I started shivering, I remembered that it was snowing and I was super late for class and I trudged the last few feet to the front door of the school. The halls were empty and my shoes made that squeaky wet sound as I hurried toward my class.



"At least you didn't get detention."

I glared at Jane and pulled my hair up into a pony tail. The snow had soaked through my hat and I knew that I was a mess. "Yeah, I guess so."

My math teacher, Mrs. Seely, hadn't been very happy about my tardiness and had made me stand in front of the class the whole hour working out equations on the board. My head was aching, my brain was tired, and my feet were cold and wet. I could only be thankful that this day was finally over and I could go home.

Landon snuck up behind me and kissed the side of my neck. "I really wish you wouldn't do that!" I snapped at him, moving away.

He threw his arms up. "Whoa, sorry I wanted to kiss my girlfriend. I won't let it happen again." He began walking away and guilt flared up inside of me.

"Landon, wait..." but it was too late, he was already high fiving one of his friends halfway down the hall. "I'm sorry," I finished lamely, with Jane the only one around to hear me.

"It will get better. Just give it some time."

I smiled at her and slammed my locker shut. "Yeah, maybe."

Jane walked with me, in silence, down the hall toward the front door of the school. I hadn't really been spending much time with Emma and I wondered idly where she had been and what she had been up to. The three of us used to be inseparable.

"I could come over," she offered, "if you want me to."

I smiled at her. "Maybe tomorrow. I'm just really tired."

She nodded, "okay."

It was easy with Jane. She was mostly quiet and when I was around her I didn't feel like she was going to judge me. There was nothing she expected from me. I found myself wondering if she had always been this way and I just hadn't noticed or if it, along with my personality, had changed.

We walked to the parking lot and then went our separate ways since we had parked on opposite ends. Jackson was already waiting by the car when I walked up. He took one look at me and laughed. "Want to talk about it?"

I punched him playfully in the arm. "Not really."

I threw my backpack in the backseat and climbed behind the wheel. I was already seat belted in before he even got inside the car. My head was throbbing and I rubbed absently at my temples, wishing he would just hurry up.

"Long day?" He prodded when we were finally pulling out of the parking lot and heading home.

"Yeah, something like that," I mumbled.

It had stopped snowing, but the roads were wet, proof that it had at least attempted to cover our little town. Thinking about the snow made me think about Piper. I had tried to push her from my mind all afternoon, but I hadn't been very successful at it. She had just looked so lost. It sort of made me feel bad that I had been so mean to her. A quick glance at my brother beside me though, brought all of my anger back and I bit my lip mulling things over in my head.

The shrill ringing from Jackson's pocket, had me jumping in my seat. He laughed at me, pulling out the phone and looking at the display. He frowned at whatever it was he saw and sent the caller to voicemail.

"Who was that?"

He cleared his throat, "Piper."

I opened my mouth to tell him about my encounter with her, but when I saw the brooding frown on his face, I thought better of it. "Oh," was all I said instead.

He closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the seat. A few seconds later and his phone was ringing again. Without even looking at it this time, he sent the call to voicemail. Then he turned and looked out his window. I wondered what he was thinking about.

"Is there anything you want to talk about?" I figured it was the big sister thing to say. Even though I knew he would say no and I sort of didn't want to talk to him about Piper anyways.

He shook his head, not taking his eyes away from the scenery rushing passed us. "Not really."

I nodded, relieved, and then groaned when his phone rang again. This time he turned it off and shoved it back into his pocket. "I'm so over this day," he mumbled.
 I laughed, "I'm right there with you."

He turned in his seat so that he was facing me. "Are you okay, Evie?" When I just stared blankly at him he smiled. "I mean really okay, about everything."

I closed my eyes, but only briefly, aware that I was driving. "I don't know."

"You can tell me anything, you know."

I smiled and reached blindly for his hand. When he wrapped his warm fingers around my cool ones I sighed. "I know. It's just that I don't really know what to say. I'm not at all sure how I am feeling and why I'm not really feeling anything at all."

He nodded. "It sucks. Life isn't fair."

"It's not, you're right. Sometimes I find myself wondering what the point of it is really."

He frowned, "what do you mean?"

I shrugged and pulled my hand back to place on the steering wheel. "Life." I ran one hand through my hair, forgetting it was pulled back, and then pulled the holder out, shaking the long curls loose and massaging my scalp. "What's the point of it? Clearly nothing really happens for a reason."

"Sure it does," he answered.

I turned and looked him in the eyes. "Really, Jack? You seriously believe that?" When he nodded, I laughed cruelly, "what was the purpose of mom and dad dying? What was the fucking point of that?"

He straightened back up and looked out his window again. "I don't have all the answers Evie, but I have faith."

"Screw faith."

"You can't mean that. Mom and dad wouldn't have wanted you..."

"Screw what they would have wanted Jack!" I screamed. "They aren't here anymore. You don't know what they would have wanted."

He shook his head but didn't say anything. I pulled into our driveway and turned off the car but neither of us moved to get out of it. I leaned my head back against the head rest and closed my eyes. "I'm sorry," I whispered.

"I'm worried about you Evie."

I snorted, "don't be."

"There are so many things to look forward to, you have to have faith."

He sounded so sincere, I opened my eyes and looked over at him. There was a very intense expression on his face and I busted out laughing, I couldn't help it. He rolled his eyes, but when I couldn't stop laughing, it made him laugh too. We were both having a hard time catching our breath we were laughing so hard.

Knock. Knock.

I jumped so hard the seat belt dug into my shoulder and my heart felt like it was in my throat. Naturally when I turned and we saw that it was Mr. Gates, probably come to check on us, Jackson started laughing even harder.

"Shut up, Jack," I mumbled.

"Dude, you should have seen your face, you were totally freaked out!"

I rolled my eyes, grabbed the keys from the ignition and got out of the car. Oliver Gates was probably at least seventy years old. He was bald on top of his head, with pure white tufts of hair on the sides and backs. He always seemed to be frowning and when I was little he used to scare me, but he was nice enough and I knew Mason appreciated him for agreeing to sort of keep an eye on us.

"Didn't mean to frighten you, Evelyn," he said after I retrieved my backpack from the back seat of the car.

"It's fine Mr. Gates, it was just a really long day."

Jackson got out of the car, finally, and smiled over at the older guy. "What's the haps Ollie?"

My brother was such a dork! I swear, we my have the same dark chestnut hair and hazel eyes, but that was where the similarities ended. Not only was he almost six foot tall next to my puny five foot four, he was brutally optimistic and had a personality that people gravitated towards. Even during my good days, I wasn't that charming.

Mr. Gates smiled and followed us toward the house. "I'm great Jackson, it's a beautiful day."

I looked at the darkening sky, the pools of waters from the melted snow, and the mud that it had caused and raised my brows, "beautiful? You've got to be kidding."

He laughed, "oh no, Evelyn, when you get to be as old as I am, you realize that every day is a beautiful day. A blessing just to be alive."

Ugh, I think I am going to be sick! Jackson actually started laughing again and patted me, roughly, on my back causing me to fall forward slightly. I spun around ready to swing, but he had moved back, putting Mr. Gates between us and was holding his arms up in front of himself in surrender.

"Evie has been contemplating the meaning of life today, Ollie. Maybe you can explain it to her."

I glared at my brother and Mr. Gates grunted. "Life is a precious gift, girl, one to be cherished, not taken for granted."

I nodded, not really feeling the need to get into it with him. "I think I'm going to go change my clothes." I was still a little damp and just wanted to change into sweats and a t-shirt and veg out for a little while. "Why don't you tell Jack all about life and he can share it with me later."

I laughed to myself at the look on Jackson's face. For all of his joking and humor, he knew as well as I did, that once you got him started, Mr. Gates was talker. He'd probably go over the meaning of life for the next few hours. Serves him right, I thought, as I escaped into the privacy of my bedroom.

We lived in one of those houses higher up in the mountains than the rest of the town. Secluded kind of, with Mr. Gates on one side of us and a rich family that had the house on the other side of us and used it as a summer vacation home. It was a ranch style house so everything was on one level.

My bedroom was on the back side of the house and I loved the three large windows on the back wall of my room. They looked out into the forest, and it wasn't an odd occurrence to see deer, rabbits and other wildlife running around outside. What was an odd occurrence was to turn on my light and see Landon standing outside by one of them.

After the initial shock, I hurried over and opened the window to let him in. "What are you doing here?" I whispered, afraid that Mr. Gates would hear me.

Instead of smiling, he climbed inside and sat down on the edge of my bed. When he looked up at me, he was frowning. "We need to talk."

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. "Do we have to do this right now?"

He threw up his arms, "when is good for you, Evie? I'm so sorry to interrupt whatever it is you were about to do."

His voice was starting to rise in his agitation and I hurried to my door, pressing my ear against it to see if anyone had noticed. "Fine, but you need to be quiet. If Mason finds out you were here he would freak out." I wasn't sure that was totally true, I was almost eighteen after all, but I also didn't want to test my theory. Not now anyways. Not when this whole new living arrangement was so new.

Landon sighed and patted the bed next to him, "come here."

Feeling like I didn't really have another option, I sunk down next to him. He reached out to take my hand and I let him. I was waiting for him to start, I had a feeling I knew what was coming and I wasn't sure how I felt about it. I didn't know what I wanted. He just sat there holding my hand, though, almost like he wasn't sure what to say.

"Look, Landon, I know that things have been... different. I'm sorry. It's just that I don't know where I am. I am not sure
who
I am anymore." The silence was killing me and I felt like I needed to say
something.

He turned to me. Here it comes. He's going to do it. My heart was racing just waiting for the words to come. I was surprised when he leaned forward and kissed me. It was just a small peck at first, but when shock kept me frozen instead of moving me away from him, he took it as an invitation and leaned in again, this time running his tongue along my lips forcing them open so he could deepen the kiss.

Okay, I'm not going to lie here. Part of me knew that I would be relieved if he had broken up with me. I just didn't have the energy to try to make someone else happy when I wasn't even sure how to make myself happy. When his lips moved against mine, though, and his hands moved up and tangled themselves in my hair, it felt
good;
and good was
something.

I moved back on my bed, pulling him with me and laid back against my pillows. He laid partially on the bed and partially on top of me, pushing me further into the mattress. My breathing was coming hard and fast and I could feel his heart racing against my chest.

He moved one of his hands down the side of my face and cupped my cheek before moving his mouth from my lips to the side of my neck and back towards my ear. My body was aching, begging for something I knew I wasn't ready for. Something that Landon and I hadn't even gotten close to in the past. The hand on my face moved lower, brushing softly against my chest before pulling up the hem of my shirt and resting on the bare skin of my side.

I moaned softly and his mouth moved back to mine. "I love you, Evie," he murmured.

We had said the words before, but in this setting they sounded different, they sounded scary. I moaned again. Not wanting to stop and then wanting to stop. "Landon, please."

He misunderstood my meaning and moved his hand further up my side and around to the front, cupping me over the soft fabric of my bra. It felt so good. It felt so amazing as he began to caress me. It felt... terrifying.

I pushed away from him. "No, please, stop."

He wasn't a jerk. This wasn't one of those after school specials where I was afraid he wouldn't stop. This was Landon. This was my boyfriend, my friend. I had know him almost my whole life.

He rolled over and ran a hand up his face and through his hair. We were both breathing hard and when he turned and saw the look on my face he started laughing softly. "I'm not mad, babe. It's okay."

I let out a breath, relieved, "are you sure?"

In answer to my question, he pulled me closer to him and pushed my head gently down onto his chest. I could feel his breath on my hair before I felt him press a kiss onto the top of my head. "I'm sure."

We laid there like that for a long time. It could have been hours, it could have been minutes. I wasn't sure and I didn't care. All I knew was that when he finally got up and climbed back out the window, it was dark out. He stopped in the window and looked back at me. "I do love you, Evie. You know that right?"

I nodded, and satisfied, he left. It wasn't at all how I had expected his impromptu visit to go and when I looked at myself in the mirror, my hair was sticking up and my cheeks were flushed with heat. Maybe this was the key, I thought. Maybe if I started doing things that were different, things that weren't normal for me, I'd start to feel something again. I'd certainly felt something when Landon had his hands on me.

Confused and unsettled by my thoughts, I grabbed a pair of sweats and a shirt and went to go take a hot shower. Jackson was zombied out in front of the TV playing a video game and grunted a greeting when he heard me walk by. Mr. Gates was gone and I chuckled softly wondering how long he had stayed to talk to Jack.

Once in the shower and under the steaming hot spray of the water, I couldn't stop myself from thinking back over my day. It had been just like any other day since the accident. Until the end, that is. Until Landon. It wasn't surprising that he occupied my thoughts for the rest of the night. Jackson even asked me a few times what I was thinking about and then looked at me funny when I blushed.

I figured that when I went to bed, I'd be visited with images of what had happened and what could have happened between us if I hadn't stopped him. My heart was racing just remembering his hands and my skin tingled where he had touched me. Thinking about this should have made falling asleep and dreaming about him easy. So why was it then, that just before I finally slipped into oblivion it was Piper's face that flashed through my mind? In doing so, it wasn't the lovely forbidden pleasure of being with Landon that stole into my dreams, it was the image of Piper and the fear in her eyes that haunted them.

 

  


Chapter Three

Someone was knocking at the door.

At first I thought I was dreaming. It wasn't normal for someone to be knocking on the door this early in the morning. I partially opened my eyes and was instantly even more disoriented. It was dark out. I looked at the clock on my nightstand; five thirty a.m. What the heck?

Knock. Knock. Knock.

Groggily, I pulled myself out of bed and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. Flipping on my light, I opened my bedroom door just in time to see Jackson, standing much like I was, peeking out from his room down the hall.

"What the hell is that?"

I started laughing. "Don't you mean who?" He stared at me blankly so I motioned to the door, "someone
is at the door."

I mumbled a few words under my breath and started walking passed him toward the living room. His arm shot forward and stopped me before I could pass. "That wasn't the door."

"Yeah, it was." I answered, clearly confused.

He shook his head and motioned for me to be quiet before pushing me behind him. "What's your problem?" I mumbled.

He turned and glared at me, "if someone was at the door they would have rang the bell." I raised my eyebrows, it wasn't unheard of for someone to just knock, was it? He held his finger against his lips again. "Get a clue, Evie, that sound came from the back of the house."

Now that he mentioned it, it had sounded closer to me then it would have if someone was at the front door. The two of us tip toed into the living room. My heart, thanks to my wild imagination, was racing and I was suddenly very aware just how secluded our house was.

"Just stay here," he said when we reached the front of the house. I nodded, not trusting my voice to speak. I was scared. I knew it was paranoia, but I was really scared. Just to humor me, I was sure, he unlocked the front door and looked outside. Seeing nothing, he turned back toward me, "stay here, I'll be right back."

I cowered behind the couch. My palms were sweating and my adrenaline was pumping. The injustice of having my baby brother go and check on things wasn't lost on me, and feeling a need to feel empowered, I hurried to the kitchen and grabbed a steak knife from one of the drawers.

When I returned the front room, the door was still wide open, but there was no sign of Jackson. I crept toward the door and looked outside. I was blasted with a gust of icy wind, it had snowed through the night. Our house had a porch that wrapped around either side, so wrapping my arms around myself, I took a few steps out onto it. There was no sign of Jackson, but the sky was just starting to lighten, making it easier to make out the shapes around me.

"Jack?" I whispered it, and then laughed to myself realizing he wouldn't be able to hear me. "Jackson?" I called a little louder.

Off in the distance, it sounded like branches cracked followed by a loud crash. I jumped and then took off running around the side of the house. My first thought was for my brother. I wondered if something had happened to him. Fear was radiating off of me in waves and I was sure that I had never been more scared.

Just as I was about to jump off of the porch to walk around to the back of the house, an arm reached out and grabbed me. I screamed so loud, I figured it was just a matter of seconds before Mr. Gates would come running to see what had happened. The knife fell from my hand clanking to the ground, the sound echoing around us.

"Evie, Evie... calm down, it's me."

Jackson hugged me to him and laughed while he comforted me. Wrapped in his arms his body felt relaxed and normal. He wasn't scared at all. So I leaned back and punched him. Hard.

"Ow!"

"What the hell was that?" I asked him, sinking into a nearby chair.

He leaned against the rail of the porch and rubbed his chest. "No clue. I didn't see anything."

That didn't really calm my already frazzled nerves. "That doesn't make any sense Jack. We both heard it, there was someone out here."

He shrugged, completely at ease with the whole situation. "Well whatever..." my eyes snapped to him and he held up his hands, "okay,
whoever it was, they are gone now." I wasn’t so sure. As I stood there with him, I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching me.

For some reason, one that I will never understand, the thought of it being a person was more comforting to me than the thought of an animal or... something else. We sat there for a little while longer, both of us just looking off into the forest and wondering what had caused the noise. When the sun had risen completely, I stood up. "I'm going to go take a shower and get ready for school." Jackson waved me away and then took my place in the chair.

An hour later, I walked into the kitchen. For the first time since the accident, my hair was fixed, my makeup was on and I wasn't just wearing ragged old jeans and a sweatshirt. Jackson looked up at me and his jaw dropped. "What's the occasion?" He asked through a mouthful of cheerios.

I blushed. I could actually feel the heat as it rushed to my cheeks. "No occasion." I wasn't about to tell him that the night before I had engaged in a rather invigorating make out session with my boyfriend and was maybe starting to feel back to normal. "We were already up. I had time to get ready."

He shook his head and smiled, but I ignored him. It was still pretty early, but after we both finished breakfast, with nothing better to do, we decided to go to school. The roads were a little slick anyways, especially for my beat up Cavalier, so I was thankful for the extra time.

In the seat next to me, Jackson was messing with his cell phone. It looked like he was scrolling through the text messages and he was frowning. "Piper?" I asked.

He nodded. "Yeah, like twenty times," he said, distracted.

I wasn't sure if he was exaggerating or not, but the look on his face made me not want to pry so I turned the volume up on the radio and let the music wash over me, mellowing me out. There were butterflies in my stomach when I thought about seeing Landon. It made me hopeful. I hadn't felt this way in a really long time and I was determined to hold on to it and enjoy it.

Rocky Point Colorado was small enough that pretty much everyone knew everything that happened. Still, when we pulled into the parking lot of the high school and saw the lights flashing from two cop cars in the no parking zone, the hair on the back of my neck stood up. Something was going on.

Jackson sat up straighter in his seat. Both of us scanned the area for any clue as to what was going on, but there weren't a lot of people there yet. We were still really early. I pulled into a spot and we both jumped out of the car.

"I have a bad feeling about this, Evie."

I stopped walking and looked at my brother. "Why? This can't have anything to do with us."

He shook his head and I saw a shiver run through him. "I don't know. I just..." he turned intense eyes on me, "you know me Evie. Just don't forget that."

Before I could answer we were approached by two uniformed cops. "Jackson Magwire?"

Jackson gulped and nodded and our principal Mrs. Nelms joined us. "Really Officers, is this necessary?"

One of them, his name tag read Sutherland, nodded, "we just need to ask him a few questions. Is there someone we can call for permission to speak to you?"

"Our brother, Mason. He's our guardian now."

Not missing the 'our', Sutherland turned to me, "you must be Evelyn Magwire?"

I nodded, "what is this about Officer?" It was beyond my comprehension that Jackson could be in trouble for anything. He was an amazing student and had never been in trouble, well real trouble, a day in his life.

"When was the last time either of you spoke with Piper Graham?"

Piper? What the hell? I felt dizzy. I felt sick. If they were asking about her, did that mean that something had happened to her? "Yesterday for me."

Jackson nodded. "Yesterday for me too."

"What time yesterday?"

"Is she okay?" I asked instead of answering.

"Piper hasn't been home since yesterday morning." This was from the older of the two Officers. His name tag read Ives.
 I looked sideways at Jackson and he had gone completely pale. "Jack, have you seen her?" I knew the answer was no, I mean he had been home with me, but I was still relieved when he shook his head no.

"Well all the same, we were told that the two of you were close. If it's okay with you, we'd like to get permission to speak with you." This from Officer Sutherland.

"Yeah, we can call Mason. I don't think he'll be in class yet." Jackson fumbled with his phone and it fell to the ground. His hands were shaking. I watched the officers look back and forth between each other and the look they exchanged made me nervous.

"Why don't we take this into my office?" Mrs. Nelms asked.

Officer Sutherland nodded, "I think that sounds like an excellent idea. Mr. Magwire?"

Jackson nodded, but I placed a hand on his arm, stopping him from leaving. "I'd like to go too, if that's okay."

They nodded and I linked my arm with Jackson's while we walked behind them toward the school. "Have you talked to her?" I whispered to him.

He shook his head, but there was something in his expression that led me to believe he wasn't telling me everything. "Those texts this morning. They were from her, right? So just tell the officers what she said and that you didn't get them until this morning."

He gulped, but didn't say anything. We walked the rest of the way to the office in silence. My mind kept racing to the last time I had seen Piper. She had been acting strange. Should I tell them that? I chewed on my lower lip. No. They'd think I knew something more than I did. I really didn't want to get involved. I closed my eyes. What if I was the last person to see her? Could I handle more guilt?

Once we were sitting, I used my phone to call Mason. He picked up after three rings sounding groggy, like I had woke him up.

"Evie? Do you know what time it is? What's wrong?" He sounded panicked and I wanted so very badly to tell him that I had called just to tell him good morning, but I couldn't. Almost immediately Officer Sutherland motioned for me to hand him the phone.

"Mason, don't freak out, but there is someone here that needs to talk to you."

"What do you mean? Who? What's going on?"

His voice sounded really freaked out and I looked at Jackson. He was staring out of the office window. His face was still pale, but completely blank. I had no idea what was going on in his head. I really wanted to grab his cell phone and read those texts, but I didn't want to draw attention to them.

"Mason Magwire? I understand that you are the guardian of Jackson Magwire?" A short pause. "No, he's not in trouble, we just want to ask him a few questions." Another pause. "Sure, I'll let you talk to him."

Officer Sutherland handed Jackson the phone and turned to me. "I'm going to have to ask you to wait outside, ma'am. Your brother is not in trouble, we just want to talk to him."

I nodded, feeling like I didn't really have a choice, but I was disappointed that I couldn't hear what Jackson was saying to Mason over the phone. I walked out to the receptionist part of the office and sat down by the door. Out in the halls, the noise level was increasing, a sure indicator that school was still going on like planned despite the news of Piper's disappearance. It was sort of sad. I'd like to think that she mattered. That we all did, but I guess life really does go on.

"What's going on in there?"

The school nurse had just walked in and asked the receptionist that question. They both looked in through the opened blinds of the office windows, but with the door closed, you couldn't really hear anything.

"I'm not sure, really," the receptionist answered.

"Is that Jackson Magwire in there?" The nurse whispered back. The receptionist nodded. "Oh that poor kid. What could they possibly need with him? He's such a good guy and that poor family has been through enough."

Hello! Didn't they see me sitting here? I wanted to scream at them. Luckily, the buzzing of my cell phone distracted me. I just hoped that when they realized who was sitting in the office with them, they were sorry for talking about "my family".

It was a text message from Mason.

What the hell is going on Evie?

I wrote back:
I don't know. Something about Piper.

What about Piper?

She's missing.

Shit. I'm driving home today.

Probably a good idea. Jack's freaking out.

I waited for a response, but I didn't get one. I figured that, knowing Mason, he was running around his dorm room, throwing clothes in bags. It was Thursday so he would have been coming home tomorrow anyway. I just figured it was a good thing for him to come home. I wasn't sure how to deal with Jackson, or how he'd feel after this little discussion.

"Evie! What's going on?"

I jumped, but smiled slightly when I saw Landon's head peaking around the door. I stood up and walked out of the office. We stopped just around the corner from it. He pulled me into his arms and despite not knowing what was going on behind the offices closed doors, it felt good to be in his embrace.

"Piper's missing." I said into his chest.

He pulled away from me and looked down into my eyes. "Why are they talking to Jackson? Shouldn't they find that asshole she dumped him for?"

The thought hadn't occurred to me, even though it should have, and I could only hope that Jackson mentioned that. "Yeah, you're right. I don't know. He seemed scared though. I wish I knew what was happening."

The first bell rang. That meant he had exactly three minutes to get to class without being late. "Shit! I'll text you later, babe." He leaned down and kissed me briefly on the lips. "Love you!" He called over his shoulder when he rushed down the hall away from me.

I waved at him and then rubbed my hands over my face. I wanted nothing more than to go back to sleep and start this day over again. My emotional numbness was threatening to sneak back in and I rubbed my arms against it, much like I would rub the cold away.

Pacing had never been something I thought much about, but while I waited for Jackson, I found myself pacing back and forth in front of the office. I was too keyed up to sit down. My mind kept bringing back Piper's face in high resolution and I twirled a piece of hair nervously wondering if I should say something.

The bells signaling the end of first period and the start of second, came and went. People looked at me curiously as they walked from one end of the school to the other, but no one said anything to me. Word had spread that I had sort of had a breakdown at my parents funeral and while you would think that would have people showing me some sympathy, it mostly had them steering clear of me.

Finally, just when I was making a list of all the things I could use to break through the glass of the office windows and rescue my baby brother, he walked out into the hallway.

"Jackson!" I hugged him, "are you okay?"

He nodded, but I noticed he was still pale and his eyes looked swollen like he had been crying. "They said we can go home for the rest of the day and wait for Mason."

"Is that what you want to do?"

He nodded. "I'm tired, Evie. I just want to go lay down."

I hugged him one more time, he stood unmoving in my arms, and then I ran back into the office just long enough to grab my backpack and car keys. "Let's get out of here."

The car ride home was just as quiet as the one going to school that morning. With the exception of an awkward uneasiness between us. I was actually relieved when I pulled into our driveway and put the car into park. Jackson was up and out of his seat in record time, leaving me to scramble to catch up to him.

At the door, I fumbled with the lock and cursed under my breath until Jack finally took my keys from me and opened the door. Once inside, he stood in the middle of the living room with a vacant expression on his face.

"Jack? Do you want to talk about it?" Inside I was boiling over. I wanted to grill him. I wanted to know everything they asked and everything he said, but looking at him, I knew he wasn't up for it and I wasn't going to pry.

He shook his head. "I just want to lay down." He started walking down the hall toward his bedroom and I followed him, deciding that lying down sounded great and I wanted to test my theory about going back to sleep and waking up to a different day. I had just passed him when he stopped me, "hey, Evie?"

I looked over my shoulder at him, "yeah?"

"I love you."

I smiled, "love you too bro."

He nodded, seeming satisfied with my response and disappeared behind his bedroom door. I stood there for a few seconds and then walked through my own. I stopped in front of my mirror and laughed at my reflection. "So much for getting ready today," I said out loud.

My sweats and t-shirt were still lying in a heap on my floor and I quickly changed into them. Then I walked down the hall to the bathroom and scrubbed the makeup off of my face and pulled my hair up. On the way back to my room, I stopped at Jackson's door, tempted to knock on it and make him talk to me. I even went so far as to put my hand on the smooth surface. After a few seconds, though, I thought better of it and went to go rest.

Who could have ever known that not forcing my brother to talk to me in that moment would be the biggest regret and the heaviest guilt I'd yet to encounter. Certainly not I, or my actions would have been so very different in those moments. Instead, I slept. Blissfully unaware that in the weeks proceeding this, I had only thought my life was over. In the weeks to come, it really would be.





Chapter Four

Knock. Knock. Knock.

Ugh. That was my first thought when I heard the knocking. My second was that my head hurt. My third was really? Knocking again? The door to my bedroom opened and I was surprised to see Mason peaking around it.

"Hey, sorry I didn't mean to wake you. I wasn't sure you were home."

I sat up, rubbing my eyes and looked at him, confused. "What do you mean? My car's outside."

He raised his brows. "No. It's not."

At first I thought I was delusional; still dreaming. What the hell did he mean? Of course my car was out there. Where else would it be? I held up my hand. "Don't mess with me Mason, it's been a really crappy day."

I laid back down and buried my head under the covers. Mason threw them off of me. "I'm not messing with you, Evie. Your car isn't outside."

Ugh. I threw the covers back off and trudged to the living room. I always left my keys in my backpack and I had left my backpack on the couch. "Look, Mason, the keys are right..." except that they weren't. Panicked, I dumped everything out. They weren't there.

I ran to the front door and threw it open. He was right. My car was gone. I thought back to the morning. It had been draining, scary, exhausting, sure, but I distinctly remembered parking the car and coming inside. Just like that, I remembered. My hands, fumbling with the lock. Jackson taking the keys from me and opening the door. Had he given them back to me? I strained my memory, but I wasn't sure. I couldn't remember getting them back. Did that mean that I didn't?

I looked up at Mason. "Jackson."

Knowing what I meant without more of an explanation, he ran back down the hall and tried to open Jack's room. The door was locked. I came up behind him just as he began knocking on the door.

"Jackson? Open up, it's Mason."

Nothing.

"Maybe he's sleeping." Even to my own ears, the excuse sounded flimsy and implausible.

Mason, still knocking, looked over at me. The fear in his eyes only worked to heighten the fear I was sure was shining through my own. "Jackson, open this door right now."

Still nothing.

Mason took a few steps back and took a deep breath. Then he lunged forward and hit the door, hard, with his shoulder. "Shit!" He rubbed his arm. The door was still stubbornly closed. He took a few steps back and lunged again. This time the door crashed against the wall with a loud crash. The room was empty.

"Fuck." Mason walked out of the room, his cell phone already in his hand. He slammed the end button and looked at me. "Straight to voicemail."

"Where do you think he went?" Mason was pacing back and forth in the living room so I sat on the edge of a chair and watched him. I felt like I was going to throw up.

"I don't fucking know, Evie. You were here with him. You tell me."

I frowned and took a deep breath. "That's not fair Mason. You can't blame me for this."

He sat down across from me. "I know." He was shaking and I knew he was just concerned about Jackson so I wasn't going to hold anything he said against him. "We need to call the cops."

I nodded, watching him dial 911 on his cell phone. After a few seconds he began to explain the situation. Feeling like I was going to be sick if I listened to him, I walked back to Jackson's room.

It looked just like it always did. I wasn't sure what I had been expecting, but it wasn't that. Somehow, with my stomach churning and a headache beginning to pound in my temples, I just knew that something horrible had happened.

"You know me, Evie. I love you."

His words echoed through me head. Remembering them now made them almost seem like a goodbye. I hugged my arms around myself, standing in his doorway and wished for the tears to fall that still wouldn't come. First my parents and now my brother. Was there seriously something wrong with me?

The sun was shining in through his windows, melting the snow that had fallen through the night. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the light glint off of something under his bed. When I looked closer, curious to see what it was, dread settled down inside of me. It was his cell phone.

"Evie? Where are you?" Mason called from down the hallway.

I didn't answer. I picked up the small phone and looked at it. He wouldn't have left his cell phone behind. He practically lived with that thing attached to his hand. Was it my imagination or did it feel like it was warm to the touch? I checked the screen, but it was off. Weird.

"Hey, the police are on the way. They want to look around." He frowned when he saw me kneeling on the floor, "what are you doing?"

Without really thinking about the reason behind it, I stealthily hid Jackson's phone inside my sock and stood up. "Nothing, I'm just really worried about him."

Mason looked at me strangely, but he had been looking at me that way since the accident so it wasn't anything new. "Tell me what happened this morning."

Over coffee at the kitchen table, I told Mason everything that had happened. He was a little spooked when I told him about early this morning and the strange knocking and had mumbled something about knowing that he shouldn't have left us here alone. When I told him about school and the police and the strange way Jackson was acting he buried his face in his hands.

"This is just so not like him at all," he muttered.

I stood up and refilled our cups from the pot on the counter. "I know." I blew on the hot liquid, letting the steam warm my face, before sipping on it.

There were unspoken words between us. I knew it and by the look in Mason's eyes, I knew that he knew it too. When had secrets become normal between all of us? I was scared. There was no other way to describe what I was feeling. On the inside, I was trembling, sick with worry over my brother. On the outside, I knew that I was just as poised and put together as if it was just another day.

I knew that the police would be there any minute. Probably the same two who had questioned Jackson that morning. There really wasn't a need for a lot of law enforcement up here in the mountains. His cell phone was like a weight on my ankle and I wanted to hide it before they got there. I needed to see what Piper had texted him. I knew that was the clue to find him.

"I'll be right back." Mason stood up, like he wasn't going to let me out of his sight. "It's okay, I'm just going to change my clothes."

Nodding, he sunk back down into his chair and stared into his coffee cup, lost in his own thoughts. I hurried to my bedroom. It was so very tempting to scroll through the phone right there and then, but I knew that I wouldn't be able to stay patient while the cops were there if I knew where to go looking and I didn't want them to get suspicious. So I hid the phone at the bottom of a box of tissues and changed into jeans and a warm hooded sweatshirt. I was just throwing my dirty clothes into the hamper when the doorbell rang. I walked into the living room just as Mason was welcoming the cops into our home.

"Have you tried calling friends, other family, anyone who he may have contacted?"

Just as I thought, it was Officer Sutherland asking the questions. Officer Ives was there too, but there was also another officer with them; a young one. He was looking around the room with eyes that seemed to take in everything. He was too far away for me to see what his name was.

Mason nodded, "I've called everyone I can think of." It was true, he had. While I had been telling him about the day, he had been calling and texting everyone. No one had seen nor heard from Jackson. Most of them since Wednesday because our morning at school had been spent in the office.

Officer Sutherland nodded at me when I walked into the room, "what about you Miss Magwire. Do you know where your brother could have gone."

I shook my head.

"Why don't you tell me what happened after the two of you left school this morning."

Mason nodded, encouraging me to talk to them. So we all sat down. It seemed silly to me, really. Shouldn't they be out there
doing
something? So far, my experience with the authorities is that they did a whole lot of talking. Except for the younger guy. He just did a whole lot of listening. It was unnerving, the way he just watched me as I talked. It made me feel like he would see and hear everything. Even the things I wasn't really saying.

"Is it normal for your brother to take your car?"

I shook my head, "Jackson just turned sixteen a few months ago. He doesn't have his drivers license yet."

Officer Sutherland raised his brows, "so you gave your keys to an unlicensed driver?"

"No. I mean, not intentionally," I mumbled.

Mason stood up, clearly angry at what he was insinuating. "It's not Evie's fault. What was she supposed to do? Hide her keys?"

The older two officers looked at each other and then Officer Ives nodded. "No of course not. If it's alright with you, we'd like to take a look around outside the house, maybe we can find something that will help us."

Mason sighed, "fine. Whatever, just find my brother. We've already been through too much. I want him home and safe."

Officer Sutherland smiled at both of us. "Of course. We will do everything we can to find him."

The three men all stood up and walked out the front door. It was strange to me that they wanted to look outside and didn't ask about looking inside. Then I figured it was because of a warrant or something. I wasn't sure, my experience came from reruns of television dramas.

Mason stood with me on the porch while they poked around outside. I saw Mr. Gates standing on his porch watching and waved at him. He didn't wave back, instead he turned and walked back inside of his house.

"Hey, I've got something."

The call was from the back of the house and Mason and I both ran down off of the porch to see what they had found. It looked like it had been the younger officer that had called out. He was standing just outside of one of Jackson's bedroom windows. The only two rooms along that side of the house were his and mine. Mason's was across from ours and faced the front of the house.

Officer Sutherland pulled out a cell phone and began barking out orders to whoever was lucky enough to have answered. All I was able to take in from his fast yelling was something about a forensics team. Did they have those in small towns?

"What is it?" Mason was trying to get a closer look, but Officer Ives had blocked him.

"We need someone to come out and investigate this," he told him.

With the younger officer still studying whatever he had found, Officer Sutherland on the phone a few feet away, and Officer Ives blocking my brother, I was able to sneak by and get a closer look. When I saw what had them so agitated, the nauseated feeling that had been wreaking havoc on my stomach all morning, finally won and I bent over, throwing up all over the ground at the younger officers feet.

"Get her back inside the house, Cole." Officer Sutherland barked.

The younger officer hurried to me and ushered me back around the house. I was shaking. I was dry heaving. I was freaking the fuck out. What the hell was happening?

"Just take a deep breath. It's going to be okay."

Cole was trying to soothe me, make me feel better about what I had just seen, but the image was burned into my mind, probably forever. I'd have nightmares about it. Whenever I felt chills down my spine and the hair stand up on the back of my neck, it would be that image I saw. It would haunt me the rest of my life.

He helped me to the sofa and then threw a blanket over me. I couldn't stop shaking. I was wrong about what I had said that morning. I'd take a bear, a mountain lion, hell I'd even take big foot. Anything other than a person. Anything other than what must have been outside of our house that morning. Not just outside of our house, but outside of Jackson's window and by the looks of it trying to come inside.

"You're in shock." Cole sat down next to me and took my hand, holding it between both of his. "You shouldn't have seen that."

I tried to say something, but my teeth were chattering. Mason ran inside and kneeled down in front of me. "What the hell was out there?" He looked at Cole and I was almost surprised that he didn't hit him. I had never seen my brother so angry.

Cole, looking like he wasn't sure how much to tell him, gulped. "Blood. There was some blood on the window."

Mason looked over at me, confused. "Evie, what happened? Are you okay?" I tried to shake my head, but I wasn't sure I succeeded as my whole body was pretty much convulsing. He looked back at Cole, "if it was just some blood, why the fuck is my sister freaking out?"

"Cole, get out here. There's more." This from Ives.

Cole turned and looked at me, "I'm here if you need me." When I didn't answer, he squeezed the hand of mine he was still holding, "okay?" I nodded.

He got up and ran outside and Mason took his place. "Evie, what happened? What was out there?"

I shook my head, rocking back and forth on the couch. My teeth were still chattering so bad I knew I couldn't talk. Hell, I was lucky I hadn't bitten my tongue. He pulled me close to him and wrapped the blanket tighter around my shoulders. Then he leaned down and kissed my head.

"It's going to be alright," he murmured, "they are going to find Jackson and everything will be alright. He hasn't been gone that long, nothing bad could have happened to him."

I knew better. It didn't take a lot of time for something really bad to happen. Piper had only been gone twenty four hours and I knew that something really bad had happened to her. I knew that with certainty now.

Mason sat there with me like that for what seemed like an eternity. The officers walked in and out of our house like they owned it. More came. Blue and red lights were flashing through the windows and in the setting sun, they were casting an eerie glow on everything and everyone around us. They had squad cars out looking for my car; looking for Jackson. So far nothing had come up.

Landon had come by and they had all but escorted him away. It was better anyways. Even at my lowest during the past month I knew that I had never been as bad as I was in those hours. Although tears were still stubbornly avoiding me, my whole body ached with the ferocity of my shaking and there was an ache in my head screaming for me to lay down.

I couldn't do it. I didn't want to close my eyes. I was already reliving that moment in my mind over and over again, I didn't want to chance it haunting my dreams. Who knew what sort of nightmare I would have if it did.

It was late when they all finally left. They hadn't told Mason anything more than that they had found blood. They told him that they would explain further when they knew what they were dealing with. He hadn't tried to pry anything more out of me, knowing that it was pointless.

When he locked the front door and started turning off the lights. I shook my head. "No, please, leave them on."

He sighed and sat back down on the couch. "Come on, let's get you to bed."

I shook my head again. "Please Mason, just sleep out here with me tonight."

I didn't want to be alone. I didn't want to go to sleep. I didn't want Mason out of my sight because I was terrified I would lose him too. Most of all, I didn't want to be in my room. I didn't want to be at the back of the house so close to what I had seen.

Reluctantly, he agreed. I think that not only did he know how badly I needed him, he was also feeling frightened and unsettled. I wasn't sure which was worse. Not knowing what was going on and wondering about it, or knowing and worrying about it.

Sleep was stop and go that night. It was like subconsciously, my mind would not like me sleep long enough to dream. That was a good thing. Most of the time when I woke up, Mason was snoring on the floor next to me. The sound of his snoring had become a comforting sound. Any other noise, small or big, had me on edge. Jumping each time with my heart racing in my chest and a sheen of sweat covering my body.

When daylight came, I was happy to see it. My body hurt. My head hurt. My eyes were burning from lack of sleep and I was exhausted, but I was still happy to see it. In the light of day, nothing seemed as scary. There weren't shadows people could hide in. Sounds made sense when you could see what was making them.

The phone began ringing loudly, causing Mason to stir, but it was me who finally answered it. "Hello?" My voice sounded gruff and scratchy and my lips were dry and cracked.

"Miss Magwire? This is Officer Sutherland, can I please speak with your brother?"

"Have you found anything?" Mason was already up and walking toward me, his hand held out expectantly waiting for me to hand him the phone.

"Really, ma'am, I'd like to speak with your brother. Is he at home?"

I bit my lip, "just tell me. Did you find Jackson? Is he okay?"

Mason took the phone from my hand. "Hello?" A pause. "Yes this is Mason, did you find anything?"

I watched him. I wasn't sure what I was looking for. Some indication that my life, so tentatively pieced together after the accident, was about to be ripped apart again. Maybe vindication that my feeling had been right and that I wasn't crazy, although in the deepest recesses of my heart, I hoped that I was. It's not like I wanted something horrible to have happened to Jack. Whatever it was that I was looking for, I knew the minute I saw it.

One moment Mason was just as he had been, trying to be the strong older brother. Trying to hold together a family that had it's heart ripped out. The next he was lost. In his eyes, I saw the same despair, the same hopelessness that I had felt when I stood in Jackson's room. The phone fell from his hand. The receiver striking the floor and skidding to a halt somewhere under the kitchen table.

"Evie?" His voice was cracking. He was losing it. If only I could join him. I longed for the cleansing power of tears.

"What happened?"

"What did you see outside?" He was sinking, falling to the ground at my feet.

"Why? Mason, what happened?" I fell with him, grabbing hold of his shoulders and shaking him.

"I need to know what you saw, Evie."

I gulped. "Piper." I closed my eyes, the memory as crystal clear as if I was still standing in front of it. "Piper's dead Mason."

He was crying. "How do you know?"

"The blood." I buried my face in my hand. "Oh God, Mason, there was so much blood." I opened my eyes and watched as my brother fell apart.

"How do you know it was hers?"

The vision flashed again and I knew if there was anything left in my stomach I would have thrown up again. "There were pools of blood on the ground and a bloody handprint on Jack's window. One of Piper's fingernails was stuck to it." The words came out in a rush and I closed my eyes, picturing that black nail with the stupid pink polka dots. I took a deep breath. "What did they find?"

Mason leaned forward and pulled me to him, rocking us both back and forth just like our mom used to do when we were children and had a bad dream. "They found your car. It was parked at the Willows." He pulled away from me so he could look into my eyes. "Evie, oh God, Evie, I'm so sorry."

"Where's Jack?" Bile was rising in my throat. The kind that burned when it came because there was no real substance to it. It was just part of your insides. "What happened to Jackson?"

"He's dead." I shook my head, unwilling to believe what I had already guessed. "He killed himself." There it was. With those words, another piece of my soul was ripped out of me.

 

  


Chapter Five

Over the next month, details of what I had dubbed the cops version of the truth began circulating. Jackson had killed Piper outside of our house and then killed himself the next day when the guilt of what he had done had become too much for him to bare.

They had proof. The blood they had found outside of Jackson's window was Piper's. They had also found a pool of blood and a bloody stick out in the woods by our house. The blood on the ground had also been Piper's. The blood on the stick? They weren't sure about it. It didn't matter to them that it wasn't Jack's blood. His suicide had given them all the closure they needed.

Mason had quit school and moved back home. He was working at a local gas station and keeping close tabs on me. That was fine by me. I wasn't doing anything I shouldn't be. I had just stopped caring.

It sort of put a damper on your social life when people thought that your brother had gone crazy and killed his girlfriend. That's what they were saying after all. That Jackson had gotten so jealous of Piper's new boyfriend that he had killed her. A man scorned. That's what the papers had said.

What bothered me the most was the one thing you would think most people would have picked up on. It really amazed me that it was a non issue. They had never found the boyfriend. Seriously, it was like he didn't exist. Only he did. I had seen him. He had been at my parents funeral.

There was one more thing. This kept me up at night. It gave me the headaches, the nightmares, the dark circles under my eyes. They had never found the bodies. Not Piper. Not Jackson. The only "proof" they had that he killed himself was some bogus note they found in my car and the motive to do it since they were so sure he had killed Piper and hidden her body somewhere.

What did I think had happened? I wasn't sure. It's not like I was physic or anything, but I knew my brother.
You know me Evie.
I knew that he was not capable of killing himself and he most definitely wasn't capable of killing Piper. Besides he had been inside the house with me that morning. He had been with me when we heard the knocking noise that the police now believed had been Piper, trying in vain to save herself.

Hello. If she was trying to save herself why had she tried to get back into her killers bedroom? When I asked them this, they had blown me off and Mason had apologized for me, saying I was still in shock. When I reminded them that Jackson had been the one to go and look to see what was out there that morning, that only solidified their reasoning. They claimed that he had gone back out there to "finish her off".

The only person who hadn't told me that I was being crazy, that I was in shock, that I needed to accept what had happened, was the young officer, Jake Cole. He was the only one who just listened to me.

Landon had stopped trying with me. We hadn't broken up, but we also hadn't spoke in weeks. I didn't really need the words to know that we were over. It was sort of a give in. Emma and Jane had also stopped talking to me. Or, I guess, I had stopped talking to them and with no other course to take, they had given me my space.

So this was my life. I woke up in the morning. I went through the motions, eating breakfast, showering, going to school, coming home, eating dinner, sleep. None of it mattered. If I was emotionally cut off before this, now I was like an empty shell. The lights had gone off and there were pieces of me that were missing now that always would be. I knew that no amount of time or therapy would be able to fix me.

I had started diving Mason's Jeep. Being inside of my car just made me feel weird. Apparently, it did him too, because he had switched to driving our dad's old car. When I pulled up in front of our house that afternoon, I couldn't help the shiver that worked its way up my spine when I saw my old car just sitting in the back of the driveway. We should sell it, I though absently. I wasn't sure exactly what our finances were, but I figured the extra money wouldn't hurt.

Sighing, I grabbed my backpack and keys and started walking up to the front door. It was Friday night so an empty weekend loomed ahead of me. It was a surprisingly dry November and I wasn't sure if I liked that or not. Something about the snow, about that blanket of white covering everything up, that calmed me.

"Hello there, Evelyn."

I turned and smiled at Mr. Gates. He had been a little distant when the news had first come out, but in the past week, he had been making an effort to talk to me. Sometimes I even saw him staring over at our house and I wondered if Mason had asked him to keep an eye on me when he was working. That wouldn't have surprised me.

"Hello Mr. Gates."

He was walking over to me and I was surprised to see that he was walking with a cane. The years must be catching up to him. In the fading sunlight, he even looked older to me than usual.

"How are you?"

He smiled. "Oh I can't complain, my dear. I am more concerned with you." The wrinkles around his eyes crinkled up even more when he smiled and I found myself staring at him, wondering what it would be like to be that old, to have seen as much as he had.

Realizing he was watching me, waiting for me to say something, I shook my head slightly to jolt me from the daze I had been sinking into. "Oh, well, you know." I answered without really answering at all.

He studied me and I got that creepy feeling that he was seeing too much. Much more than I wanted to share with anyone. It was unsettling and quickly making me squirmy and uncomfortable.

"I, um, think I'm going to go on inside." I said, pointing to my house as if he didn't know where I lived. Idiot, I thought.

I took a few steps, but he stopped me. "Evelyn, can you do me a favor?"

Figuring he needed something done around the house, I smiled and relaxed, "sure."

"Stay inside after dark."

It was so unexpected that I wasn't sure I had heard him right. "I'm sorry, what was that?" I could feel that I was frowning from the wrinkles in my forehead. I took a step back toward him so that I could be sure of what I was hearing.

Instead of answering right away, he looked off into the forest, a vacant expression on his face. "There are things out in the woods, dangerous things."

He wasn't serious, was he? Unable to suppress it, I shivered. Pulling my coat closed tighter around me, I looked out into the woods trying to follow his gaze. When he didn't say anything more, nor did he turn and look at me, I started backing away. "Sure," I answered him, "okay."

It was strange, but as I hurried toward my front door, he didn't even call after me. I waited until I was safe inside behind my double locked door before peaking out through the curtains to see him. He was still out there, just staring out into the trees as if he could see something that no one else could.

Feeling completely freaked out, I jumped when the phone rang. My heart was beating in my throat and my hands were shaking. I laughed at myself.
Get a grip Evie,
I said to myself,
it's just the phone.

"Hello?"

"Evie, thank God."

I took the phone and sunk down on the couch. "Mason? What's up?"

I heard him take a deep breath and then laugh when he exhaled. "Nothing, it's just that I've been trying to call you for the past fifteen minutes. I was getting worried."

I rolled my eyes, this overprotective thing was starting to get a little out of control. I rifled through my backpack until I found my phone and saw that, sure enough, I had five missed call. "Take it easy, I'm home. Mr. Gates stopped me outside."

"Oh good, I'm glad he's home. Look, April didn't show up for work so I'm going to have to cover her shift. Will you be okay there without me?"

"Yeah, sure, no problem." I thought about telling him what Oliver Gates had said, but decided against it. I was pretty sure it would only freak him out and I wasn't into adding extra stress on him.

He breathed a sigh of relief. "Okay, great. Well call me at the store if you need me. I'll call Oliver and ask him to keep an eye on... things." I knew that he had stopped himself from saying 'you' and I would have said something if I thought it would help things. I didn't bother telling him not to call Mr. Gates, that I was fine, because I knew he'd call anyways.

"Okay, well I guess I'll just see you later."

After hanging up the phone, I knew that I was faced with a long stretch of nothingness in front of me. I hugged my arms around myself and looking around the living room, decided that I might just go to bed. There was, after all, nothing else to do. The thought of calling my friends passed briefly through my mind, but it just seemed like it was so much
work.

As I was walking to my room, I noticed that Jack's bedroom door wasn't shut all of the way. Curious, I pushed it opened and let the misery seep into me. Just standing in his doorway was agony, so what did I do? Of course, I walked all of the way inside and sat on the edge of his bed.

Memories washed over me. Playing with my baby brother, fighting with my baby brother, laughing with my baby brother, and crying with my baby brother. Unable to cope with the fact that through all of this, I still wasn't able to express or show what I was feeling, I laid down and curled up on top of Jackson's bed.

It didn't take long to fall asleep. I'm not sure how long I slept. It could have been minutes or hours. I didn't dream, at least not one that I remembered. One minute, I was remembering Jackson and me growing up together, and the next I was jolting awake, sitting up and instantly alert.

It was dark outside and since I had fallen asleep when it was still light, it was dark inside the house as well. I was shivering. The air around me was frigid. Something had woken me, but I wasn't sure what it was. All I knew, was that my heart was beating ridiculously fast and my imagination was in overdrive.

I saw shadows moving against the walls. I imagined someone hiding in the darkest corners of the room. I heard whispers in the wind that was blowing just outside of the windows. I swore they were calling my name. A tree branch scraped across the window and I imagined Pipers bloody fingernails making the sound.

"Get a grip, Evie," I whispered out loud.

In a moment of sheer bravery, I jumped off of Jack's bed and ran as fast as I could out of his room and into the hallway. My heart was thumping in my chest and I plastered myself against the wall hoping that if I wasn't alone, they wouldn't be able to see me where I was. The whole house was dark. I cursed myself for not turning on any lights earlier.

Then I laughed at myself. Seriously, I was almost an adult and I was afraid to be home alone? I was afraid to be alone in the dark? Stupid, Evie. The only thing that would have made me even more scared was if there was a lightening storm going on outside. My imagination was in tact enough to know that would probably send me completely over the top.

I walked to the kitchen, turning on lights as I went, eager to calm my heartbeat and beat my imagination back into submission. After downing a full glass of water, I figured that I was just about back to normal. It was almost midnight.

Sighing, knowing I wasn't going to be able to go back to sleep, I grabbed a blanket off of the chair and curled up on the sofa. There wasn't much on the television. Mostly re-runs of old sitcoms. I settled on one that I recognized and zoned out, not really paying attention to what was happening.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

I sat up on the couch, my heart going all River dance in my throat. I strained my ears, but all I could hear was the laughing and applause coming from the television. Maybe I hadn't heard knocking at all. Maybe it had been from the show and I just thought it was real. I muted the sound and strained harder.

Were those footsteps on the porch? A crash at the back of the house had me on my feet in seconds. Crap! I looked around frantically for my phone, but couldn't find it. In those moments I wasn't sure where I had left it in the first place.

The grandfather clock in our living room chimed midnight and I think I probably jumped three feet. Were those whispers coming from outside or was it just the wind? My head told me one thing and my imagination told me another. I ran my hands down my face, trying to calm myself down. There had to be a rational explanation right?

Yeah, like the rational explanation of blood all over your yard and Piper's handprint on Jackson's window.

Feeling exposed in the open living room, I tiptoed back toward my bedroom. My blinds were closed, thankfully, so I crept toward one of my windows, keeping the lights in my room off. Peeking carefully out between the blinds, I strained my eyes to see if there was even anything to see.

Shadows played across the yard. The trees in the forest towered over the house spilling inky black strips across the grass.
Anyone could be hiding out there.
As soon as the thought came, I knew I wouldn't be able to get it out of my head again. That was the problem with imagining things, sometimes they began to seem real.

Something streaked across the grass, causing a ripple in the shadows that were already there and I had to bite my tongue to not scream out loud. It looked like whatever it was had been heading in the direction of Mr. Gates house, but as hard as I tried, I couldn't see what it was. Everything seemed almost too still.

The porch light was on at Mr. Gate's and I waited, with my breath held, for something to happen. To see something, anything that would make sense to me and put my fear at ease. Seconds ticked by, I let out my breath and took another one, holding it until my chest hurt. Nothing happened.

The front door creaked open. OMG, this was not happening. It was cliché, and I wasn't afraid to admit it, but I grabbed the first solid thing I could think of; a baseball bat. My feet were covered in warm fuzzy socks and they masked any sound as I walked back toward the living room.

Even though the sound on the TV was muted, the light from the screen cast a shadow on the wall of the living room; a shadow of a person. Without even thinking about it, I held the bat in both of my hands and ran screaming into the living room.

"What the hell? Evie, what's wrong with you?"

My socks slid on the hard wood floor and I crashed to the ground. It was Mason. "You scared the crap out of me!"

He bent and picked up the bat where it had slid across the floor and held it up, "you are not serious? What were you going to do with this exactly?"

I shrugged. "I hadn't really thought that one through," I mumbled.

He tossed it onto the couch and rubbed his head. "What a night," he said absently.

"What's that?" I had noticed he was holding something under his arm. There was something about it that held my attention although I couldn't quite put my finger on it.

"Huh?" He looked where I pointed and grabbed hold of it with his free hand. "Oh, um, I don't know. It was laying on the porch in front of the door. I figured that you left it out there."

It had been over a month, but in those seconds, it was like I relived the day Jackson disappeared in crystal clarity. Him, with his arms crossed over his chest while they questioned him in the office, him turned away from me staring out the car window with his back toward me on the drive home, him bending down to grab the keys when I dropped them.

"That's the hoodie Jack was wearing the last day I saw him."

Mason frowned and looked down at it, shaking it out and holding it up. "No, you have to be mistaken."

I shook my head. "I'm sure."

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, "Evie, that's impossible. It has to be a different one."

I was up and grabbing for it before he could stop me. I smiled and laughed. I felt lighter than I had in the longest time. I looked up at him, confused why he wasn't smiling and laughing with me.

"Don't you get it, Mason? This proves that Jack's alive. This is his hoodie. I know it."

He watched me, a sad look on his face and in his eyes. "Evie, no, it has to be a mistake. Someone playing a sick joke on you. Jackson's dead, you have to accept that."

I hugged the black material close to me and started backing away toward my bedroom. "You'll see, you'll change your mind. Jackson's out there somewhere, Mase, and he's going to come home."

I ran to my bedroom before he could say something to contradict me. It didn't matter that it was slightly irrational. In my heart, I knew the truth. I knew he was alive. He was my brother, I'd know if he was dead.
I would, I thought stubbornly.

Sitting on the edge of my bed, I let that day come back into focus. I was missing something. It was there, hovering just on the edge of my memories, but I couldn't grasp it. "What are you trying to tell me Jackson?" I asked aloud, still clutching his sweater to my chest. If only I could talk to him, hear him for just a second it would all become clear. I'd know what to do, where to look.

It was like an electric shock in my veins and all at once, I jumped up, ran to my dresser and sifted through the tissuesI had hidden Jack's cell phone under. How could I have forgotten that I had it?

When I finally held the little device in my hand, I closed my eyes and swallowed. This was it. This would tell me what I needed to know. I pushed the on button and waited, it was some of the longest seconds in my life while I waited for the screen to come to life.

I touched the message folder on the screen and then touched Piper's name to bring up their text history. There was only one message from Piper on the day before Jackson disappeared. It simply said, "it's too late."

Too late for what?

I looked for messages from the day before, the day Jack had said she'd left him all of those messages, but there was nothing. Damn it! He must have deleted them. Frustrated, I scrolled through the rest of them. There were cutesy messages from when they were on again, there were sad angry messages from when they were off, but what really caught my attention was the reference in so many of them that spoke of the Willows. Had they been there together?

From what I could gather, they had been there a lot. It seemed to be almost a secret place for them. I blushed when I thought of what they could possibly be doing there because the innuendos in their messages were clear.

Is this what I need to know? Jack's car, my car, was left at the Willows National Park. It couldn't be just a coincidence. If I was right, he had gone there to meet Piper.
It's too late.
Or to find her. Either way, I at least knew now where I needed to go.

 

  


Chapter Six

“We have to go to the Willows.”

“Why?”

Mason didn’t even look up from his newspaper when he asked me that question. I had to suppress the urge to grab it out of his hands, tear it up, and stomp on it like a three year old having a tantrum. Was he serious? After last night how could he even wonder why I wanted to go? More so, why wasn’t it him with this burning desire to find the truth?

“You know why!” I yelled at him.

He lowered the paper and looked over it at me, his eyebrows raised in annoyance. “Evie, don’t do this to yourself.” His voice was ominously calm.

“Our brother is out there Mason. Why won’t you help me?” I was so angry that my voice was shaking along with my body.

Mistaking my anger for a different type of emotion, Mason finally laid his paper off to the side and stood up. He walked over to me and laid his hands on my shoulders. “Jackson is gone, Evie. You need to accept that.”

I was shaking my head before he even finished his sentence. “No.” I backed away from him, “that’s not true.”

He threw his arms up in the air. “This is sick, Evelyn! When are you going to learn to let everything go?” He reached for me again, but I backed away further. “Life sucks. We’ve had to learn that the hard way, but it really does go on. Stop living in the past.”

“I’m going.” I said stubbornly, “with or without you, I’m going.”

He took a deep breath and then blew it out slowly. It looked like he was going to say something, but thought better of it. Instead, he walked back over to the table and sat down, lowering his head onto his hands. “Whatever,” he mumbled.

It wasn’t what I was hoping for, but at least he wasn’t going to stop me. I hurried to my bedroom and got dressed. I didn’t know what I was looking for, or what I would find once I was out there, so I dressed warm. I didn’t even bother brushing my hair out, I just stuck a wool hat overtop my head and grabbed my keys, purse, and both mine and Jack’s cell phones.

Mason wasn’t in the kitchen when I walked back out. From the sound of it, he was in the shower. I wasn’t going to wait around for him. He’d made it clear that he didn’t support me and my detective skills. So, with that in mind, I grabbed a bottle of water and took off towards my car.
 The drive to Willow Grove only took me about twenty minutes. I decided to stop in the middle of town and see if anyone recognized either Jackson or Piper. Based off of their texts, they had spent a lot of time here. Surely, someone would remember them.
 It was awkward getting out of my car. Even though it was a Saturday morning, the town felt deserted to me. Despite that, the hair on the back of my neck was beginning to stand up and it felt like there were eyes on me from every direction. I rubbed my arms and turned in a circle, trying to decide where I should start.

A motion in the window of a diner caught my attention. I wasn’t positive, but it had looked like someone had been watching me through the blinds. Deciding that would be as good as any place to start, I grabbed the picture I had of Piper and Jackson, locked my car door, and hurried across the street.

Inside the diner, I was surprised to see that there were quite a few people in there. Only a few empty tables remained and there was only one free chair at the counter. I chose the later, and waited while a very pregnant waitress waddled over with a glass of water and a menu.

“What can I get for you, sweetie?”

She didn’t look much older than me, but her demeanor made her seem motherly. I instantly felt comfortable with her and smiled easily when I answered, “hot chocolate?”

When she smiled back, a dimple winked in her cheek and I couldn’t help thinking she was adorable. “Sure thing, I’ll have that right up.”

Conversations in the small dining room were muted. A few times I caught people staring toward me curiously, but mostly, everyone just seemed to look right past me. The dining room itself was shabby and worn down, but very clean. Pictures of people long gone were hung around the walls and a few sorry looking plants were trying to make it through the cold winter.

“Here you are sweetie.”

I spun back around and smiled when the waitress put a steaming cup down in front of me. “Thank you.”

She watched as I took a sip, burning my tongue, but loving the way the smooth chocolate ran down my throat, instantly warming me. “Did you want to order anything to eat?”

My menu was still lying in front of me unopened. I shook my head and pulled the picture out of my back pocket. “No, thanks, but I was actually wondering if you recognized either of these people.” I held the photo out to her and she barely looked at it.

“Nope, sure don’t”

I frowned, “are you sure? It’s my brother and his girlfriend. I guess they used to hang out at the Willows National Park a lot.”

There was an older man sitting next to me and although he didn’t turn and look at us, it was him that answered, “no one goes to the park anymore these days.”

I turned in my seat and held the picture out for him. He wouldn’t even glance at it. “Why do you say that?”

“That’s enough, Arnie.” An older lady came out from the kitchen and approached us, “don’t you go filling this poor girls head with your nonsense, you hear?”

She was a hefty woman, with curly red hair, bright orange lipstick, and a smile that didn’t seem very sincere. She was wearing a dingy apron over a long shapeless dress with snow boots. Her eyes reminded me of a doll. There was movement in them, but no real life or emotion. I wondered idly if my eyes looked that way.

Arnie, the man next to me, just grunted in her direction, downed whatever he was drinking and slammed the glass down onto the bar. “Nonsense,” he mumbled. “You won’t think its nonsense when they come after your family.”

I watched his back as he left the diner and noticed that no one else seemed to be surprised or disturbed by his encounter with the woman. When I turned back around, I saw that she was watching me. Without taking her eyes off of me, she addressed the waitress, “Hallie, sugar, why don’t you go ahead and take your break.”

The waitress nodded and then lowered her head, “yes, mama.” I noticed, while she hurried behind the kitchen doors, that she alone looked pale and upset and I wondered if it was because of her ‘mama’ or because of what happened with the man, Arnie. Either way, something had bothered her.

“Now, darlin’,” the woman smiled at me, although her eyes were still cold and emotionless, “don’t think I don’t recognize that picture from the young man that was in the newspaper a few weeks back. I know who he is; they found his car deserted up there at the park. Suicide murder, I think they called it. Any who, the cops done flashed that picture all through this town already, and believe me, if anyone knew anything they’d be talking to the police before answering questions to a little girl like you.”

I gritted my teeth and stuffed the picture back down into my pocket. What the hell was wrong with these people? I didn’t have to look around this time to wonder if everyone was staring at my back. There were no more conversations going on, just silence, and not the peaceful kind.

I stood up, eager to get out of there. If no one was willing to help me, I’d just go out to the Willows and look myself. Eyes followed my progress as I walked toward the front door. For a moment it reminded me of my parent’s funeral. Walking down the aisle toward the front pew, only this time I didn’t have my brothers with me for support. There was a bulletin board hanging next to the front door. I am not sure what drew my attention to it, but once my eyes found it, they couldn’t let it go.

It was full of pictures. Newspaper clippings mostly and there were two things that I noticed right away about every one of them. Smiling and happy, staring out of each glistening picture, was someone young, healthy, vibrant. Someone like Jackson was. The other thing, and this one had my heart pounding in my chest, was the word missing on the top of each of the pictures.

I turned back toward the diners, hoping that someone could give me some insight as to why there were over two dozen smiling missing posters on the wall, but everyone had gone back to their own conversations, forgetting all about me. The only person looking my way was the one person I knew wouldn’t say anything.

“Oh, and honey?” The woman said when I caught her eye, “it’s two seventy five for the cocoa.”

The drive out to the Willows National Park took about fifteen minutes. I didn’t even bother asking around town anymore. I was pretty sure no one would help me. Although I was tempted to find that Arnie guy and ask him to explain some more, but for now, it could wait. I just wanted to get out to the park and do some looking on my own.

The park had changed in the years since I had been there. When we were little, we used to come out here and have picnics during the summertime. Then when I was about ten, there was a forest fire and the park closed for a few years. I hadn’t been back since it reopened.

It had a deserted feel to it now, much like the town I had just visited and it made me feel sad that something as beautiful as it had once been could just be forgotten and ignored. There was snow on the ground here. Even though the branches were bare, they were beautiful in a frosted winter wonderland sort of way.

I drove down the three lined road toward the main part of the park. Wind was whistling through the branches and shaking the jeep slightly as I made my way toward the picnic area. Once parked, I jumped out of the car and turned in a full circle, looking around at a place that held so many memories of my brothers and me growing up. It was eerie in a way, because while everything was sort of overgrown and unkempt, this part of the park at least, hadn’t changed much.

There were still the swing sets and the merry go round. Off to the side, there was a bank of slides and teeter totters. No where around were there the plastic and steel playgrounds that were so popular now with bridges and tunnels; everything connected and intimidating in such a large structure. Close to the restroom building there were those animal toys that you sat on that moved back and forth. The paint was fading off of them, making it hard to determine what sort of animals they were, but the springs still squeaked and groaned in the wind.

“Jackson, what were you doing out here?” I said out loud. The only answer I received back was the wind whispering through the branches and blowing snow across the playground.

With nowhere to really start and no idea what I was even looking for, I walked toward the metal animals. I was mesmerized by the movement of them in the wind and the sound of the metal springs as they moved back and forth above the ground. I sat down on one of them and closed my eyes.
What are you doing here?
I asked myself.
Just accept that Jackson is gone.

I sat there for a while. Snowflakes began falling and between the falling snow and the ferocious wind blowing the snow from the ground all around me, it was soon almost a sheet of white surrounding me. It was so bad that I couldn’t even see my jeep parked a few feet away. The rest of the play area was eaten up in a white cloud and the only relief I could find was the restrooms to the side of me.

I battled against the wind, pushing through it toward the building. It almost stole the hat from my head on a few occasions, causing me to hold onto that with one hand and held onto my scarf with the other. When I finally got to the shelter of the building, the wind practically pushed me inside. There were no real doors, only openings and the electricity had long been shut off. So it was dark and cold inside, but at least there wasn’t snow threatening to consume me.

Once my eyes finally adjusted to the darkness, I was able to make out the stalls and sinks. My eyes began to water and my nostrils flared up when the smell in the small room assaulted my senses. It was putrid. Not even the icy freshness of the snow and the wind blowing in through the small opening could mask the hideous scent all around me. It smelled like rotten meat and old urine. I realized instantly that I was in the men’s restroom and assumed the stale pee smell was coming from the wall of urinals across from me. As for the rotten meat, well I wasn’t about to go investigating in the dark, but I could only imagine many a few forest creatures and rodents had met their end in here.

After a few moments, I couldn’t stand the smell and attempted to leave the building. It was worse outside. I couldn’t even see the metal animals although I could still make out their springs groaning in the wind. It would be stupid for me to try and find my car in this mess. It could be right in front of me and I still wouldn’t see it. I’d lived in the mountains my whole life and I knew if I tried to leave now, I could end up freezing to death out there.

I couldn’t go back into that restroom though. The fresh air was surrounding me now, but I could still imagine how bad it had been. Finding a compromise, I pushed through the wind to the opening across from me, hoping that it would be better on the women’s side. It was; slightly.

While there wasn’t the overpowering smell of stale urine, it was ripe with a moldy mildew sort of smell, and under that, a metallic scent that I figured was maybe rusting metal. Relieved that it was a little better, at least, I leaned against a wall and sank down to the floor, bringing my knees up to my chest and trying to keep warm while I waited out the worst of the storm.

As the minutes passed by, my imagination started playing tricks on my mind. I could have sworn that a few times I heard laughter. Maniacal, insane laughter coming to me on the wind, but that was crazy; no one in their right mind would be out there in this. It spoke volumes of my own state of mind that I was.

I had my cell phone with me, but out here there wasn’t any service. So instead of calling someone or using an app to pass the time, I scrolled through the pictures I had saved on it. My heart panged with each swipe of the screen, passing memory after memory of better times. Time when my parents were still here, time when Jackson was smiling and laughing at me, times when Landon had his lips pressed against my cheek, and times with Emma and Jane on either side of me.

Sometime after I had looked at all the pictures, when I was staring off into space just zoning out, I heard a scuffle from somewhere behind me. I jumped up and huddled closer to the door opening even though the wind and snow were more potent there. My heart was beating even though I knew I was being irrational. It’s not like anyone could have snuck up on me.

I strained my ears and waited. The seconds ticked by and then, just when I was thinking I had definitely lost my mind and was imagining things, I heard it again. Footsteps; it definitely sounded like footsteps.

“Hello?” I called out.

Silence.

“Is someone there?”

Footsteps.

Deciding I would much rather face the blizzard outside then whatever was making the noise behind me, I took off running out of the door opening. It was so overcast outside that it almost looked like night time. There was no sun shining at all. Luckily for me, though, the snow wasn’t coming down as hard and I was able to see where I was going. I was just pulling up to the jeep when another car came sliding to a halt next to me.

“I knew you’d come out here, you crazy girl.”

The older man from the diner, Arnie, stepped out of an old beat up car and walked toward me quickly. He was scowling and his face was red. I wasn’t sure at that point if it was from the cold or anger. Either way, I found him slightly intimidating and the knowledge that I was now alone with him in a very private and remote place was not lost on me.

“Are you out of your dog gone mind?” He was huffing and the air in front of his face was full of little white puffs from the heat of his breath. I changed my initial thought; it was definitely anger and not the cold making his cheeks rosy.

“I’m sorry.” I wasn’t sure why I felt like I needed to apologize, but there was something in his eyes that shone out like concern for me. It was almost touching and it put me slightly more at ease in his presence.

“Get inside your car and lock the doors.” He looked up at the sky and muttered something about the lack of light. “You need to get out of here.”

“I’m sorry, but what are you afraid of?” As soon as the words were out, my mind flashed back to moments before, when I had been running for what seemed like my life out of the women’s bathroom.
Was there really something out here?
The echo of footsteps pounded in my skull.

“You and that Hallie… crazy,” he mumbled, “ought to just let you get yourselves killed.”

“Excuse me, what did you just say?”

His eyes shut forward me like he had forgotten I was there. They were bloodshot and I wondered if he was drunk. Instead of answering he began backing up toward his car. He stared past me, seeing something that when I turned, I couldn’t see; but it scared him. Whatever he saw scared him enough that he turned and ran toward his car.

He may be irrational and he could possibly be drunk and out of his mind, but the fear I saw in his eyes and the way he ran for escape, were enough to convince me. Thanking whatever it was that had made me leave my car unlocked I jumped into the front seat, jammed the key into the ignition and put the car in reverse.

Arnie was already in his car and for a moment, our eyes met through the windows and it looked like he was trying to say something to me. I rolled my window down, but he didn’t wait, his car sped through the newly fallen snow, sliding slightly before speeding down the road. Not wanting to be left behind, I quickly followed. When I put my car in drive and began speeding away myself, the hair on my arms stood up.

Somewhere, off in the very near distance, I could hear the same maniacal laughter I had thought I heard in the restroom. I rolled up my window and pressed my foot down as hard as I could on the accelerator. Jackson my have had something to do with what was going on up here, but I wasn’t ready to face it yet. Not until I got some answers, and based off of what Arnie said, I figured that tomorrow, the diner would once again be my first stop.

 

  


Chapter Seven

Sunday dawned with serious questions looming over my head. Not only had my second interaction with Arnie sparked a fearful curiosity in what was going on at the Willows, but once I was safe inside of my own bedroom, I realized what the metallic smell in the restroom had been. Blood. On the back of my coat, where it had been pressed up against the wall, were streaks of red. Something had happened to my brother, of that I was sure, but he didn’t commit suicide and he most definitely didn’t kill Piper. I just needed to prove it.

It was lucky for me that Mason had already been at work when I got home. It took an hour in a steaming hot shower to finally dispel all of the tremors rocking through me. When I was done with that, I had put on my warmest pajamas, wrapped myself in a huge blanket and downed about double the recommended doze of nighttime cold medicine to help me sleep.

Now, as I walked into the kitchen, I knew by the look on Mason’s face that I wasn’t going to be so lucky today. He looked tired. His hair was sticking up all over his head, there were dark circles under each of his eyes, and his morning beard looked even darker than usual. He was still in his bathrobe, but although he was nursing a cup of coffee, there was no newspaper in sight. He had been waiting for me.

He took one look at me, fully dressed in jeans, boots, my coat, hat, scarf and gloves and shook his head.

"What?"

"Where do you think you are going?"

"By the way you are looking at me, I'd guess that you already know," I snapped at him.

He slammed his hand down on the kitchen table causing me to jump. "Damn it! No! Enough is enough, Evie. You're forcing me to put my foot down."

I snorted, "seriously? Mason, you can't tell me what I can and cannot do."

He stood up. With the anger and frustration emanating from him, he seemed all of the sudden very tall to me. I had to stop myself from shrinking away from him. "I can and I will, Evie. This isn't
right.
You can't just keep digging more holes into your heart. It isn't healthy."

I bit my lip. Mostly just to stop me from saying something truly ugly to him. He held out his hand expectantly, "what?" I asked again.

"Your keys. Please give them to me."

I backed away and shook my head. "No. No way, Mason, you can't do this to me."

He closed his eyes for a moment and swallowed hard. I knew that this was hard for him, but it didn't make me any less angry about it. "Now."

I pulled them from my pocket and threw them at him. Hard. "There. Are you happy now?"

He shook his head and laughed softly, but there was no humor in the sound. "No," he closed his fist around my keys; around my freedom, "I'm not."

Without another word to him I stomped like a toddler back into my bedroom. Shit! Shit! Shit! Now what am I going to do? A million ideas ran through my head. Did I hitchhike? Did I steal a car? Not that I'd even know how to do that in the first place. Our old bikes were still in the shed out back, should I ride one?

Sighing, I sat on the edge of my bed. There was a cork board hanging on the wall across from me, full of pictures, quotes, and old fortune cookie messages. It was the pictures that drew me in. They seemed to be doing that a lot to me lately, like each glossy image was trying to help me, reach out to me and tell me that I was on the right track; that something was definitely going on and not to give up.

My eyes focused on one of me and Jane. I couldn't remember why Emma wasn't in the photo with us, that didn't happen often, but seeing Jane's face a peacefulness washed over me. She'd help me. Despite the separation we had been experiencing these past few months, she'd help me. I could always count on her.

I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and dialed. She picked up after just one ring.

"Jane? I have a favor to ask."

A few minutes later I was walking back into the living room. Mason was just coming out of his bedroom and I was happy to see that he had his work uniform on.
Even better,
I thought. He looked up when he heard me, probably surprised that I had left my room after the way I had acted.

"Hey, Mason? Jane's going to come over for a while, is that okay?"

He smiled and raised his eyebrows, seeming relieved that I was being civil with him. "Of course it is. It's not like you are on lock down or something." I looked at him skeptically. "It's not!" he insisted.

"Whatever you say."

I plopped down on the sofa and started flipping though the channels. It wouldn't take Jane long to get here, but I figured it would look less suspicious if I was doing something normal. After watching me for a few more moments with unsure eyes, Mason finally grabbed his own car keys and cleared his throat.

"I have to work a double today so I won't be home until after midnight. Will you be okay by yourself, or do you want to see if Jane can stay?"

"Sure will," I smiled sweetly at him, "and if she can't and I have an emergency, you know the kind I would need a car for, I'll just call an ambulance. I'm sure it will get here in time. Or if a psycho comes breaking through the back door, I'm sure the cops will get here before I'd need to get away."

Mason rolled his eyes, "ha ha, very funny."

I could tell that he was worrying about it though. He was one of those people who always planned ahead. He looked at things from every possible angle to make sure everything was covered and there were no loose ends. I knew that it would only be a matter of moments before he started freaking out and wondering if maybe leaving me without a car was such a good idea.

"I think I'm going to run over to talk to Mr. Gates for a second. I'll make sure that he'll be around to keep an eye on things in case you need anything."

Crap! That's not what I wanted him to say.

"Okay." Maybe I'd get lucky and Mr. Gates would tell him that he was being irrational and that he should let me have my car back. It was a long shot, but one could always hope.

I glanced over at the clock. It was already almost ten. I had really wanted to get an early start today. There were so many questions that needed to be answered and I wasn't going to rest until they were. Willow Grove was definitely turning out to be something my mind couldn't let go of. There was a connection between Jackson, Piper, and those missing people posters. It was a gut instinct and I just knew that I was right.

The front door opened and I looked up, expecting to see Mason. Instead, it was Jane who walked in. She smiled at me, and stood awkwardly in the doorway, unsure of what to do or what to say after such a long silence between us.

"Thank you for coming." I smiled over at her and she relaxed.

"No problem."

There were plenty of places to sit, but she sat down next to me. She was so close that our legs were touching. It felt alien to me. It had been too long since I had really had a lot of human contact. Other than Mason, that is. She cleared her throat like she was about to say something.

Bang!

We both jumped when the front door slammed open. Mason smiled sheepishly at us, "oops, sorry." He closed it much more gently than he had opened it. "Hey, Jane, how are you?"

"I'm good, thanks."

He looked back towards the door frowning. "Hey, Evie, did Mr. Gates say anything about going somewhere to you?"

I shook my head, "nope, but I haven't talked to him since Friday." My stomach was starting to feel funny; uneasy. "Why?"

Mason walked to the front window and pushed aside the blinds, looking toward Mr. Gates house, "he isn't home."

If it was anyone else, it wouldn't be a big deal. If you knew Mr. Gates, though, you'd know that him not being home was totally out of character. He didn't even go to the grocery store. Once a week, they delivered to him. It was very rare that he would leave his house.

"Are you sure?" I stood up and walked over to the window, pushing him aside so I could look, like me being there was going to change anything.

"Yeah. Well, I mean I knocked and he didn't answer."

There are things in the woods... dangerous things.

I pulled away from the window and put my hand on Mason's arm. "What if something happened to him? We should see if he has a spare key hidden somewhere."

"No." Mason shook his head, "no way. That's invasion of privacy Evie."

"Mase, something could have happened to him. He's getting old, what if he fell and hurt himself?"
What if he's dead?
Whoa, where had that thought come from?

"His car is gone, Evie, I'm sure he just went somewhere."

"Oh." I guess that made sense.

He rolled his eyes and grabbed his car keys off of a side table. "Hey Jane?"

"Yeah?"

"Can I talk to you for a second?"

What was I, like five years old? He was seriously going to talk to Jane without me? I could only imagine what he wanted to tell her. I watched, with gritted teeth, as they walked together out to the front porch. At the moment, even though Mason was my only family, he was really starting to irritate me.

After a few minutes, the front door opened, but Jane was by herself when she came in. She smiled at me shyly, like she wasn't really quite sure how to react to me and I was sure that having Mason talk to her didn't help the awkwardness between us.

"So, what do you want to do?"

I chewed on my lower lip. "I was sort of hoping that I could borrow your car for a little while."

She frowned. "I'm not sure that's such a great idea, Evie."

"Oh come on! There's just something I have to take care of, then we can hang out the rest of the day."

"Well what do you have to do? It can't be that important."

I groaned. "It is though. Please Jane, I swear I won't be gone long."

In the end, the most I could get her to agree to was for her to drive me somewhere. It wasn't my ideal choice, but after almost fifteen minutes of arguing, I knew that it was the best offer I would get.

By the time Jane and I got to Willow Grove, it was almost noon. My stomach was starting to growl and despite the welcome I was sure we’d get inside the diner, it was the first destination I had in mind. Jane pulled into a parking spot along the road across from the diner and I was out of the car as soon as it was in park.

“So what exactly are we doing here?” Jane asked. She was standing just outside the driver side door, with the door still open. There was a bite in the air, making her breath puff out in front of her, but at least for now the skies were still clear.

I didn’t want to answer her. This was part of the reason I hadn’t wanted her to come; questions that I was uncomfortable with. I was sick of everyone judging me, questioning my moves and the motives behind them. I was chewing on my lower lip, debating what to tell her, I was already halfway across the street and eager to get some of my own questions answered.

“Evie?”

I sighed, “I found out that Jackson and Piper used to hang out here a lot. I just want to find out what they were doing.”

She rolled her eyes and looked up into the sky. “Mason warned me about this. Evie, I think we should just go back to your house. This isn’t a good idea.”

I narrowed my eyes and crossed my arms across my chest, defensively. “What do you mean Mason warned you about this?”

Sensing the angry turn of my mood, she held her hands out in front of her, “don’t kill the messenger. He’s just worried about you. So much has happened to you guys these past few months and he is afraid you will never be able to get over any of it if you can’t let it go.”

“Look,” I took another step backwards toward the diner, “if you want to go back to my house, fine, go. I’m staying here, I’m sure I can find my own way home.” It was a total bluff, but now that I was here, I was unwilling to back down. I knew Jack was out there somewhere, I could feel it.

She slammed the car door shut. I wasn’t positive because she was a little too far away, but I was pretty sure she was mumbling under her breath about me; probably cursing me for not telling her what I was up to before I convinced her to drive me out here. She was just about to cross the street toward me when she froze. Her eyes got really wide and her face turned super pale. I could see her mouth moving, but I couldn’t hear her over the roaring of an engine.

When her arms started flailing and I could see the panic in her eyes, I realized that the car whose engine was revving was coming right toward me. Everything slowed down then. For a moment, I simply froze. I remember thinking,
okay, this is it. This is how I’m going to die.
My mind just went blank. There was no flash back of my life like some people claim to have happen when they are about to die. There was just nothingness.

One second I was standing, my head turned toward the sound of squealing tires and an engine screaming as it was pushed to the max, and the next second, I was on the ground, the wind knocked out of me and something heavy laying across my chest.

“Are you okay?”

The voice was gruff and sounded winded, but it was definitely male. I tried to lift up so that I could see who was talking to me, but whoever was on my chest was too heavy for me. “I’m not sure,” I admitted.

“Oh my goodness, Evie are you okay?” I heard Jane’s shoes as they smacked against the pavement. “Watch where you are going, jerk!” She screamed.

“Here let me help you up.”

There was an instant of more pressure on my chest while whoever it was pushed their self up, but then there was relief. I took a deep breath and mentally checked for injuries before grabbing hold of the hand that was waiting for me. Once the sun was out of my face, I gasped when I saw my rescuer.

“What are you doing here?”

Out of uniform, Jake Cole was the sort of guy that made your heart beat faster. He had dark straight hair that fell across his forehead, icy blue eyes that looked intense on duty or off, tanned skin that was uncommon for this type of year, and muscles that flexed with every move that he took. Towering over me the way he did, he should have been intimidating, but I wasn’t afraid of him.

“I was just about to ask you the same thing,” he hedged. “Are you okay?”

I hugged my arms around myself as he ushered Jane and me to the sidewalk in front of the diner. There were no other cars coming, but then again, I hadn’t seen that one. “Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks,” I mumbled.

“What the hell was that guy’s problem anyway?” Jane asked, looking down the road. His car was long gone and I shivered thinking about what could have happened.

“That was Preston Moore; he’s drunk more often than not and probably didn’t see you standing there.”

We all turned when we heard the explanation and I was surprised to see that it was the main person I had been looking for. Hallie, with her pregnant belly protruding in front of her, was standing at the door of the diner. She had one hand shading her eyes from the sun and the other one resting on her stomach.

“Well why don’t they take his license away?” Jake asked, clearly frustrated by her admission.

“Oh, they’ve done that, many times. He just never learns.”

“They need to lock him up then,” Jake mumbled. Jane nodded in agreement.

Hallie turned back toward the inside of the diner, and let the door swing shut behind her. We followed her in, Jake holding the door for both Jane and me. I quickly scanned the dining area, happy to see that it was much less crowded today. Instead of the three of us hopping up onto bar stools, I made my way toward a booth in the back corner. There was no one sitting close to it, and I was hoping to get Hallie as far away from her mother as possible. It looked like she was the only waitress working.

“Hungry?” I asked Jake and Jane. Jane nodded, while Jake just shrugged.

“Sure, I guess.”

I let Jane slide into the booth first and then sat down beside her. Jake sat in the middle of the other side and handed out the menus that were up against the wall. “So you didn’t answer my question. What are you doing here?”

“Oh you know, just hanging out with my friend Jane.” Jane raised her brows, but thankfully didn’t say anything. “What about you? What brings you to the Willows…? I mean Willow Grove?”

Jake studied me for a second and then smiled. “Sight seeing. I’m new to the area, you know.”

There was a moment that passed between us where we both knew that we were not telling the truth. Our eyes met and held, as if daring each other to admit what they were really up to, but neither of us relented. After a few awkward seconds, we were saved by the sound of water glasses being sat down in front of us.

“I didn’t think I’d be seeing you around here again.”

Hallie smiled down at all of us, but winked at me after her statement. I smiled uncomfortably when I felt Jake’s eyes boring into me; just what I didn’t need, more suspicions about what I was doing here.

“Well, you know, we were hungry.”

She laughed softly and took our orders, "well you came to the right place, then."

I was tempted to say something to her then; ask her the questions that were burning inside of me, but I was hyper aware of the eyes that were on me so I decided to wait. The seconds ticked off in an awkward silence that I vowed I wouldn't be the first person to break.

My eyes were drawn to the wall by the door. The wall with so many smiling faces staring back at me. What could have happened to cause so many disappearances? Worse yet, what had happened that Jackson and Piper had been a part of? My good brother. My clean cut, all American, life of the party brother? He was better than this. He was too good to be caught up in whatever was going on in this town, and after yesterday I was totally convinced that there was something going on.

"So..."

It was Jane who attempted to break the silence first. She was twirling a piece of her hair around her finger and looking around like she was trying to find something, anything to talk about.

"So..." Jake responded.

Just then the front door of the diner opened and the older man from yesterday, Arnie, walked inside. He stood just inside the doorway for a moment scanning the dining area. After a few seconds, he nodded, satisfied by either what he saw or what he didn't see and he began walking toward the same bar stool he had been sitting on yesterday. There was no one else at the bar.

My pulse quickened. My heartbeat increased. My palms began to sweat. I was sure that my cheeks were flushed with excitement and anticipation. I was practically jumping out of my seat, ready to go and talk to him.

"Evie?"

My eyes snapped to Jane just as my brain snapped back to the conversation that was going on at my own table. By the looks on their faces, they were expecting me to answer something that I hadn't even heard. I smiled apologetically and shrugged my shoulders, "sorry, I guess I'm distracted. What did you say?"

Jake opened his mouth to say something, but I was once again saved when Hallie arrived and began putting plates in front of us. "Let me know if there is anything else I can get for you."

"Hey, Hallie, how about a cup of coffee."

She turned when Arnie called her name and in doing so, forced me into view. His eyes widened and he stood up so fast off of his stool that he almost fell over. If it wasn't because of me, I probably would have laughed. Unfortunately, I knew what was going to happen even before it did.

"Nevermind... I mean I don't need coffee... Oh, um, I have to go." He sputtered while he backed up a few steps.

"Is everything okay?" Hallie watched him, her face colored with concern, as he practically tripped over his own feet in his haste to get out of the diner.

"Yeah, fine. I just forget that I have to, um, do something."

I looked at Jake across the table. "I'll be right back. I think I left my purse in the car."

It looked like he was going to get up but Hallie was blocking his way and I was out of the booth and racing for the door before he had the chance. Arnie was just about to get into his car when I ran outside.

"Wait!"

He turned, saw that it was me calling after him, and hung his head, shaking it. "What do you want?"

"Please, there is more going on here than anyone will admit to. Can you tell me what it is?"

He sat down in the front seat of his car and buried his face in his hands. "I can't."

"Sir, please, I know that you know something," I crouched down in front of him, "it's my baby brother. We already lost our parents, I can't lose him too." I whispered the last part, but when he looked up at me, his eyes were sparkling with unshed tears.

"You already have lost him. No matter what you may find and what you think you see, remember that." He swung his legs into the car and put the key in the ignition. The engine roared to life and without another choice, I stood up and backed away. "I'm sorry. I really am."

With that he grabbed hold of the door and pulled it shut. I stood, my arms crossed over my breaking heart, and watched him drive away. The look on his face when he had uttered those last words was enough to turn my blood icy, but despite that, I couldn't give up hope. Jackson meant too much to me for that to happen.

Finally, with no other option in front of me, I turned back toward the diner. Hallie was watching me from the window. Her hand resting on her stomach and a strange almost eerie expression darkening her features. It gave me the chills. When she saw me looking at her, she backed away and I decided that I should probably get back inside.

Hallie was standing just inside the door waiting for me. She put her hand on my arm, stopping me from going any further. A quick glance toward the back of the diner showed that Jake and Jane hadn't noticed my return so I went willingly when Hallie pulled me into a corner by the restrooms.

"I want to help you," she whispered.

Hope began to soar to life inside of me. "How? Do you know where my brother is?"

"There's a place, a park, just outside of town."

I frowned. "The Willows?"

She smiled, excitement brightening her eyes, "yes! That's the place." She leaned forward and whispered into my ear. "Meet me there, tonight. Just before dark."

She turned and walked back toward the dining area. "Wait!" I called after her softly, but she just kept walking. How the hell was I supposed to get to the Willows just before dark? It was never going to happen. I turned the corner, I was going to tell her that I couldn't make it, that she needed to just talk to me now, but it was her mother I saw standing behind the counter. She narrowed her eyes when she saw me. Hallie was gone.

I rushed to back to our booth. My food lay untouched on the table, but I didn't care. The chills running up my spine told me that we had worn out our welcome, or at least I had. "Come on, let's get out of here."

Jake Cole frowned, "you didn't even eat your food."

"I don't care, I'm not hungry anyways."

I grabbed Jane by the hand and pulled her out of the booth. "Where are we going?"

"Home."

I'd rather be anywhere but there, but for the time being, there was nowhere else really to go. I still had to figure out a way to get back out here tonight. I had no clue how I was going to do it.

"O-kay?" Jane grabbed her keys. She looked at me strangely but didn't say anything.

I pulled some cash out of my pocket and threw it down on the table. "It was good to see you Jake. Enjoy your sight seeing."

"Wait a second, are you sure you're okay?"

He put his hand on my arm, I could feel the warmth of his flesh through my clothes. It was a nice feeling; a safe feeling. It sent tiny sparks up my spine, but I didn't have time for that. "Yeah, sure, I'm just tired. I'm getting a headache," I lied.

He threw some money down too, "well at least let me walk you to your car." He smiled and I couldn't help noticing how cute he was. "I wouldn't want some to hit you."

It wasn't a funny joke and I didn't laugh. Jane rolled her eyes and shook her head. "Ha ha, very funny. Let's go."

Together we walked toward the door. The smiling pictures mocked me, taunted me with the secrets I was desperate to know. I paused, but only for a moment, memorizing as many of the names and faces as my brain could process in such a short time.

I looked both ways before crossing this time. Something that should have been instilled inside of me, but was still somehow lacking earlier today. When the coast was clear, I jogged across the street, Jake and Jane with me. I didn't even wait before opening the passenger side door and getting inside the car. Jane looked at Jake and shrugged. I knew I was acting strange, and I knew she knew I was acting strange, I just didn't care.

Jane walked around to the drivers side and got into the car. Jake crouched down next to my window and I rolled it down. "Are you sure that you're alright?"

I nodded, "I'm just really tired." I jumped when Jane's door slammed shut and then laughed at myself. "I guess I just sort of feel a little on edge."

"Hey, Evie," I turned and looked at Jane, "what is that?"

She was pointing to something that was on her windshield. It looked like a piece of paper that someone had secured under the passenger side wiper. "I don't know. Maybe a flier or something."

Jake, looking toward it too, suddenly stood up. "What the fuck?"

I was surprised to hear him curse. Certainly it wasn't against the law or even uncommon for people to paper cars with fliers from time to time. "What's wrong?"

He reached out and grabbed the small white square and gulped when he looked at the front of it. "Evie, what are you really doing in Willow Grove?"

I frowned. "I told you already."

"I don't think you should hang out here anymore."

"Why?"

"What's going on?" Jane asked, "what is that?"

Jake held the small paper out for me and when I grabbed it, and felt the glossy paper beneath my fingers, I realized it wasn't a paper at all. It was a photo. Uneasy, a lump forming in my throat, I turned it over; and gasped.

It
was
a photo. Smiling back up at me was Hallie and a guy who had his arm wrapped around her, his hand resting on her smaller, but still pregnant belly. I could only guess that he was the father. The disturbing part was that they weren't alone. Sitting across from them at a table I recognized from the diner, were Piper and Jackson. What the fuck indeed.

 

  


Chapter Eight

"It's freaking freezing out here."

I rolled my eyes. It was probably the fifth time in the last hour that I had heard a complaint just like that from Jane's mouth. It was annoying. I was thankful that after seeing the picture that was left on her car that Jane was so willing to bring me out here, I just couldn't help wishing that I was alone. There was too much going on in my own head to try to deal with someone else's questions and issues.

We were standing behind a group of trees just outside the main playground. From our vantage point we could see the parking lot, play area, and restrooms. I wasn't sure if I could trust Hallie after finding that picture so I wasn't sure if I was going to meet her or not. Whatever was going on in this crazy ass town, my brother had gotten involved in it. Although I desperately wanted to find out what had happened to him, I wasn't ready to get thrown right in the middle of it.

“Where is she?” I whispered more to myself than to Jane. It was getting really close to dark and after my last experience out here in daylight, I wasn’t planning on hanging around once the sun went down.

“Maybe we should just go back to your house?”

It was more of a timid question than a statement and I glared at Jane for even suggesting it. I might be feeling just as uneasy and anxious as she was, but I wasn’t about to admit it to her. I refused to leave without getting any answers.

The sound of tires on the loosely paved road pulled my attention away from the playground area. There was a small red car coming up the winding road from the highway. It was creeping along as if it wasn’t quite sure where it was going. I frowned. I recognized that car. It belonged to a girl we went to school with; Sally James.

“Hey, isn’t that Sally’s car?” Jane sounded just as confused as I felt.

Sally was sort of overlooked at school. I wouldn’t say that Jane and I were necessarily popular, but we definitely fit into that role more than Sally did. More than slightly overweight with bad skin and frizzy hair, she wasn’t exactly big into the social atmosphere like I used to be. The only difference was, while I had sort of taken myself out of that crowd, she had never been a part of it in the first place.

“I knew you’d come.”

I jumped and my hand flew to my heart. “You scared the crap out of me!”

Jane had backed up against the tree and her eyes were wide and wild with surprise. Hallie just smiled impishly at us and shrugged her shoulders. “I told you to meet me here, I figured you were expecting me.”

There was something in her eyes. Something that said there was much more going on than she was going to let me in on, but then again, maybe I was just being paranoid. A car door slammed in the distance and I turned back toward the playground. Sally was walking slowly toward the rest room with her arms crossed around her chest like she wasn’t quite sure where she was going. Her behavior had me confused. Why would she be out here?

“Come on, the party is about to start.”

Party? Hallie didn’t even wait for us before she started walking toward the playground. Jane looked over at me, pleading me with her eyes and motioning toward the bend in the road where we had left her car. I shook my head and shrugged. Hallie was from around here, we were safe enough. Right? The hair on the back of my neck said otherwise, but I ignored that too. Somewhere through all of this I would find out what really happened to my brother, and that was all that mattered.

I turned and walked quickly to catch up with Hallie. I could hear Jane’s footsteps crunching in the snow as she fought to follow me. When I was next to Hallie, I matched my stride to hers. I looked at her sideways and noticed that she had a small smile on her face. Almost as though she was feeling triumphant, and it sent shivers through my already cold body.

“This is crazy. Freaking insane.”

Jane had finally caught up to us and she was mumbling next to me. Hallie didn’t even acknowledge her. We walked the last few feet in silence, the only sound was the sound of our shoes, which was loud enough that when we were close enough, Sally turned quickly and eyed us suspiciously.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“We were just…” Jane started.

“We’re here for the party of course.” Hallie cut in.

“Evie?” It was Sally who said it, but I could feel Jane’s eyes on me as well. Both were waiting for me to say something, waiting for me to confirm or deny Hallie’s statement. I sighed. It wasn’t like I knew what the hell was going on. If anything, I was a million times more confused then they were.

I shrugged, “yeah, we’re here for the party.” I confirmed.

Jane gritted her teeth, but didn’t say anything. I didn’t feel bad, I hadn’t made her come with me. Sally looked at me skeptically, probably wondering how it was possible that she ended up at a party with the three of us, but finally accepted my explanation, which confirmed she had been told there was a party as well. Strange, I thought. I couldn’t help wondering who would have invited her out to the Willows for a party. I looked around at the empty space around us. An empty party from the looks of it, I thought.

“Hallie, can I talk to you for a second?”

She smiled at me, but held her finger up in front of her lips. “Shhh. Listen.”

I was about to say something else, but then I heard it. Laughter. Maniacal laughter like the kind I had heard yesterday. I spun around, looking for the source, but it was more like it was coming from all around us. As the last few rays of sunlight faded from the sky, the sound grew louder. Jane looked like she was going to be sick. Her skin had turned pale, emphasizing the pink spots on her cheeks from the cold air. Sally stood and hugged her arms even closer around her chest, she looked like she was going to cry. To the left of me, Hallie just stood, one hand resting on the huge mound that was her stomach, that same triumphant smile distorting her face in the fading light.

I chewed on my bottom lip. I was beyond nervous, way past anxious, and moving on toward scared out of my mind. I was kidding myself to think that I knew what I was doing here; kidding myself if I trusted Hallie even remotely. My heart was pounding in my chest, my breathing was beginning to come more rapidly, my hands were sweating, and my knees felt like they were about to buckle. I couldn’t even bring myself to run. My legs felt rubbery and stiff at the same time, like if I tried to use them, they wouldn’t work right. Is this how Jackson had felt? Did something happen to him out here? Had my brother been a victim of foul play or was he alive somewhere and just too ashamed to come home because he really had done something to Piper?

Calm down, Evie, take a deep breath.
I closed my eyes for just a second. I swear it was no longer than that, but when I opened them, there were crowds of people all around us. Jane gasped next to me and Hallie clapped. Sally just looked around in awe, as if she couldn’t believe she was really at a party.

“Yay! He’s so happy to see his daddy.”

Her words didn’t make sense to me at first, but then I watched as a tall boy walked over to her. I recognized him instantly. He was the guy from the picture. He placed both hands on her belly and pulled her close to him, nuzzling her neck with his lips.

All around us, people were laughing and talking, the scene literally looked like something out of a movie. I was surprised that there wasn’t a keg set up and that everyone wasn’t holding those red plastic cups. It all just seemed so
normal.
Typical teenagers having a good time. So why did I feel so uneasy still? Was it because of how they all just sort of materialized while my eyes were closed? Was it because of the setting? Was it because this was where my brother’s car was found with him no where around it? Or was it because of the way they were all staring at us?

“Evie,” Jane whispered, “what the hell is going on here?”

“Everyone, I’d like to introduce you to my new friend. Evelyn.” At Hallie’s words, all eyes were on me. I saw a few people narrow their eyes suspiciously while they whispered into each others ears. I swore I heard the name Jack, but again wondered if I was just being paranoid. One guy, standing sort of off to the side of the main crowd, even licked his lips and smiled suggestively at me.

“Um, hi.” I murmured, feeling stupid, but not sure what else I should say. “This is my friend Jane.”

I linked my arm through hers, pulling her closer to me, almost like a shield, but I just needed that physical contact to assure me that she was really there, that I wasn’t alone. It was the first moment I was actually thankful that she had come.

The guy who had licked his lips took a step closer to me, but he was blocked when another guy stood up from where he had been sitting on a swing and smiled welcoming at me. He walked closer and held out his hand to shake mine. The noise died down just as suddenly as it had started. Dozens of eyes followed his movement. My hand extended, without me even consciously deciding for it too. A jolt of electric heat ran through me when his skin touched mine. For a moment, his eyes mirrored my surprised at the sensation, but he quickly recovered and cleared his throat. “It’s nice to meet you, Evelyn.”

Dreamlike, my mouth began to move, “Evie.” I shook my head, trying to clear whatever it was that was making me feel so foggy. I swallowed. “People call me Evie.”

More whispers ran through the crowd. “You can call me Remy." When I just stared at him stupidly, he smiled, a dimple winking deep in his left cheek. "It’s short for Remington," he added.

I nodded, feeling the heat rush to my cheeks. I was grateful when he turned from me toward Jane. Once my eyes were free of his, the heat I had felt began to fade and I was able to breath easily again. He introduced himself to Jane and I turned, eager to see if she reacted the same way. She didn’t. She eyed him suspiciously and barely shook his hand.

From the corner of my eye I watched Sally shyly approach the guy who had licked his lips. When he saw her, he smiled and pulled her into his arms. She smiled, clearly relieved and I could only assume it had been him who had invited her. They surely seemed to know each other. I frowned in her direction. I had never been a shallow person, or at least I didn’t think I had been, but what was a guy like that doing with a girl like her? He was pretty much gorgeous, even if he was a little creepy.

“That’s Sevren.”

I jumped. The voice came from really close to my right ear and I could feel the soft heat of his breath on my cheek. It hadn’t seemed like I had been looking over at Sally for that long, but when I looked around, it was to see everyone in full party mode. There was music coming from somewhere, Hallie was slow dancing with her boyfriend, and Jane was no longer beside me.

“Excuse me?”

“That guy, with your other friend, his name is Sevren. He’s my brother.”

“Oh, okay. She isn’t really my friend.” When the words were out of my mouth, I instantly felt guilty for saying them. “I mean, well we go to school together, but we didn’t come here together. We don’t hang out.”
Just stop talking Evie.

He laughed softly. “It’s okay, you don’t have to explain. If she isn’t your friend, she’s fair game.”

I raised my brows, confused by his statement. "What is that supposed to mean?"

"Nothing important." We both watched as Sevren guided Sally through the crowds. After a few seconds, they were swallowed up by people and I could no longer see them.

I was suddenly hyper aware that even though we were surrounded by people, it seemed to me like I was alone with this guy. I wasn't sure if the shivers that knowledge evoked were shivers of anticipation or of dread. I rubbed my arms through my coat and cleared my throat.

"So, um, I guess you live around here?"

He smiled, but the expression confused me. It seemed sad rather than amused. It wasn't what I had expected and I wondered at the innocent question and his reaction to it. Finally after a few seconds he shook his head.

"No." He looked off in the distance, his eyes seeing something that I couldn't, "not anymore." I opened my mouth to say something more, but he chuckled softly, silencing me. "It's not important, Evie."

I shivered again, loving the way my name sounded from his lips. It sent strange emotions swirling in my brain and all throughout my body, almost making me forget what I had come here for in the first place. It was unsettling and exhilarating at the same time. No one had ever had this sort of effect on me before.

"I should probably find Jane." Saying the words, I was already scanning the crowds for her. Faces looked at me discreetly from guarded eyes, I heard my name whispered in too many conversations. Buzzing words filled my ears, making my brain feel foggy and my body feel dizzy. It was surreal. It was a dream. It was a nightmare.

Confused, the scene spinning around me, I gasped as my vision went in and out of focus, blurring and obscuring things until I was sure I was hallucinating. One second I saw laughing, carefree kids all hanging out, groups of friends having a good time at a chill party. The next I was seeing monstrous faces, grotesque in their obscurity. Red eyes, serpent like hair, claw like nails reaching toward me. I blinked, and it was back to normal.

I took a deep breath trying to regain my balance, but failing. If it wasn't for Remy reaching out, I was sure I would have fallen; fainted. The minute his hand touched my arm, steadying me, the same electric shock scorched through the fabric of my coat. I wondered, for a moment, what it would feel like if it was skin on skin. Would I even be able to withstand a stronger sensation?

"Walk with me."

It didn't sound like a question and I didn't take it as one. I moved with him, guided by the hand that was still wrapped gently around my arm. My head was still spinning. I was sure that I was seconds away from throwing up all over the place, but somehow, with him, I knew that I would be okay. He mesmerized me.

We walked away from the party; away from the playground, away from the road. The further into trees we walked, the darker it became. Twilight had long since faded into night and under the curtain of willow tree after willow tree, it was like we were in a whole new world.

I should have been worried. I should have been terrified. If I was smart, I would have been both of those things and more. I should be turning away even now and running as far away from him as I could.
Hell,
I said to myself,
I shouldn't have come in the first place.
This wasn't what I had come for, and yet, I let him pull me further into the cloak of night. The stars couldn't even penetrate through the jagged branches of the trees to shine their light on us.

When we finally stopped, I was breathless. Not from the walk, although I honestly wasn't sure how far we had come. Not from the slight fear that was trembling through me. With so many unanswered questions you would think I would have added anything to complicate things, but I had. I was breathless because even when he let go of me, I could still feel his hand wrapped securely around my arm. I longed for him to touch me; really touch me to see if I could withstand the sensations it was sure to evoke.

I shook my head. What the hell was wrong with me? I looked up at him, ready to tell him that I had to go, that I shouldn't be here with him; but when my eyes met his, I was lost. There was no other way to explain it. It was so dark I couldn't even tell what color his eyes were, but it was like I had spent my whole life looking in to them and I wanted, no
needed,
more.

He reached out toward my face. I thought I'd die with anticipation. My eyes watched his fingers extend toward me, aching for a touch that would never come. Inches away from me, he suddenly dropped his hand and turned away from me, cursing. He ran a hand through his hair and kicked at the trunk of a nearby tree. The ground shook beneath us.

"What's wrong?" My voice trembled with emotion and I was partially sickened and partially amused by my reaction. I mean, I didn't even know this guy.

He sighed, "nothing. It's just different than I expected."

I frowned, "okay?"

He watched me, looked at me as if he could see everything inside of me. Self consciously, I hugged my arms around myself. Finally he smiled. "I want to know everything about you, Evie."

I narrowed my eyes, "like what?"

He shrugged, "everything."

I shook my head, trying to clear it from the trance like state his presence had caused in me. Second by second I was starting to come back to my senses. An awkwardness began washing over me, causing me to back away a few steps and rub my arms.

He watched me as I backed away from him. There was no need for him to say anything, I could tell what he was feeling just by watching him hang his head lower and close his eyes. I hated myself for hurting him, but I was so confused by what I was feeling, I couldn’t breath. The numbness that had been my shell was beginning to crack and wisps of emotions that I hadn’t felt in months began creeping in through the tiny fissures.

“I should go.” I gestured vaguely back toward the party with my arm. Part of me wanted to stay; to forget about everything else and just feel…
something.
Jane was waiting for me though, somewhere back there surrounded by strange people we didn’t know was my friend and I suspected the answer to so many questions about my brother. I needed to remind myself of my priorities, and somehow I knew that Remy alone had the power to skew those.

To my surprise, he nodded, “I’ll walk you back.”

The walk back was just as quiet as the walk away. Only this time, there was more awkwardness, more insecurities and a feeling of being disconnected from the person beside me. It was like in this last hour, he had become something to me. No; more like he had always been something to me and I was just now remembering it. Like I was waking from a long nightmare in which he hadn’t been a part of my life, but now everything was right once again with the world.

I opened my mouth a dozen times to say something, but nothing seemed right for the moment. The silence was killing me though, and each time I glanced his way I found myself hoping that he would tell me again he wanted to know me, that he wanted to know everything. He didn't.

The noise from the party hit us before the lights did. It sounded as if during the time we were gone things had gotten a little more out of control. The laughing was louder, there was music playing from somewhere in the near distance, and most everyone had that almost drunk sort of daze around them. We stopped at the edge of the crowd. Remy frowned at what we were seeing and I laughed nervously.

“It looks like they are having a good time.”

He nodded, distracted, “indeed.”

I bit my lower lip, “I guess that I’ll, um, just go and find Jane so we can get home.” As soon as I said it, I felt a moment of panic. Home. Mason. Crap! What time was it? I pulled my cell phone from my pocket. I was relieved when I saw that it was only about nine o’clock, but I was confused when I saw that I had three missed phone calls and two text messages. I was just checking the calls, when Remy put his hand on my arm. I jumped.

"Come see me tomorrow night."

His eyes were sad, but they were pleading with me. There were so many reasons to say no. There was something strange going on in this town. I still had so many unanswered questions about my brother. I have a boyfriend... I think. "Yes."

My hand flew to my mouth. Did I really just say that? By the smile he was flashing me, I could assume that I had indeed said that out loud. What the hell was wrong with me?

I scanned the crowd for Jane and saw her, standing alone off to the side of the party. Turning back, relieved, toward Remy, I gasped because he was no longer next to me. As a matter of a fact, he was no where as far as I could see. If my arm wasn't still tingling from where he would have touched me, I would have thought it was all a dream.

Jane let out a huge breath when she saw me. "Where the hell have you been?"

I shrugged, "I just needed some air." It sounded stupid even to my own ears so I wasn't surprised when she just raised her eyebrows and narrowed her eyes at me, "let's get out of here," I said, changing the subject.

She smiled, relieved, and nodded her head. "Thank goodness."

With our arms linked together, more because I think Jane was afraid I'd leave her again, we hurried out of the crowded playground area toward the bend in the road where her car was waiting for us. I couldn't help noticing that Sally was not around. I was half tempted to go looking for her, but when I looked back toward the parking lot, her car was gone.

"This was the weirdest night, ever!" Jane exclaimed.

I nodded in agreement, but my thoughts weren't really there with her. They were back in the dark with Remy; back in the dark with a guy I had never before laid eyes on until today. So why did I feel like my heart was already aching to see him again?

We were just passing the bank of willow trees that we had been hiding behind earlier that night, when I heard something up ahead. My heart jumped into my throat and my breath caught, frozen scared. Next to me, Jane was standing just as immobile.

"What was that?" she whispered.

"I don't know," I whispered back, "shh, be quiet."

We waited, huddled together, as the sounds grew louder. It wasn't until I heard a voice that I realized it was someone moaning. Heat flushed my cheeks, knowing what had to be happening for whoever it was to be making that noise.

Jane and I looked at each other with huge OMG eyes and a giggle escaped her throat. We both froze again. Seconds later, Hallie and the guy from the photo came walking toward us. He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth and glared at us. Hallie was standing there, almost in a daze. Her eyes looked glossy and hooded.

"We didn't mean to interrupt you." Jane said softly, squeezing my hand in embarrassment.

I would have said something, but I couldn't get past the way his lips looked. They were red. Not normal red, but bright stained red, almost as if he had been sucking on a sucker or a popsicle. There was a smudge of the same bright red on the side of his mouth and when I looked down at his hand, red smeared the skin there as well.

When he saw where I was looking, he stuck his hand into his pocket. "It's no biggie," he mumbled. Hallie remained eerily silent.

Jane cleared her throat and started pulling me forward, away from them. "We were just heading home." When the guy nodded, but didn't say anything more, she practically ran, dragging me the rest of the way to the car.

Again I was left wondering, what the hell just happened?

 

  


Chapter Nine

“Evie! Jane! Wake up! You guys are going to be late for school.”

I groaned when I heard Mason’s voice through my bedroom door. My body felt achy and my head was pounding. I couldn’t even remember what happened after leaving the Willows last night. I sifted through my memories of the night before, straining myself to recall every moment, every detail. Each memory was clouded with an image of Remy. I opened my eyes, trying to get his face out of my mind, but it didn’t work. Even with the background of my bedroom, he was still evident.

Dark eyes. He had mysteriously beautiful dark brown eyes. When we had taken our walk, I had thought at first that they just looked dark because of the night sky, but even back at the party, with the few park lights glowing, his eyes had been dark. His hair was dark too. Not quite black, but definitely inky and it looked perfectly silky and messy in that fabulous way that some guys could pull off. His skin had been fair, almost giving him a gothic like appearance, but even so, he hadn’t looked unhealthy or odd. His smile was both sad and playful at the same time. Like a puppy you wanted to play with, but one that almost required too much attention therefore causing it to whine and cry when you had to leave it.

I was so caught up in mentally dissecting his features that I didn’t notice Jane sitting on the bed next to me. She was already dressed for school and had just been staring down at me while I slept. It made me uncomfortable in a creepy sort of way and I cleared my throat before sitting up, pulling the blankets with me.

“Why didn’t you wake me up?”

She shrugged her shoulders and looked down at the hands she had folded in her lap. “You spent most of the night tossing and turning so I figured you could use the extra sleep.”

“Really?” I asked confused.

She nodded, “you must have been having a nightmare.”

I didn’t remember having one. “That’s weird,” I mumbled, more to myself then to her, “what time is it?”

She was blocking my view of the alarm clock so I couldn’t see for myself. “It’s almost seven.”

I groaned, no wonder Mason was screaming at us. I usually left the house by seven thirty and I hadn’t even taken a shower yet. I scrambled out of bed and grabbed my towel. Jane stood too and stopped me by placing her hand on my arm. “Evie, can I talk to you for a second?”

I wanted to tell her no, that there was not enough time for that, but the look in her eyes made me pause. “Sure.”

She sat back down on the bed and pulled me with her. When we were sitting, she didn’t let go of my arm, instead she ran her hand down the length of it and twined her fingers with mine. It wasn’t a terribly odd thing for her to do. I mean we had been friends for a lot of years and we held hands and hugged sometimes, but for some reason, this time it felt different and it was making me feel more than a little edgy.

“Last night was, um,” she started, but looked like she was struggling to find the right words.

“I know,” I interrupted. “It was crazy, I’m sorry that I got you involved in this mess.”

To my surprise, she shook her head. “No, it’s not that. I mean, it was crazy and I was a little freaked out, but that’s not what I want to talk about.”

I frowned, “okay?” I wasn’t sure what to say and by the way she sighed and leaned her head back, she was just as frustrated and confused as I was.

“It’s just that with everything going on we haven’t really been spending a lot of time together lately.”

So that was what this was about. I smiled and squeezed her hand. “I know, and I’m sorry. Things will get back to normal.” Whatever that was… “I promise.”

She let out her breath, relieved. “Okay, good. I’m sorry too. It’s just that I missed you. Spending the day with you yesterday, even though it was super crazy and a little scary, it made me realize just how much you mean to me.”

I hugged her and she wrapped her arms around me tightly, “You mean a lot to me too, Jane.”

She lowered her head toward mine, “I mean, I really missed you.”

It took me a few seconds to figure out where this was going. Before it could go there, I pulled away from her and backed up on my bed so fast that I fell off and landed on the floor. “Jane, what are you doing?”

She opened her mouth to answer me, but tears were already streaming down her face. She stood and started backing toward the door. “I’m such an idiot!” she cried before slamming open my bedroom door and storming down the hallway.

I sat there, dazed and confused for a few minutes after she left. That had not just happened, had it? I mean really, how could I have not seen that coming? Jane had been one of my best friends for most of my life. Had she always felt this way? Why hadn’t she told me?

Mason walked in and scowled down at me, “what happened to Jane?” When I didn’t answer, he came into my room and sat on the edge of the bed, “you’re going to be late for school, you know.”

I glared at him, “that’s the least of my problems.”

He held out a hand for me, and I grabbed it, letting him pull me up from the floor. We sat on the bed next to each other in silence for a few moments. Finally he slung an arm across my shoulders. “Want to talk about it?”

I shook my head, “not really.”

A few more minutes passed. “You know what? I think that it’s been far too long since you and I flaked out on our responsibilities.”

I raised my eyebrow, “meaning?”

He coughed into his hand, “meaning I think we are both too sick today for school or work.”

I smiled hugely, “I think that is the best idea you’ve had in a long time.”

He winked, “go take a shower and get dressed. I’m sick of this town, let’s take a drive and go somewhere different for the day.”

His words seemed to lift a burden off of my shoulders that I hadn’t even been aware I’d been carrying. A day of fun? No worrying? Did such a thing exist for us anymore? Jackson’s face popped into my head and I stubbornly pushed it to the back of my mind.
I’m sorry Jack, I need a step away from all of this; just for a day.
In my heart I knew that he would understand. There was only so much I could take and I was just about at that point. I needed to recharge; get things into perspective. With my parents, Jackson, everything going on at the Willows and now whatever was going on with Jane struggling for dominance in my thoughts, I was confused and frustrated.

“You’re on!”

An hour later and we were in my parent’s car heading away from Rocky Point; away from the mountains and away from the Willows. Just driving toward open land and sky was enough to take that weight off of me. It felt like freedom. A chance to just forget about everything and just be a seventeen year old girl.

Mason had the radio blaring. It was some rap station and although I didn’t really care for rap, it was fun to sing with him at the top of our lungs. From where we were located, the closest place that could be described as a city and not just some hole in the wall town, was Pueblo. It wasn’t the greatest place to go, but it had its perks. It took us about an hour and a half to get there. Lucky for us, the weather seemed to be on our side and the roads were all clear.

Driving through the streets of Pueblo, I began to envy the people I saw. What must it be like to live in a larger city? A city where everyone didn’t know you, where your past could be kept a secret, and your secrets remained private; a place to start over. The anonymity of such a place was a welcoming thought, one that warmed me from the inside out. But could I do it? Could I let go of the mystery I had left behind and pretend like it didn’t matter? Could I start over, reinvent myself, without knowing for sure if my baby brother was still out there?

“Whatcha thinking about?”

I turned toward Mason and smiled sadly, “just thinking about the benefits of living in a big city.”

He nodded, I knew that he completely understood where I was coming from. “It will get better Evie, you just have to trust me.”

I turned back toward the window. I didn’t know what to say to him. Too much had happened for me to believe that everything was figured out, that the truth had been found; but I knew that he wouldn’t want to hear it. In his eyes, things were exactly what they seemed and he had accepted that. It would hurt too much to change his mind now.

I sat up straighter when he pulled into the parking lot of a bowling alley. “Bowling? Seriously?”

He grinned. “Bet you can’t beat me!”

We raced into the building, laughing, just like when we were kids. Of course if felt strange, odd, because Jackson was missing, but I pushed that away and focused on Mason. I had been so wrapped up in my own misery for so long that I hadn’t stopped to think about how he must be feeling. Not only had he lost everyone and everything that I had, he had also given up school to stay home with me. Not everyone would do that. I was lucky.

Neither one of us was anywhere near a bowling pro, but after two rounds of joking and throwing a hot pink ball down the wooden lanes, I had the satisfaction of knowing that Mason really sucked. When the last frame was complete I threw my hands up into the air.

“In your face!” I teased him.

He ran to me and pulled me into a head lock. “You think you are better then me? Well I’m still stronger!”

I squealed and tried to break free, but he was right; he was stronger. “Okay, okay, you win!” I said through shallow breaths. He let go of me, but then pulled me closer into a huge hug.

“Love you, Evie.”

“I love you too.”

Still feeling silly and carefree, we decided to go to the mall. Having multiple stores to choose from was a luxury we didn’t have in Rocky Point and it fed my girlie side to just window shop and try on clothes. We didn’t buy anything, we didn’t really have the money for that, but it was super nice spending time with my brother and being able to just relax and have a good time.

“Hungry?” he asked after a few hours.

I shrugged, “a little.”

We left the mall and drove downtown. He pulled into the parking lot of a little pizza place. It was right on the Arkansas river that ran right through the downtown area of Pueblo. Even though it was winter, and freezing outside, Mason asked them to seat us in their covered porch area. There were heaters and fires blazing, so it was cozy without being as crowded as the dining room.

We looked at the menu briefly and then placed our order. I wrapped my hands around a warm mug of hot chocolate and smiled when the steam warmed my face. Mason was looking out toward the river walk, a wrinkle creasing his forehead. Part of me wondered what he was thinking about, the other part didn’t want to know. It found out anyway.

“I’m thinking about putting the house up for sale.”

My jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious.”

That I had just been thinking about starting over somewhere new that morning was beside the point. I hadn’t really meant it. I loved our house. It was where we grew up, it was home.

He sighed, “it’s too much Evie.”

I shook my head, “no. We can make it work. I’ll get a job if I have to.” I knew that I was being irrational, but I couldn’t help it. I wanted to cry, I needed that outlet, but my eyes remained stubbornly dry once again.

“It’s not the money. It’s… it’s…” he ran his fingers through his hair, clearly frustrated, “it’s the memories.”

The look in his eyes burned into my soul. I knew that it would haunt me. There were feelings and demons inside of him that I wasn’t a part of. That no one was. I knew those feelings. I had some of my own. They hurt. They killed. Still, I couldn’t bare the thought of losing the only home I had ever known.

"Mason, I just..."

I was interrupted when the waitress set plates of steaming food down in front of us. Everything smelled great, but I had sort of lost my appetite. It was like one after another blows kept coming at me. I couldn't even duck them if I tried. I was right in the line of fire and I suddenly felt very tired, like all of the energy had just seeped out of me.

"Is there anything else I can get for you?"

"No, thanks, I think we are all set." Mason said, smiling up at her.

"I'm ready to go home," I said, pushing my plate away as soon as the waitress was out of ear shot.

"Evie, come on, cut me some slack here. I'm doing everything I can and things just aren't getting any better for us, or for you."

I crossed my arms over my chest, "sure they are. I'm fine Mason. You don't have to worry about me."

He laughed, "whatever. You barely eat, you sleep all of the time, you are cut off from everyone, you hardly see your friends anymore," he was ticking them all off on his fingers, as if I didn't know all of this already. "It's like you hardly have emotions at all Evie, like you are one dimensional. It's like living with a zombie," his eyes began to water, "or worse, it's like I've already lost you too, like you're just as dead to me as mom, dad, and Jackson."

I felt my cheeks heating up, "you don't mean that," I whispered.

He lowered his head, "let's go home."

I waited while the waitress boxed up our food for us. I was silent while Mason paid the bill. In the car I stared out the window, refusing to even look at him after what he had said to me. Did he think I didn't realize I was a freak? Did he think I was happy that I had begun to wither away? Is that how he honestly saw me? Like a zombie?

Knots began twisting and balling up inside of my stomach. I rested my head against the cool glass next to me, but sleep eluded me. My thoughts kept snaking around through the past few months. My mind was my own worst company.

It was dark by the time we got home. My ears were buzzing from the silence. Mason had tried to blast the radio, he even played a few songs he knew I loved and nudged me, trying to get me to sing along with him, but I stayed stubbornly faced away from him. After a while he had stopped trying, turning the volume all the way down and just concentrating on the road.

I didn't even wait for him to get out of the car before I was running up toward the front door. At this point, I had nothing to say to him and the faster I got into the privacy of my own bedroom, the better. I didn't have my keys with me, but I refused to be standing there when Mason walked up, so I grabbed the spare house key that was hidden in a flower pot on the porch and let myself in.

When I was in my bedroom, I stripped down and through my clothes in the hamper before pulling on my jammies. I figured with all of the anger and resentment boiling inside of me I would be up all night. Lucky for me, I was wrong. My eyes drifted shut as soon as my head hit the pillow.

 

  


Chapter Ten

I bolted upright.

I knew the exact moment when my dream had became a nightmare. One second I was dancing with Remy, his arms wrapped tightly around me while his eyes smiled down at me. The next it was Sevren’s eyes that were looking into mine. It wasn’t that it was unpleasant in his arms; I didn’t know Remy any more than I knew him after all, but there was something in the way his eyes were drawing mine in, almost like he was devouring me with his eyes. Even now, awake, it sent shivers down my spine.

My alarm clock said that it was almost five. I still had a few hours before school, but I knew that I wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep. My mind was wired now. There was an electric charge in the air that was putting me on edge and I couldn’t pinpoint what was causing it. Maybe it was guilt. I had been so distracted with the thought of losing the house that I had forgotten all about the promise I had made to Remy. Weird that I was so concerned about someone I didn’t even know.

For some reason, I was drawn to my windows. The blinds were open on one of them and I stood in front of it looking out toward the woods. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that there were no lights turned on at Mr. Gates house. It reminded me that he was gone or missing; at least I figured he still was. It was rare for us to go so many days without seeing him.

On a whim, I decided to go and check on him. He was usually an early riser, so knocking on his door at five in the morning wasn’t an unthinkable idea. My boots were in the corner of my room and I hurriedly slid them on before creeping down the hallway. I didn’t want to wake up Mason. I grabbed my coat off of the hook by the front door and quietly let myself out of the house.

There was a frigid freshness in the air. Snow was coming. It was about time for a new layer to cover the one already laying on the ground. My boots crunched across the ground causing my feet to make indentions in the snow. It was the only sound in the otherwise quiet morning.

When I finally crossed over onto Mr. Gate’s yard, the first thing I noticed was that my footprints were the only ones. Since the snow was at least a few days old, it made me hesitate for a moment before continuing toward his porch. Maybe he really wasn’t home.

Taking a deep breath to counteract the uneasiness I was beginning to feel in my stomach, I tried jogging the last few feet to his steps. The crunchy snow made it difficult, but a few seconds later and I was there. Water had been dripping from the roof, causing the stairs to be coated with a thick sheet of ice. Knowing it would be hazardous, I took my time, holding on to the railing as I climbed the few steps.

There was no hesitation as I rapped my fist against his front door. Then I waited. The seconds ticked by, dread filling my stomach higher and higher. I knocked again; louder. This time I expected something to happen. Lights to come on, footsteps coming down the hall, at that point I'd have even appreciated cussing or yelling about the early hour. Once again there was nothing.

I pressed my face up against the window next to the door, cupping my hands around my eyes trying to see inside. It was too dark. The more time passed by, the more I was certain that something was terribly wrong. I was almost choking on guilt for not checking things out sooner. Something had happened to him.

A twig snapped from somewhere behind me and I spun around, painfully aware that I was alone in the dark and more than a few feet away from the safety of my own house. I strained my eyes, my heart pounding in my chest, but as far as I could tell there was nothing out there.

"Hello?" I called timidly before clearing my throat. "Is anyone there?" I asked, attempting to sound tougher.

No response.

This is crazy. Go get Mason or call the police.

The voice inside of my head was sounding much more reasonable then the girl who had decided to walk to her neighbors house in the dark. I decided to listen to her. As fast as my feet would take me, I ran toward the steps leading down to the yard. I figured if I was alone and paranoid it wouldn't matter because no one would be there to see me. If my imagination held any merit, I figured that if I ran, I may have a fighting chance of getting to my house before whoever or whatever it was out there, got to me.

I hit the top step and my foot slid out from beneath me. In my rush to get away, I had forgotten all about the ice. I expected to fall. I expected to feel the slap of the wood against my butt as I fell on it. I expected to break my leg, my arm, hell even my neck. I expected all of those things. What I hadn't expected to happen, is what did.

"Whoa, slow down there honey."

Hands reached out faster than I could even see where they had come from, hot breath teased the hair on my neck before I even registered that I wasn't alone. A low male chuckle sent goose bumps up my arms before I even realized that I was being held in someone's arms far above the ground I had expected to fall on.

I gasped when I finally caught my breath and looked up into the dark eyes smiling down at me. I pushed at his chest, but that only caused his arms to tighten around me. "What are you doing here?"

Sevren grinned for a second before turning serious. "Well from the looks of it, I am saving your cute little ass, honey."

I frowned. "Don't call me that, I don't even know you."

He laughed. "You are very feisty. Is that why you stood up my brother?"

I pushed at his chest again, desperate to get down from his embrace. I was feeling uncomfortable physically because of the force of his arms, and emotionally because of the eerily familiar way his eyes were penetrating me. It felt like an invasion.

"Your brother?" He raised his brows. Then I remembered that Remy had told me that they were brothers that night, "oh, yeah. Well I didn't mean to, something just came up."

He sighed, "well that is not acceptable."

He said it almost like he was teasing me, but still, something in his voice, in his eyes, in his very demeanor spoke to me of violence; of consequences.

"Please, put me down." Even to my ears my voice sounded weak, scared, dominated. It made me sick. By the look in his eyes I knew that he knew it too. He had me.

"Mmm," he pulled me closer with one arm and with the other ran it down the side of my face, cupping my cheek and then resting on the side of my neck. I wasn't even sure how he was holding me up with one arm free and figured I could wiggle free. I couldn't. "I think I like you. There's something about you that just sets me on fire. Remy must feel it too. Damn guy's practically obsessed with you."

I cleared my throat, trying to put some force in my request. "Put me down." I decided leaving off the 'please' made me sound a little more in control.

He laughed again. "No, I don't think you really want me to."

Just like in my dream, his eyes held mine. It was like I didn't have a will of my own, like I didn't have any desire to look anywhere besides at him. He captivated me. His eyes spoke to me in ways that words never would. It was like they could see every secret inside of me. It was like I wanted them to. It was like he owned me. In those seconds I was pretty sure he did.

When he lowered his mouth toward mine, I didn't even try to pull away. I just let my lids drift closed, aching for the moment his lips would touch mine. When it came, I whimpered. Seconds later he deepened the kiss. There was something warm and metallic tasting on his tongue and I couldn't get enough of it. After a few seconds he pulled away from me and laughed.

"That's enough of that." When I pouted, he smiled, "for now. I don't need a zombie following me around."

I was confused by his words, but then I felt his lips on my jaw, my ear, the side of my neck. I moaned. I couldn't help it, I had no control over my body or my emotions.

His tongue snaked out and moistened my neck. Fingers of excitement and heat licked through me. All of the emotion that had been threatening to bubble out of me for months seemed to expand and throb inside of me. I whimpered again.

Teeth, sharp and slick, nibbled at my skin. It was arousing. It was erotic. It was... painful.

My eyes flew open when I felt the pointed incisors dig into my flesh. The throbbing feeling that I experienced when he licked me, intensified into a sort of pleasure pain sensation causing emotions to explode inside of me. Fireworks went off inside of my mind. Streaks of color flooded my vision. Laughter bubbled up out of me, loud, boisterous and explosive.

When I felt Sevren began to suck on the small puncture wounds on my neck, tears filled my eyes. Hot liquid despair spilled over my eye lids streaming down my face, drowning me in months of sadness. I wept while he licked, sucked and drank from me.

Lastly, anger and frustration fought for dominance and dried up any other emotion I was feeling. They started as a heat inside of me that spread through my body, through my veins and out of my skin. I was shaking with them. I was growing strong from them.

I put both hands on Sevren's chest and pushed. This time, I barely had to exert any pressure and I was falling back away from him. As if it had a mind of its own, my body leaped in a perfect show of acrobatics and landed me on my feet.

He laughed. In the brightness of the day, I could see the steak of red that my blood had left across his lips. He wiped at it. I was confused. My eyes saw every pore, every hair, every ripple of his skin. Yet, I realized that it wasn't yet day. There was a darkened shadow over everything, proving it was still night.

I frowned and he laughed again. "Exciting, isn't it?"

I tried to answer, but my tongue felt heavy. My eyes were getting heavy. My body was getting heavy. It reminded me of being on medication. That feeling you get when cold medicine starts to take over and you fall into oblivion. I was falling. I never hit the ground.

"Sleep. Tomorrow everything changes."

I tried to open my eyes, but they wouldn't budge. I tried to say something, but my mouth didn't work. I just succumbed to him. Gave myself over to him as if I were an infant and needed him to take care of me.

In the darkness, the blackness of total slumber, my dreams began to combine with realty, making me wonder what was real and what wasn't. Remy dancing with me. Sevren dancing with me. Sevren looking down at me. Remy smiling at me. Sevren sucking on my neck. Remy obsessed with me. Sevren wiping blood off of his lips. That boy wiping something off of his lips when we saw him in the woods with Hallie. Mr. Gates missing. Jane trying to kiss me. Sevren's tongue on my skin.

When my alarm clock went off, I was more confused then ever. Had that happened? I didn't remember getting up and I didn't remember going back to bed. So did that mean it never happened? It was all a dream?

The first thing I noticed was the smell. There was coffee brewing. I normally loved the smell and taste of coffee, but today it made my stomach turn. I groaned and rolled out of bed. My head was killing me. Probably from my nightmares. I grabbed clothes and a towel and stomped out of my bedroom. Mason was just getting out of the bathroom and I glared at him.

“What’s wrong?”

“Did you have to make the coffee so strong today? It’s making me sick.” I snapped out at him.

He raised his eyebrows, “it’s the same as any other day.”

I rolled my eyes and brushed past him, “whatever.” The bathroom door slammed in his face.

The heat from the shower spray revived me. My head began to feel better and my muscles loosened up. I stood there far after I was clean and just enjoyed the slick feel of the water rushing over me. It felt more invigorating than usual and I loved it.

When I got out of the shower, I had to squint my eyes against the sunlight coming down through the skylight.
Geez it’s bright out today.
I got dressed and walked back down the hall to my bedroom to fix my hair. The house was quiet so I assumed Mason left for work already. Fine by me, I was still feeling a little raw about yesterday and I wasn’t sure facing him would be such a great idea.

Finally, when I was done getting ready, I made my way into the kitchen in search of some breakfast. There was a note on the table from Mason. It said simply:
I’m sorry about everything Evie. Please forgive your big brother for trying to protect you.
The keys to the jeep were laying on the table next to it. I smiled. Freedom.

The drive to school was almost too slow for me. There was an energy running through me and I needed an outlet. I was surprised that I was feeling so revived after having nightmares all night, but I wasn’t going to question it. I felt amazing. It was like everything was clearer this morning.

The parking lot at school was already filling up and I parked toward the back, not really wanting to talk to anyone. Landon was just getting out of his car and when I saw him, I had an unbelievable urge to go to him. I had never really been a person that gave in to her urges, but it was almost like I couldn’t control it; like I
needed
him to hold me, to kiss me.

“Hey there stranger.”

He jumped when he heard me and narrowed his eyes. “What do you want, Evie?”

I pouted, “can’t I just say good morning to my boyfriend?”

“Your boyfriend?” His raised his brows, “it’s been a long time since I’ve felt like that.”

I grabbed his stack of books from him and balanced them on one hand. It distracted me for a second because they were so light and I wasn’t expecting that, but when he grabbed them away from me, my distraction turned to annoyance.

“What’s your problem anyways?” I asked him.

“I don’t have the problem, you do.” He started walking away from me, but then spun back around. “I can’t believe you are doing this to me,” he said sadly.

I rolled my eyes at his back and watched him walk away from me.
Whatever. It was his loss. I saw Jane watching me from closer to the school, but when she saw that I had noticed her, she turned and hurried into the school.
This is so lame,
I thought. School is highly overrated.

First period was a strange experience for me. I had been so disconnected these past few months that I hadn’t noticed just how
noisy
school was. Along with my teachers voice talking about the French Revolution, I could hear whispered conversations all around me. Mrs. Peats must be getting deaf in her old age if she couldn’t hear what I heard. I spent half of the class laughing to myself about the conversations I was hearing and the other half pressing my hands against my ears trying to drown out the sound.

Halfway through the day, I realized that people were looking at me strangely. If I hadn’t sort of liked the attention, I would have been annoyed. At lunch, I decided to forgo my typical ‘alone’ time on the picnic bench and instead, went in search of my friends. That was, if I had friends anymore.

Jane was no where to be found, but I didn’t even care about that. Not after I found Landon and Emma. I have heard that expression ‘I saw red’ before, but I had never truly understood what it meant until that moment. I found Landon and Emma alright. What I found was Landon sticking his tongue down Emma’s throat at a table all to themselves.

The cafeteria got quiet. It felt like all eyes were on me. This time I wasn’t annoyed at all. I was furious. I was so mad that I got hot and my body began shaking. I was a volcano ready to erupt. No one better stand in my way.

Noticing that everyone around them was quiet, Landon and Emma finally broke apart and started looking around. When their eyes landed on me, both of them stood up and began backing away. Emma tripped on a chair and fell backwards onto her butt. A few people laughed, but when it became apparent that I didn’t find it funny, the sound died out.

Landon threw his hands up in front of him. “Look, Evie, I can explain.”

I raised my brows, “oh really?” I laughed cruelly, “let me guess, it’s not what it looks like.”

“Evie, come on, it’s not like you guys have really been dating, not since your parents died.” Emma said from her spot on the ground.

“How long has this been going on, Em? Is this why you haven’t been here for me? Too busy screwing my boyfriend to be my friend?” I took a step toward them and they both moved back, Landon taking a step back and Emma scooting back on her butt.

She gasped and her face got red. “How dare you? Do you really expect me…”

“Oh grow up Evie,” Landon interrupted. “You haven’t been around. What was I supposed to do? Wait forever?”

Tears burned behind my eyes. “I would have.”

He rolled his eyes. “Whatever,” he said under his breath.

That’s when it happened. I’ve never been a violent person. Then again, I’d never been driven to an anger so intense that it inspired violence. I pushed the closest person to me out of their chair. I heard them hit the floor with a thud and a snap, but I didn’t care. I grabbed the chair and threw it as hard as I could at Landon. I wanted to hurt him, I wanted to make him scream in agony.

He ducked.

Our cafeteria had floor to ceiling windows along the back wall. The table where Landon and Emma had been making out, was at the back of the room. When he ducked, the chair sailed over his head and crashed through the glass behind him. Shards of sharp broken glass rained over anyone who was close, along with the tables that were in the general area.

Screams tore through the room. Alarms began squealing. Footsteps pounded on the ground as teachers ran into the room to see what had happened. I stood, frozen, unable to move or even to think.
What had I done?
And more importantly,
how I had done it?

“You stupid effing freak!” Emma screamed. I looked down at her and gulped. She was covered with little dots of blood where the glass had nicked her skin.

Blood. Something about seeing her blood was making my mouth water. Images began fighting for dominance in my mind. My nightmares were replaying in mind. Had I really dreamt all of that? I reached up to my neck and placed two of my fingers perfectly over two small puncture wounds.

Sevren.

Bile rose in my throat. It wasn’t a pleasant sensation, but it helped get my body into motion. I took a few running steps toward the now open air where the window had once been and leapt over the broken glass. I had left my backpack in my locker for lunch, and cursed when I ran to the Jeep because my keys were in it.

“Damn it!” I yelled, punching at the Jeeps exterior. My fist left a small indention in the side, I backed away from it, tears streaming down my face.
What was happening to me?

A car honked behind me. I spun around. It was Jane. I had never been more relieved to see someone as I was in those moments. Especially when she opened the passenger side door from inside the car and motioned for me.

"Get in," she yelled.

I obeyed. With my freakishly heightened sense of hearing, I heard sirens off in the distance. I was pretty sure I knew where they were heading.

"We have to get out of here."

Jane just nodded and sped out of the parking lot. Behind us, kids were beginning to stream out of the building. I felt like I was going to be sick. Who knew how many people I had hurt back there. It was disgusting. It was unforgivable. It was a tragedy.

"Where do you want to go?" Jane asked me, looking at me sideways.

I chewed on my lower lip. As much as I wanted to say home, I knew that would be the first place they would look for me. Before I could do that, I needed some answers. "The diner in Willow Grove."

Jane nodded as if she figured that I'd say that. She kept her eyes on the road, deep in thought. I wanted to say something more to her, but there were too many unsaid words between us and I wasn't sure which ones should be said.

As soon as Jane pulled up to the diner, I was out of the car before she even had it in park. I didn’t care that I probably looked like some crazed maniac. I didn’t care that I was probably going to sound just as crazy. All I cared about was the bloody mess I had left behind me.

The bell on the door chimed happily despite my angry mood as I slammed through it. There were very few people in there since it was the middle of the day and the middle of the week. A quick scan showed that Hallie was not at the counter, nor was she anywhere visible to me. Her mom was, however, and the look she had on her face said that she was not happy to see me.

I started walking toward the counter, determined to find out where Hallie was, just as Jane slammed through the door behind me. Hallie’s mom had been wiping down the countertop of the bar and threw her rag down as we came closer, wiping her hands dry on her apron.

“Where the hell is Hallie?” I knew that my tone was rude and angry sounding, but I didn’t care.

She raised her brows and sucked on her teeth. “I don’t take too kindly to people coming on in to my establishment and speaking to me that way.” She smiled nastily, “especially a young ignorant girl like yourself.”

“I apologize, ma’am,” I said through gritted teeth, “but can you please tell me where I can find your daughter. I really need to talk to her.” When she only stared at me, I felt my eyes tear up. Where had all of these emotions come from? “Please,” I pleaded, “it’s an emergency.”

She sighed and rubbed her forehead. “I swear, you kids thinking you know everything about everything, when all you know is nothing.” She looked over at a hunched over old man who was leaning on the doorway from the kitchen to the bar area. “Clive, you keep an eye on things out here, would ya? I need to have a talk with this girl.”

He nodded and she motioned for me to follow her. When Jane tried come too, she shook her head. “It’s fine,” despite the awkwardness between us, I hugged her, “I’ll be right back.”

I hurried to catch up with Hallie’s mom. She walked me through an old but clean kitchen and then up a set of stairs. “My Hallie wasn’t feeling too well yesterday so I didn’t even go in to wake her this morning. I figured she needed the time off to rest. You know that baby of hers is due any day now.”

I didn’t know, but I nodded. “Do you guys live up here?”

She nodded. “It’s not much, but it’s home.” She stopped on the step just before the door and stared off dreamily. “I had plans for Hallie, you know. She was going to get out of this town, make something of herself. Then that Dan had to come and knock her up. Now look where she’s at. Still sleeping in her same old room with no man around to help her.”

I frowned. “What do you mean? Isn’t her boyfriend helping?”

The keys fell from her hands as she fumbled with the lock. “No.” She opened the door. I wanted to ask her more because I was confused, but she ushered me into the living room and then closed the door behind us.

The apartment was much like the restaurant below it. It was old, but very tidy. For the most part, it smelled well cared for and clean, but there was something underneath that; a smell I couldn’t quite identify, but that was familiar somehow.

“Hallie’s room is right through there. I’m going to sit down here for a bit, but you’re welcome to go on in.” She sighed and sunk down onto a comfy looking recliner. “I warned you not to get involved around here,” she mumbled more to herself than to me.

I ignored her and walked quickly to the door she had pointed to. The scent that I had been curious about, grew stronger with each step I took. I knocked first, wrinkling my nose against the confusing smell, but no one answered.

“Hallie? It’s me, Evie. Can I talk to you for a second?” I waited, straining my ears for any sounds or movements, but none came.

“Just go on in. She’s probably just sleeping,” she yawned.

I was getting this icky feeling in my stomach saying otherwise, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. Not yet anyways. Taking a deep breath against the smell, I turned the handle on the door. I half expected it to be locked. It wasn’t.

The sight that met me had me taking a step backwards. The smell that I had noticed was blood. Tangy and metallic, it held an appeal to me that I wasn’t prepared to accept. My stomach revolted, both from a mouthwatering eagerness and also from a deep seated disgust. I gagged.

Hearing me, Hallie's mom jumped up. "What? What's wrong?"

She ran to the bedroom. I was too upset to try to stop her. When she saw what I had seen, she too began to gag. However, mixed in with her gagging were sobs. I couldn't help feeling horrified for her. It was so similar to what I had experienced that day when they found all of the blood outside of my house.

This was worse in a way. It was so personal; so devastating. In the room where she had thought her daughter was sleeping because she didn't feel well, was a gory nightmare. Blood sprayed the walls, the furniture, the bedding. Pools of it laid untouched on the hard wood floors. Smears of it streaked across the window.

Hallie wasn't there.

"I think you need to talk to her boyfriend." I whispered.

"He's dead, damn it!" she cried.

"No," I said, backing away from her, moving toward the front door, "that can't be true. I just saw him the other night at the Willows."

She shook her head, "no. You're wrong. He's been dead for a while now." Her eyes were crazed; glossy. I knew she was in shock. "Hallie wouldn't go out to the Willows. There are bad things out there." I opened my mouth to protest, but she was pulling a cell phone out of her pocket. "The police. I have to call the police."

Yeah,
I thought,
that's my queue to leave.

I didn't even say goodbye. She was already talking to someone on the other end of the phone and I knew only one thing. I had to get the hell out of there. I'm sure the police would be all too willing to take me in for questioning after my own bloody mess I had left behind.

I pounded down the stairs and through the kitchen. Jane was waiting at the counter drumming her fingers. Her eyes widened when she saw me. "Well? Did you talk to her?"

I shook my head. "We have to get out of here. Now."

The door was opening just as we reached it. Arnie was walking in. He cursed when he saw me. "Are you following me, girl?"

With my new heightened sensations I was able to notice subtleties in his appearance that I hadn't picked up on before. It all began to make sense to me. Well at least parts of it. The reason he was always hanging out at the diner. The reason that he seemed so concerned about Hallie.

"It was your son, wasn't it?" I asked him.

Jane was pulling on my arm, trying to get me through the door, but I brushed her hand away. In the far distance, my ears could just make out a siren.

Arnie narrowed his eyes, "what do you mean exactly?"
 "The guy, the one who got Hallie pregnant, it was your son."

He gulped, "what does it matter? He isn't around to see it anyways."

I pointed to one of the missing posters on the wall. "Is this him?" I demanded.

He nodded. "Dan was a good kid, but he made some bad choices. They cost him his life."

There were tears in his eyes and I wanted to be sympathetic, but there was no time for that. The sirens were getting closer.

"He's not dead," I told him. "I've seen him. He was with Hallie just the other night; at the Willows."

He paled. "No." He shook his head vehemently. "I warned you about going out to the Willows. You're going to end up dead just like all the rest of them."

"Are you all crazy? Are you all out of your minds?"

"Evie,
come on," Jane interrupted. "We have to get out of here."

I let her pull me further out of the diner, but Arnie followed us. His face was turning red and blotchy. He was shaking. "Don't go back there. You don't know what you are dealing with. Mark my words."

The grip Jane had on my hand tightened and I didn't struggle as she pulled me across the street. An engine roared and it took me a few seconds to realize that it was that same drunk asshole who had almost hit me before. I let Jane pull me faster.

I turned my back on the diner, eager to get into Jane's car and get the hell out of there, but the sound of squealing tires had me turning back. The sound of breaks trying to screech to a halt had me frozen in place.

Arnie hadn't stayed in the diner. Arnie hadn't noticed the drunken asshole barreling down the road. Arnie hadn't looked both ways. Arnie hadn't been as lucky as I had been days before.

In front of my eyes, I saw the car slam into the fragile body of the man who had been trying to warn me. In front of my eyes, I saw him thrown backwards from the impact. With my heightened hearing, I heard the crunch as bones were broken. With my heightened smelling, I smelt the blood as it spilled on the cold asphalt.

"Evie, now!" Jane screamed.

With a severe feeling of self preservation, I obeyed. We turned the corner just as the first of the flashing lights came into view.

 

  


Chapter Eleven

"What the hell happened back there?" Jane asked when we were far away from Willow Grove.

It was still early; not even two in the afternoon and we had nowhere to go. I felt horrible that I had gotten Jane involved in something that I didn't even understand. How was I supposed to explain something to her, when I didn't even know what had happened?

I closed my eyes and rubbed my hand over my face. "I don't know." I opened them and looked out of my window, sighing, "there was so much blood."

Jane gasped. "Blood?" She gulped, "is Hallie de... I mean is she okay?"

I knew that she had been going to say dead and closed my eyes again against the onslaught of memories my brain pulled up. Even with my eyes open, the images haunted me. "I don't know, but it wasn't her blood."

The moment I said those words, I knew that I was telling the truth. Subconsciously, my mind had known all along that the blood in her room wasn't human blood. That's why I supposed it smelled a little unfamiliar to me. The knowledge that I knew these things was disturbing and I shifted in my seat uncomfortably.

"I don't know what to do, Jane." I laughed bitterly.

"My mom's out of town until Friday. Let's go to my house and come up with a plan."

I nodded and leaned my head back against the seat. It was awkward in the car. So many things were left unsaid between Jane and I. All of them were hanging in the air making it feel muggy and tense in the car. Part of me wanted to just get them all out into the open, but my mind was still trying to wrap itself around much freakier things. Like the fact that all of the sudden I had super human powers of strength, hearing and vision. It sort of made me wonder what other sorts of things I could do.

After about twenty minutes Jane pulled into her driveway, pushed the button on her garage door opener, and then pulled her car inside before closing the door behind us. Her mother was a doctor. One of the few doctors in Rocky Point, her mother was very successful and owned one of the biggest houses in town. It was sort of secluded, sitting higher up in the mountains than my house. It was perfect for hiding out; at least until the cops realized that Jane was with me.

I followed Jane into the house. It was eerily quiet in there and I couldn't help myself from rubbing at the goose bumps that popped up on my arms. This house had once been as familiar to me as my own, but like so many things in my life, it now felt foreign and alien in a way that was depressing.

My cell rang and I jumped. It was Mason. "I can't answer this." Tears were beginning to pool in my eyes and I bit my lip.

Jane just took the phone from my hands and turned it off. "Why don't you just go and lay down for a little while." I nodded.

The guest bedroom was still in the same place. It sounds crazy, but I had half expected it to be different too. The fact that it wasn't was almost comforting. It was a big room with a huge bed dominating the center of the one full wall. Just like the rest of the bedrooms in the house, it had doors that led out to its own balcony and mirrored doors on the closet.

I sunk gratefully into the soft mattress and buried my head in my hands. I was tired; really really tired. Most of all, I was scared. Somewhere along the way I had left grief behind. I had left angry behind when I had walked out of Hallie's house. All that was left was fear. Not fear of what was happening or even what I was getting involved in. It was a horrific fear of the things I had done and the things I knew now I was capable of doing.

Had any of those kids at school been seriously hurt?
The tears spilled from my eyes and ran through my fingertips. I scooted back toward the wall and burrowed underneath the blankets letting their warmth lull me into an emotionally drained sleep.

I’m not sure how long I slept or if I even dreamt. If I did, I didn’t remember it. All I knew was when I finally woke up, I was freezing. It was dark in my bedroom and eerily quiet. With my enhanced senses I had started to become accustomed to hearing everything, but now, I couldn’t even hear the wind rustling in the trees outside. It was like everything around me was muffled.

I shook my head trying to clear the last remnants of fog from my brain. Crawling out of the covers, I reached for my cell phone and pushed the button to see what time it was. I had just enough power for that. The display read eleven thirteen just before the battery finally gave out and the phone went dead.
Eleven at night?
That meant that I had slept for just over eight hours.

Yawning, I stretched and stood up with the intention of going and finding Jane. Like it or not, she was in this with me and we needed to come up with some sort of game plan. It wouldn’t matter to Mason that I was in trouble with the cops, I wouldn’t be surprised if he already have the whole town out looking for me.

Before I even made it two steps, though, something caught my eye. There was a breeze in the room. Icy cold and brutal, it was rustling the bed skirt just enough for me to notice it through the mirror. I wrapped my arms around myself and turned toward the door to the balcony. It was open. A different sort of chill snaked across my body. I knew that I hadn’t opened that door. With dread forming in the pit of my stomach, I began to walk slowly toward it.

When I got there, the way the light from the moon was shining down on the balcony railing compelled me to cross over the threshold and gaze up into its radiance. There was something magical about the way the light spilled across the darkness of the forest, creating the illusion that everything was peaceful. I shivered. Deep down, after everything I’d seen, I knew that it wasn’t.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

I felt his breath on the side of my neck before I heard his words in my ear. I spun around to face him. He was just as breathtaking as he had been that first night I saw him. I felt an immediate connection to him just as I had in my dream.

“What are you doing here?”

He smiled sadly, “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

It wasn’t an answer to my question, but the sadness in his words caused a pang in my heart. “It’s okay. I was just thinking about you.”

I said that last part softly. I hadn’t even admitted to myself how often he had been on my mind, so to admit it to him was enough to throw me into panic mode. I didn’t care, though. In the light from the moon I could tell that his eyes were a dark deep brown. The sort of eyes that would probably look brilliant in the light of the sun, but in the darkness seemed mysterious and soulful. His inky black hair had traces of reddish highlights and again, I found myself wondering what it would look like when the sun kissed the strands.

“I’ve been thinking about you as well.” He leaned back against the railing and just looked at me. It was slightly unnerving and yet erotic in a way that had my pulse quickening. It was like his eyes could see places inside of me that I didn’t even know existed; like he knew me in ways that no one else could ever comprehend.

A thought popped into my head.
Should I tell him what happened?
Once there, it was impossible to let go of and I began chewing on my lower lip debating my answer. He smiled at me, amused by my actions and held out his hand toward me.

“Why didn’t you come see me that night? Was it because you didn’t want to? I’ve been trying to keep away from you, but there is something about you that I just can’t let go of.”

His words came too fast. They were too much for me to comprehend. These sorts of things didn’t happen, did they? Was it possible to have feelings for someone, to
know
someone, without having spent any time together? The words ‘love at first sight’ had to have some merit to them or they would have never been said, but they seemed so shallow, so superficial.

“I’m sorry. I did want to, I just couldn’t.”

I knew that it wasn’t much of an explanation, but I was too much of a coward to admit that Sevren had come to me that same night. As much as the thought of what had happened repulsed me, there was a part of him inside of me; a part of him that had made me stronger, that opened up the floodgates to my emotions and made me really
feel
again.

“There’s something between us, Evie.” He twined his fingers with mine and pulled me closer to him. “I haven’t felt like this about someone in a really long time.”

I swallowed… hard, “this can’t be really happening. I have to be dreaming.”

He wrapped his arms around me. I let him. “I’m real. You are real.” He kissed me softly on my lips. I let him. “This is real,” he whispered.

I was lost in the moment. I was intoxicated with him. I didn’t want it to end.

Trying to deepen the kiss, I pressed myself closer to him. He chuckled. “I don’t want to rush this, love. I want to savor it, cherish it, protect it.” Instead of kissing me back, he gently eased my head down so that it was resting on his chest. He stroked my hair and pressed tiny kisses onto the top of my head.

We stood like that for a long time. Just holding on to one another and gazing up at the moon. Well mostly gazing up at the moon. I spent part of the time with my eyes closed just savoring the moment; the feel of him, the way he smelt, the way my heart raced and then slowed down comfortably in his arms. It felt like I belonged there. That for the first time in my life, I was right where I was supposed to be at the exact moment I was supposed to be there.

One moment it was heaven, the next it was hell.

The door of the bedroom flew open. I heard it as it crashed into the wall in the bedroom behind us. Jane came hurtling out onto the balcony so quickly that it didn’t seem real. She pointed accusing fingers at Remy, her eyes blazing with a fury I had never before seen in them; a fury that I had no idea she was capable of.

“It’s too soon!” She cried, pushing him away from me.

He flew across to the other side of the balcony with a crunching sound. At first I thought it was his bones breaking, then when I saw the dust fall I realized that the force of his impact had cracked the cement railing of the balcony. I looked at Jane with accusations in my eyes. Why hadn’t she told me that she was going through the same sorts of things I was? Then I looked at Remy expecting him to be hurt or bleeding from the shove, but to my surprise, he was fine.

He straightened up and walked toward Jane, slowly, like he was barely concealing his anger. “Do not tell me what I can and cannot do,
infant,”
he sneered.

Finally Jane turned to me and threw a set of car keys at me. They hit me in my chest, but I quickly reached up and grabbed hold of them. “Run!” she yelled, “just get away from here, Evie.”

I was going to resist, say something to her along the lines of ‘mind your own business’ but the sound of Remy growling, froze me. I tried to swallow, but my mouth had gone dry. My palms were sweating and my body was shaking. When Remy’s eyes found me, they softened.

“Evie… I’m so sorry.”

I didn’t have a chance to respond. Jane dove at him, breaking my momentary paralysis, and I ran. Through the bedroom, into the hallway, down the stairs and out to the garage, I ran as fast as my feet would allow me to. I fumbled with the lock to Jane’s car before I remembered that the doors weren’t even locked. I hurriedly climbed inside and shoved the key into the ignition, only barely remembering to open the garage door before I barreled out of it.

From this angle, I couldn’t see what was going on in the house, but I wasn’t going to stick around to find out either. Tears were streaming down my face. I wasn’t sure if they were because I was scared, because I was frustrated, or because I was completely confused about what just happened. All I knew was that they were annoying and I swiped them away, trying to keep my vision clear for the road.

The clock on the radio said it was almost three o’clock in the morning.
Had Remy and I really been standing there for over three hours?
“I must be losing my freaking mind,” I said out loud. Only I knew that I wasn’t. I knew that there were things going on that were way beyond my current comprehension.

In the end, with nowhere else to go, I drove home; but I did it carefully. As soon as I turned onto our street, I turned off the headlights and crept the car slowly up the road. I probably wasn’t even going five miles an hour, but I was trying to be as quiet as I could be.

I was relieved when my house came into view. All of the lights may have been blazing, but there were no cop cars around as far as I could see. I knew that Mason was probably freaking out and from what I had been experiencing the past week, he had a right to be.

The car crept past my house, I didn't figure it would do me any good to announce my arrival. Sneaking through the woods, scary as it sort of sounded, was the better option for me. So I parked up the road just past Mr. Gates house. There was nothing really up there, so unless someone was lost they probably wouldn't see the car there.

The air cut through my coat and took my breath away. It felt like icy knifes raking across my skin and I wished momentarily for the numbness that had once consumed me. With all of these emotions coursing back through me, I felt raw and exposed; vulnerable.

I made my way quickly, but silently through the forest. Cautious to avoid snapping any branches and exposed tree roots, it took longer than I would have liked. With each noise I heard around me, I spun around, searching for the source, certain that I was about to ambushed. Nothing happened.

When I was finally staring at my house, I became nervous. Did I just walk in like nothing had happened? Would Mason be up, pacing the living room, worried sick waiting for me? Did I turn back around and get in Jane's car and just drive away? Just get away from anyone and anything that I had come in contact with in this past week. I finally decided on a compromise. I'd sneak in.

The light in my bedroom was out. I prayed, as I made my way over to it, that I had left the window unlocked. It'd be easier that way; quieter. My luck was holding. I applied just enough pressure to slide it gently open. I didn't need another attack of broken glass on my hands.

I was just climbing inside when my door flew open and the lights switched on. The surprise of it caused me to fall backwards, back out my window and on to the ground beneath it.

"Ouch!" I cried.

"What the hell do you think you are doing?" Mason yelled down from the window.

I heard the front door open and footsteps as the pounded across the porch. He wasn't alone. Damn.

"I didn't want to wake you up," I muttered, trying to pull myself up.

"Are you okay?"

Great. "The cops Mason? Really?" I started backing away, but Jake Cole grabbed hold of my arm... hard. My eyes snapped up to his.
Was everyone around here inhumanly strong?
I wondered.

"Now is not the time," he whispered, looking up toward Mason.

I nodded.

"It's not the damn cops, Evie. It's just Jake." Oh so now they were on a first name basis? "He was worried about you when news spread about what happened at school today so he came over." He ran his fingers through his hair, still looking down from the window. "Fuck, Evie, what the hell did happen at school today?"

"Why don't we get her inside, before anyone else sees her?" Cole said, saving me from having to answer. At least right then. I knew the time would come would I could no longer avoid it.

Mason nodded and slid my window back closed. Jake grabbed a hold of my elbow and steered me toward the front of the house moving much slower than he had moments before.

"Look, Mason doesn't know about any of this. Not really."

I raised my eyebrows, "neither do I."

Jake nodded. "Fair enough," he turned me to him and looked deep into my eyes, "I promise I'll explain everything. Soon."

I let my eyes bore into his for a moment, looking for the truth in his words. When I finally decided to trust him, I nodded, "fine."
 We walked quickly inside and Mason closed and locked the door behind us. I was expecting yelling. I was expecting lecturing. I was even expecting my car to be taken away again, even though it was still in the school parking lot.

What I hadn't been expecting was the total breakdown of my brother. He grabbed me and hugged me to him so tight I thought my ribs would crack. Tears were streaming down his face, wetting any part of me that came into contact with them. His body was shaking so ferociously that mine began to shake with it.

He brushed the hair away from my face, almost cruel in his intensity. "Don't you ever fucking do that do me again." He pulled me into a hug again. "Do you have any idea how worried I've been?" He pulled away and scrubbed his face, but the tears just kept coming. "I
can't
lose you, Evie. Damn it! I can't!" His voice broke and he slumped down on to the sofa, leaving me standing in the middle of the living room feeling about as slimy and low as a worm.

That's when someone started pounding on the front door. Mason jumped up. Jake cursed and switched off the living room lights. I hissed.

I'm not really sure where the last part came from. It was a reaction that just sort of happened. With the lights off, I was surprised to notice that I could actually see almost better than with them on. Because of the moonlight earlier, I hadn't really noticed, but without the lights casting unnatural shadows, the darkness was actually inviting in a way.

Apparently Jake thought so too.

"Shh..." He pushed Mason back down on the sofa, "just be quiet for a second."

The pounding on the door had stopped, but there was laughter, the same maniacal laughter I had heard that day at the Willows. I could hear footsteps pounding around the perimeter of the house.

"What the hell is going on?" Mason whispered.

"It's them, isn't it?" I asked Jake, ignoring my brother.

Jake nodded. "They can't come inside, they are just trying to scare you."

I gulped. "What do you mean, they can't come inside?"

I was afraid I already knew the answer. The blood I had tasted on Sevren's lips, the puncture wounds I could still feel on my neck from him, the heightened senses. It was all starting to make sense; in a Hollywood, special effects sort of way.
It wasn't real was it?
Only I knew that it was. I was living it.

"Can one of you please tell me what the hell you are talking about?" Mason asked again.

Jake started to shake his head, but I nodded. "He deserves to know." I took a deep breath and turned to my brother in the dark. His eyes had that wild unfocused look to them and I knew that he couldn't see me, or if he could, he couldn't see me well. I, on the other hand, could see him crystal clear. "Mason, I love you, and I know that this is going to sound crazy, but there are vampires outside our house right now."





Chapter Twelve

When sunlight shown down, dispelling the darkness from the night before, life was supposed to be less scary, less complicated. When there were no shadows for evil to lurk behind, monsters were supposed to seem more like myths.

That was when life was normal. That was when your town wasn’t overrun by a population of missing teenagers who had discovered a taste for blood. That was before the supernatural had invaded your life and left traces of destruction and horror on your front porch.

It was still early morning, but after the night we had experienced, Mason, Jake and I were all walking around the perimeter of the house. We needed to inspect the damage and so far, the damage was immense.

There were clawed grooves on the wood of the porch, making me wonder if they were more animal than human. There were broken tree limbs and branches covering the front yard. The worse part was the blood. I wasn’t sure whose blood it was, but from the look and smell of it, there was human blood smeared all over the house and windows.

Guilt washed over me. Had we, being the cowards that we had been, caused someone innocent to be hurt and possibly killed? The devastation they had left behind was enough to keep me wondering and the wondering was enough to keep my stomach in knots.

Almost as if he was reading my mind, Jake put his hand on my shoulder. “There’s nothing we could have done.”

I raised my brows, “really? I don’t believe that.”

He sighed, “we may be stronger than an average human, but we are no match for true blooded vampires. At least you aren’t.”

I narrowed my eyes at his words, “what do you mean ‘we’?”

He opened his mouth, hopefully to explain, but was saved when Mason walked up to us. He was visibly shaking. I knew the rollercoaster he was on. It’s excruciating to accept that someone close to you has died, but when you are given hope that there is a chance they could still be alive, it’s like a relief that you can’t possibly explain. Then you find out that monsters do exist and that somehow you have been thrown into a nightmare and if that someone is dead, they died at the hand of something so…
evil,
well it’s enough to cause even the sanest person to begin to question their sanity.

“Do you think there’s a chance that Jackson is still alive? Be honest with me Evie.”

I closed my eyes, fighting back the sting of tears that his question had evoked. “I honestly don’t know.” He lowered his head and a sob escaped his throat. I pulled him to me in a hug, “but my heart won’t let me give up hope, Mason. If he’s out there, we are going to find him.”

A car door slammed. I spun around, hoping to see Mr. Gates; hoping to see Jane and hear her explanation of what had happened. I was hoping to see anyone other than who I saw. Emma, with her arms crossed over her chest, took a few steps toward us. You could tell by her demeanor that she was uncomfortable and awkward. I wondered what had happened that would cause her to not only be missing school, but to also walk into the lions den.

Mason smiled slightly, “Emma it’s been a long time since you’ve been around,” oh yeah, I thought, he doesn’t know that I almost crushed her with broken glass yesterday. He looked around as if just remembering that life wasn’t normal. With vampires on the loose, it made people stopping by the house a sort of uncomfortable feeling. “Now’s not, um, really a great time though.”

She sniffed and pulled off her super dark, diva like sunglasses. Her eyes were puffy and bloodshot. “Trust me, I don’t
want
to be here.”

I pushed Mason back and walked a few steps toward her, “why are you then?” I yelled.

She visibly paled. “It’s Landon,” she whispered. “He’s gone.”

“Shit,” Jake muttered from somewhere behind me.

“What do you mean, gone?” Mason asked, coming closer to me. “Evie, you don’t think it has something to do with the… I mean, you know, the va…” he gulped and motioned around us, unable to say the word out loud. “With this, do you?”

I studied Emma, “tell us what happened.”

We walked inside the house. I couldn’t bare the destruction outside and Emma looked at it with widened eyes, but it seemed she was too afraid to ask for details. I had never seen her so visibly shaken up. Not even yesterday. Once inside, Mason paced back and forth, Jake stood by the window, Emma sat on the edge of the sofa, and I slumped down in a chair.

“Well?” I asked Emma, “what happened?”

She licked her lips. It didn’t take super powers to determine that she was nervous and probably pretty freaked out. “We were in his truck and we heard this horrible scratching noise, like nails on a chalkboard,” she gulped, “I told him not to get out, but you know how he is about his truck and he was afraid that it was an animal or a tree branch or something scratching the paint job.” She paused, waiting for someone to say something. No one did. “He never came back.”

I stared at her. Seriously? “That’s it? You didn’t see anything?”

She shook her head, “it was late and dark outside. I couldn’t see anything.”

“Did you hear anything?”

We all turned and looked at Jake. He was standing really still, but I could tell that he was totally focused on her answer. His jaw was tensed and his knuckles had gone white on the window sill. There was a bead of sweat on his forehead and an intensity in his eyes that was starting to make me nervous. We really needed to talk.

She closed her eyes, but she nodded. “Yes,” she whispered.

“This is crazy! This can’t be happening. Evie, this is real freaking life, not a damn movie!” Mason was tugging at his hair, his pacing more and more erratic with each passing second.

Jake ignored him. “What did you hear?”

She was shaking so badly that for a moment I wanted to comfort her. “It was… I mean… a scream. I heard Landon scream.”

Jake nodded as if he had been expecting her answer. Mason sat down on the floor, too overcome with emotions to make it to the couch. I stood up and took his place pacing.

“We’ve got to
do
something about this. Too many people have gone missing and it can’t continue.” Jake watched my progress with his eyes, but remained silent. “If we don’t do anything about this, we are just as responsible as they are.” Whoa, had that really just come out of my mouth? When had I become such a crusader? The truthful answer was, when I found out my brother was involved.

“Don’t you get it, Evie?” Jake asked softly.

Apparently I didn’t because I had no idea what he was talking about. “You can’t tell me that you are okay with this.” I threw my hands in the air. “People are missing Jake! That’s not okay.”

He shook his head, “it’s not that, Evie. Just sit down and think about it for a second. Yes there are people missing, but more and more it seems like the people coming up missing are connected to you in some way.”

I stopped. Mason cursed. Emma stood up.

“What the hell are you guys talking about? Landon is gone. If you had anything to do with this, I swear I’ll kill you.” Her eyes were blazing fire at me.

“You can’t think those… those… those
things
have anything to do with my sister do you?” Mason asked, looking like he was about to throw up or pass out. Maybe even both, I thought.

“I’m not sure yet, but I’m going to find out. Let’s make a list of who all is missing.”

I sat down. “Hallie,” I said.

“Piper and Jackson,” Mason added.

“What are you guys talking about?” Emma asked, “there are more people missing?”

“What about that other girl from your school? We got a call about her yesterday. Susie or something.” Jake said, once again ignoring Emma.

My stomach twisted. “Sally?”

He nodded, “yeah that was her name.”

I closed my eyes. Why hadn’t I even thought about Sally? Was I such a cold hearted person that I would forget that one of my own classmates had been there that night. There at that party with what I now knew were a bunch of vampires.

“Landon,” Emma said, not wanting to be left out.

“Anyone else?” Jake asked.

I looked through the front door out to where Mr. Gates house lurked in the distance. There was a noticeable feel of emptiness about it. “Mr. Gates.”

Jake took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Wow, okay. Well that’s a lot in such a short amount of time.”

“There’s more,” I whispered.

All three pairs of eyes focused on me. “What is it?” Jake asked.

“Jane. There’s something wrong with Jane.” I looked at Jake, confusion shadowing my eyes, “she’s like us.”

He nodded, “I’m not surprised. I think they are using people to get close to you.”

I narrowed my eyes, “why would they do that?”

He shrugged, “I’m not sure, but I’m going to find out.”

Sevren’s face flashed in my mind. That night, the blood. He had said something about Remy being obsessed with me; but why? Did that have something to do with it? I shook my head to my own internal thoughts. It just didn’t make any sense! If it was about me, why had Jackson and Piper gotten involved? How did they fit into the equation?

“What just one second!” Mason said, scrambling back to his feet, “what do you mean ‘she’s like us?’”

“Calm down, Mason.” Jake said. Mason’s face was turning a blotchy shade of purple that I had never seen before on him. “Sit down a second and I’ll explain.”

He waited for Mason to sit down, which he finally did, sitting on the arm of the chair I was sitting on and grabbing hold of my hand. I felt bad for him and wished that so many things had been different these past few months. If only he had believed me that something was going on, I could have talked to him about everything that was happening, but his continued refusal to believe that something strange was going on, had put a distance between us.

Jack took a deep breath. “Evie and I are what people call ‘enhanced’.” When I raised my brows, he held up his hand to stop any of the questions he was sure were coming. “Meaning, that we have both been exposed to vampire blood, although neither of us are actual vampires.”

“What do you mean? Vampires?” Emma actually laughed, but then stopped quite suddenly when she realized no one else thought it was funny. “You can’t be serious.” She waited a few more seconds and then paled, “can you?”

“There are things going on that seem crazy,” he paused, looking at each of us before continuing, “but they are real.”

“How do you know so much about this?” Mason asked suspiciously, “and what exactly does being ‘enhanced’ do to you?”

“I know you have a lot of questions, but we don’t have a lot of time. People are missing. Some are probably even dead, and if we are going to do something about it, we only have until the sun goes down to come up with a plan.”

Emma shook her head, “no. No way. This is crazy! I’m going home.” She grabbed her car keys and took a few steps toward the door.

“What about Landon, Em? And Jane? Can you really just let them go without trying to do anything to help them?” I asked her softly. At this point, my bitterness over what her and Landon had done to me was gone. All I cared about was getting everyone I loved safe; even if I had to do it myself.

She stopped, but didn’t turn around. After a few moments, Mason walked to her and put his arms around her. She had been a part of our lives for so long that it just seemed natural for him to comfort her. Finally she turned and looked at me.

“No,” she said sadly, “I can’t.” She took a deep breath, “I’m in.”

Jake clapped, “awesome. We’re going to need supplies.”

It turned out that the movies did get some things right. Vampires may be stronger, faster, and have heightened senses, but they could still be killed. Garlic and crosses were useless, however stakes worked and they still couldn’t come in to a house without being invited. Also, sunlight was a definite and fire was a sure bet. Now we just needed to figure out where they were hiding.

Jake and I, mostly due to our strength, were busy breaking branches into smaller pieces. Then Emma and Mason were using kitchen knifes to try and sharpen them into points. It was busy work, something to do while we decided what to really do, but it was necessary.

“So… any ideas on where they could be hiding?” I asked him.

He sighed, “there’s a lot of ground here, I’ve been looking for a while, but there’s so much ground to cover.”

“A while? Who are you Jake Cole? And don’t tell me that you are a police officer.”

He smiled and stopped what he was doing for a second to wipe sweat from his forehead. “But I am a police officer.” I punched him playfully and he laughed, “okay, okay. Before I was a police officer, I was a lot like Mason. I had a sister, loving parents, I was a senior in college,” he blushed, “I had a girlfriend.”

I waited for him to go on, but when he didn’t, I nudged him, “what happened?”

He was looking off into the distance, the sun was highlighting the various shades of blue in his eyes, almost distracting me, but he finally looked at me, sadness and regret shadowing his face. “My sister, Labreah, became a vampire.”

I gulped. “What about you? What brought you here?” I wanted to tell him that I was sorry, that I understood what he was going through after having lost Jackson, but something told me that I didn’t understand; that there was much more to the story.

“Evie, you have to understand that I will do whatever I can to stop what’s happening.”

I waited. “There sounded like there was a ‘but’ in there somewhere,” I finally said.

He nodded, “there is.” He closed his eyes for a moment and then opened them, looking directly into mine. “I came here, looking for my sister. She’s one of the vampires that I think is after you.”

Well hell.

 

  


Chapter Thirteen

We had an hour before the sun set. Time was running out and we still had no idea where to look or what to do. Emma and Mason were staying pretty quiet. I think that both of them were just banking on the hope that Jake and I knew more than we were letting on. Unfortunately, I knew that I didn’t.

With no other leads, we had separated. Jake had used his police connections to get Emma and Mason alone with Willow Grove’s missing person’s files. We were hoping that somehow, somewhere inside all of the information there would be a connection. Something that the police had missed, but that we, armed with the knowledge of what we were truly up against, would find.

Jake and I were in a waiting room at the Rocky Mountain Hospital. After I finally told him what had happened the day before, he had called and found out that Arnie was okay. He was pretty banged up and would be in the hospital for at least a few weeks, but he was alive. We were waiting to see him. Despite the lack of answers he had given to me so far, I still had faith that he knew something that would prove to be vital to our mission.

“I wish they would hurry,” Jake said. He was tapping his foot impatiently and looking up expectantly at each nurse that passed us by. The hospital was about half an hour from Willow Grove and almost forty five minutes from Rocky Point. Time was our enemy.

I remained silent. There was nothing I could say that would change our situation so I just waited. I didn’t have to wait long. A few minutes later, an older woman approached us holding a clipboard.

“Arnie Reems can be seen now; room 202.” She didn’t ask us if we knew where to go. She didn’t ask us if there was anything else we needed. She just said what she needed to say and then turned on her heel and went back the way she had come.

Jake was on his feet in an instant. “Let’s do this.”

We walked quickly toward the elevator and waited for the door to slide open. Once inside he pressed the button for the second floor and a few minutes later we were standing outside Arnie’s room. I hesitated because I was feeling nervous. I was afraid that this was another wasted trip; valuable minutes that could have been spent in other, more productive ways. Jake, sensing my nerves, rolled his eyes and pushed me gently on the back, urging me forward.

"I just can't get rid of you, can I girl?"

Arnie was sitting up in bed. He had tubes attached to his body and monitors buzzed and beeped beside him. Other than being pretty bruised up and bandaged, he looked much better than I had expected him to look. He coughed and then grimaced. I could tell that he was in a lot of pain and even though it wasn't entirely my fault that he was in there, I still felt guilty.

"I'm really sorry to bother you like this, but we didn't know who else to talk to."

He smiled slightly and nodded at Jake, "you have your hands full with this one, she's persistent."

Jake grinned and I blushed. I mean it wasn't like that, but still Arnie's words made my stomach sort of feel funny.

"I'm Jake Cole, sir, sorry to be meeting you on these conditions."

Arnie grunted and turned his attention back to me. "You were wrong, you know."

I frowned, "about what?"

He sighed and rubbed his eyes, the tube attached to his arm made his movements seem awkward and uncomfortable. "About Dan. He is dead."

I took a deep breath, "I know that you know what's going on with all the missing kids in this town." I walked closer and grabbed a hold of his hand, he looked startled at the touch but didn't stop me. "I know what they are," I whispered.

He closed his eyes and I was moved when I saw a tear fall. "They're dead," he insisted.

"Arnie, please, if you can help us... so much depends on it."

Jake watched the two of us. I could tell by his demeanor that he was getting impatient, but he was trying to force it away. It was probably only minutes from sunset. I could feel the energy bubbling through my veins, exhilarated by the promise of darkness. I wondered if he felt the same way.

Arnie opened his eyes and squeezed my hand. "The Willows used to be such an amazing place. Families would spend time there, animals played there, the trees flourished there," he gulped, "but they've changed it to something evil and dark. Some of those kids, the lucky ones, are dead. Their blood used to keep the others living." Another tear fell, "I wish that Dan had been one of the lucky ones."

I looked at Jake and saw that he was frowning. "Are you saying that they are hiding at the park? That doesn't make any sense. There's no where for them to go, not that many of them, and be safe from the sunlight."

My mind raced from Jake's words. The Willows. Darkness. A place to hide. I closed my eyes. That day. The snow storm. Even without my heightened senses I could tell that something had been wrong. The smell and the blood that I had found on my coat. Arnie's reaction when he looked toward the bathrooms. The maniacal laughter I had heard when the sunlight began to disappear in the gloom.

I gasped, "I know where they are."

Arnie nodded as if he had been watching me come to my own discovery. Jake looked at me with his intense blue eyes and waited. When I remained silent, he held his hands up, "well? Where are they?"

I ignored him, distracted by the last ray of sunlight as it faded across the hospital floor. A breeze ruffled my hair, sending chills down my spine. The window wasn't open. My mind became alert and foggy all at once.

Evie....

I cocked my head to the side. "Did you say something?"

Jake frowned, "you said that you knew where they were."

Come to me Evie...

"Where are you?" I turned in a circle, but I couldn't find him.

"Evie, what are you talking about?" Jake walked toward me, but I backed away from him.

You know where to find me...

"What's happening to her?" Arnie asked.

I was still spinning in circles. I was desperate. I needed to leave this place.

"I don't know," Jake answered.

Evie...

I pressed my hands on either side of my head silencing any outside noise. I needed to concentrate. I had to focus on his voice, I had to find him. Jake walked close to me again and I hissed at him.

He backed away, "shit."

"What? What is it?" Arnie tried to sit up further, but the tubes prohibited the movement. The machines beside him began beeping and screaming in protest.

"She's being summoned."

I didn't understand what Jake meant. At least I didn't at that moment, all I knew was that I needed to get out of there and he was between me and the door. I spun around again, analyzing my surroundings. I knew what I had to do.

One second I was standing guard, making sure Jake didn't get any closer to me because my instincts told me that he would stop me. The next and I was soaring through the window. Glass shattered and rained down around me. Air whipped my hair back and forced my coat to billow out behind me.

There was no thought of getting hurt. I was too strong for that. There was no fear of not making it. My mind had analyzed every detail of the jump and I knew that I would make it. There was no regret of what I was leaving behind. I knew where I had to go. I knew where to find
him.

The second my feet hit the pavement, I was off. It's not like the movies, I wasn't moving at a super fast speed or anything like that, it's just that I didn't feel tired. I felt strong, and my strides matched that feeling. They were sure and steady, blowing by mile after mile with ease and consistency.

I kept to the woods. It was more private that way. No one to see me and wonder why I was running from one town to another. No one to stop me. With each passing minute, the darkness intensified and with it, my strength increased.

There were no more whispered pleas. No more telling me to come. He knew I was on my way. He could feel me in ways that no one else could. We were connected. I understood that now. If I had tried, I would have always known where to find him.

When the trees began to change and I was surrounded by willows, I slowed my pace. I was home. This was where I belonged.

A sound off to the side alerted me that I was not alone. I smiled when he moved closer to me, matching his stride with mine. Sadness emanated from him and I wanted to reach out to comfort him, but I couldn’t. It didn’t feel right.

“I’m sorry.”

His words confused me at first. So much had happened since I last saw him, but after a few moments I understood. “What happened?”

Remy sighed and stopped walking. He put his hand on my arm, stopping me too. “I wanted to turn you.”

I frowned, “why would Jane try and stop you if she is like me?”

“Jane’s not mine. She’s Labreah’s. Just like you are not mine, you are Sevren’s.” He closed his eyes and turned, punching the trunk of the tree next to him. His fist left an indention in the fragrant wood. “It wasn’t supposed to be this way! You were mine, I claimed you.”

I swallowed hard, not sure how his words were making me feel. Part of me regretted that things had happened the way that they had, the other part of me felt guilty for feeling that way. “What’s done is done,” I said sadly.

He smiled. It was eerie enough that he would smile during such a strangely intense conversation, but the way that he smiled made it worse. The shadows surrounding us darkened, causing his face to look darker and more mysterious than usual. “What I am about to do is unheard of amongst our kind.” He looked off in the distance, his words causing goose flesh to pop up all over my skin, “but I don’t care. You’re mine, Evie. From the first moment I saw you, I wanted you. How dare Sevren, my own brother, try and take that from me?”

I began backing away slowly at his declaration. “You’re scaring me,” I told him softly, rubbing my arms. It was the truth. There was something in his eyes, something in his demeanor that was making me nervous. No. It was making me more than nervous, past the point of uncomfortable, and leaving me somewhere in the vicinity of totally freaked out.

He walked forward and reached out, letting a stray piece of my hair curl around his finger, “don’t be scared, Evie. If your blood wasn’t already tainted, you’d want this too. Now I just need to make sure that my blood and my will inside of you are stronger.”

“What are you…” but my words escaped me because in that moment I knew what it meant to be truly terrified. In that moment, every nightmare, every whimper, every monster I thought was hiding in my closet came to light in one horrifying vision.

Remy’s eyes darkened, the pupils and iris’s becoming the same black color. The whites of his eyes began to glow with a strange inner light, made all the more prominent by the ever increasing shadows around us. He smiled and his incisors began to grow, stretching and sharpening to razor sharp points. I watched, frozen and fascinated, so scared that I could hardly breath. In those seconds running was out of the question. I was too terrified.

He licked his lips and then ran his tongue across his teeth, causing a long narrow gash to form across it. Blood pooled up, oozing over the cut. I was mesmerized by the sight. I began licking my lips. The motion disgusted me, but it was like I couldn’t resist. A part of me, a truly dark and evil part of me, wanted to taste it; to taste him. Then he pounced.

One second I was standing, my eyes locked on his mouth. The next second and I was on the ground, his knees straddling me and his face pressing down against mine. Even with my strength, I was no match for him. I whipped my head from side to side, but I could not get away from him.

“Don’t fight me, Evie. This is meant to be. Sevren should not have taken what was mine.”

Using the strength in his legs to stop my body from moving, he used his hands to stop my head. Then he lowered his mouth toward mine. The smell of blood was so intoxicating, I couldn’t help it when my eyes began to drift closed, eager for the kiss; eager for the taste.

I snapped out of it just as his lips touched mine and the warm, thick liquid seeped into my mouth. It took all of my willpower not to savor it, to drink it. Instead, I spit it back in his face. I expected him to get angry, to slap me or hurt me in some way, but he didn’t. He just laughed and began sucking on his own finger, covering it with blood. “You can’t stop fate, Evie.”

I whimpered, partly in desire and partly in disgust when he lowered his finger to my mouth. I tried to move my head again, but his grip wasn’t weakening. Then something extraordinary happened. Remy flew backwards off of me. I was up in an instant, running as fast as I could through the woods. I didn’t care what happened, I didn’t care if he was chasing me, I just wanted to get as far away as possible before temptation overtook me and I gave in to his dark demands.

Fear was making me sloppy. My feet, that had taken me so swiftly from the hospital, felt heavy and uncoordinated. I was tripping over branches, slipping on snow packed ground, banging in to trees. Tears of self loathing were streaming down my face. How weak I was, I couldn’t help thinking. My strengths were just skin deep and I hated myself for that.

I’m not sure how long or how far I ran for. My heart was beating and my chest was heaving when the fight caught up to me. I spun around, not sure what I would find. Sevren had Remy up against a tree with his fangs bared and a growl coming from deep in his throat. For those first few minutes, they were oblivious to me and I just watched, horror struck, as they fought, causing chaos throughout the area.

Trees cracked and branches fell from the impact of bodies hitting them. Hissing and growling filled the sky with a hideous sound, sending animals fleeing from their shelters. Crater like holes covered the ground as one after the other crashed into the earth, shaking it and sending snow and dirt flying through the air.

Finally, bloody and bruised, his clothes torn and dirt smearing across his face, Remy got the upper hand. With one final blow, Sevren flew through the night sky, hitting a tree so hard that the entire trunk snapped. He didn’t move.

“What have you done?” I screamed at Remy.

He had me in his arms before I could even check to see if Sevren was okay. I was shaking with emotion and tears were streaming down my face. “Just relax, my love, it is all going to be okay.” He re-opened the gash on his tongue, letting the blood flow freely into his mouth.

There was no stopping it this time. He lowered his lips to mine and pressed them gently together. He used his bloody and wounded tongue to coax my lips apart. My eyes closed when the warmth of the liquid filled my mouth, causing me to begin to fill light headed.

It was a different experience kissing Remy then it had been kissing Sevren. Maybe because with Remy there had been an instant connection; an instant chemistry. Maybe because with him I knew what to expect and what I was dealing with. Maybe because, like he had said himself, it was fate. Whatever the reason, I couldn’t begin to describe the sensations I was experiencing in those moments. I was lost in him. The feeling of belonging to Sevren was instantly replaced by one of belonging to Remy. The blood inside of me began to feel confused, tainted by deception and lust, churning through my veins with an intensity that was almost painful.

He pulled away and I tried to hold him closer. He chuckled. “Not too much,” he kissed my forehead tenderly, “we have to make sure that the change is successful. A little a time until it’s completed.”

I wasn’t sure what he was talking about exactly. My mind was so intoxicated by him that I felt fuzzy and dense, like nothing made sense expect the feel of his arms wrapped tightly around me. I was happy. I had been wrong before, this was where I belonged; with him.

One minute pure bliss and satisfaction and then my soul was being ripped into two pieces. A scream tore through the forest, I had no idea that it was my own. That was the first experience I had of pure agony. Everything hurt. I was being torn into two people. I was in love with two different vampires. I belonged to each of them.

As the pain spread through me, I lost all coherent thought. The light of my world went dark and the only salvation I had was pure oblivion.

 

  


Chapter Fourteen

My whole body ached. From my head to my toes things were either pounding, throbbing, or aching. I squinted open one eye and winced. There wasn't a lot of light, but what there was, was enough to make me wish I was still sleeping. I had never had a hangover before, but I imagined that this is what it felt like.

What happened last night?

Everything was lost. I strained my brain, but I could not make it remember what had happened. The last thing I remembered was talking to Arnie at the hospital. I hadn't been alone there, had I? No. I am pretty sure Jake was there. Did that mean he was somewhere close by? Were Mason and Emma?

I squinted open my eyes again and looked around as much as I could without moving my body. I had no idea where I was, but it seemed like I was alone. I concentrated on any sounds and could only hear the muffled songs of the birds somewhere outside.

Taking a deep breath, I tried to sit up. The room started spinning so I pressed my eyes closed and moaned until I was finally upright. My breathing sounded raspy and my stomach was churning, but at least I was up.

After a few more moments, I opened my eyes again and looked around. I frowned. Where the hell was I? It seemed like I was in some sort of cellar or something. There was a musky aroma surrounding me, like moist earth and after a quick inspection I realized that the walls were made out of packed dirt. The ceiling was made out of boards and there were a few support beams holding it up, but there was no other indication of where I was.

Then another realization hit me. There wasn't any light. Not really. I could tell somehow that it was daylight out, but none of it really filtered into the small space. It was just that my vision was so much better. Even more so than after that night with Sevren. It was like I could see
everything.
Even the little particles in the air.

I was, or at least had been, lying on a twin size bed that was most certainly out of place in the tiny room. There was an opening dug into the wall next to me and it had a plain wooden door closed against whatever was on the other side. Other than that, there wasn't anything in the room. No clothes, no blankets, no pictures. Nothing to suggest that anyone other than myself had ever slept there.

I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself. My coat was gone. I was still wearing the jeans and long sleeved t-shirt I remembered putting on yesterday, but there were dirty stains on my jeans. I swallowed hard when I looked closely at one of them. I was pretty sure it was blood.

"Mason?" I called out tentatively, "Jake? Emma?"

There were tears evident in my voice and I bit my lip trying to keep them at bay. That's all I needed. An uncontrollable outburst of emotion was definitely not on my to do list. Finding out where the hell I was and how I got there, were.

I stood up when I heard footsteps and winced because the motion caused my head to start pounding again. They came toward my door and stopped when I was sure that whoever it was, was just outside the room. I held my breath. I didn't know what to expect. The door opened.

"Landon?"

He grinned, framed in the doorway and I couldn't help noticing that he looked different. Scary somehow.

"I'm glad you are awake, they were worried about you."

I shook my head trying to clear the fog. “Who? What do you mean? Who was worried about me?”

He smiled, “well that’s the problem, isn’t it? Two too many are worried about you.”

Sevren. Remy. It all came back to me and I couldn’t control the nausea that burned from my stomach, up through my throat and out my mouth. I bent over from the force of my heaving and all Landon did was watch, a bored expression on his face. When there was finally nothing left inside of me and the convulsions gave way to shivers, I sunk back on my bed.

“That was unpleasant,” he said.

“Where am I?” I felt like I had the flu. Throwing up had made my body ache all over again. I wanted nothing more than to crawl back into bed, close my eyes, and pray that when I woke up again, it would have all been a bad dream and I’d be in my own bed.

“You’re home,” he said with a smirk.

“What happened to you? Emma was worried sick.”

He shrugged, “it’s all good. Everything’s great!” He scratched the side of his neck. My eyes followed his movement and I gasped, there were two small puncture wounds.

“You’re a vampire!”

His eyes widened and then narrowed, “how did you, I mean, I’m not. Yet,” he added.

I shook my head, “you sound like you want to be.”

He laughed, “of course I do! Have you seen what they are capable of? It’s totally badass!”

I sighed, “oh Landon. You can’t really mean that. Not everyone ends up like us.”

“What do you mean?” he asked, clearly confused.

“Some people just die. They kill them.” I walked over and put my hand on his arm to emphasize my point, “it’s not as glamorous as it seems.”

To my surprise he busted out laughing. Hysterically. I mean, he was laughing so hard tears were streaming down his face, “wow. You should have just seen your face! Hilarious!” He took a deep breath trying to calm down, “of course they kill people! How else would they get blood? It’s just like eating a big juicy steak.”

My stomach churned again, threatening to heave even though there was nothing left in it. “That’s sick! How would you feel if it was someone in your family they were ‘eating’ or Emma for that matter?”

He shrugged, “oh well.”

I closed my eyes, “I can’t believe I ever had feelings for you.”

He rolled his eyes, “don’t kid yourself. There was never anything between us except stupid teenage lust.”

“I can’t believe you just said that. You can’t really mean it.”

“It’s nothing compared to what I’m feeling now. You’re nothing compared to Labreah.” My eyes widened at the name, but he didn’t notice, “I don’t even know why those two are fighting over you. It’s disgusting.”

He turned and walked out of the room, leaving me alone with my thoughts. Labreah. I was pretty sure that was Jake’s sisters name and this wasn’t the first time I had heard it. Remy had said something about Jane belonging to Labreah too. Did that mean that both Jane and Landon had drank from her? That thought made my skin crawl.

I wasn’t sure what my purpose here was. I didn’t know if I was a prisoner of sorts or a guest. Somehow, with my new abilities, I could tell that there were still a few hours before the sun would go down, but would that affect vampires if they were underground?

Curious, I walked to the door and tried the handle. It turned smoothly and the door swung open. The hall beyond was even darker. There were support beams, but the ceiling, floor and walls were all made out of packed dirt. I imagined that this was what an old mind had looked like and wondered if maybe this was a remnant of that time.

There were so many different ways to choose from that I was momentarily overwhelmed. Halls and wooden doors led in several directions. Everything was so quiet that I had no idea which way to go. When my nose caught a whiff of something appetizing, I decided to follow it; especially when my stomach started rumbling.

It took me to an empty room. I was confused at first, until I noticed the dark stains covering the ground. Someone had fed in there. Disgusted by myself and my unnatural craving, I let tears fall down my cheeks. I sunk to the ground just outside of the disgusting room and brought my knees up to my chest, wrapping my arms around them. It was childish and there were so many more productive things I could be doing, like figuring out how to get out of here, but I gave in and allowed the sobs to overtake me.

I cried for my parents, something I hadn’t been able to do before. I cried for Jackson and Piper and my dwindling hope that I would find either one of them alive. I cried for Sally and Jane, for Landon and Hallie. I cried for all of the missing people from Willow Grove, finally understanding that either way, if they had ended up vampires or food, their lives were over. I cried for Mr. Gates and wondered how he had gotten involved in this mess. I cried for Jake, out there searching for a sister who didn’t even exist anymore. At least not in the way he remembered her.

Lastly I cried for myself. I cried for the life I had been living these past few months. I cried for the selfish way I hated my parents for leaving me and hated Jackson for getting involved in something so awful. I cried for the darkness I felt growing inside of me and for my fear that it was only a matter of time before the vampire in me took over completely. I even cried for Remy and Sevren. Two brothers who both wanted me so badly that they had both tainted my blood, tearing me into two different pieces. I wondered idly which one would win and overtake me completely.

“I’ve been looking for you.”

I jumped. Lost in my own self loathing, I hadn’t heard anyone approach. I hurried to my feet when I saw that it was Dan. I was pretty sure that he was a full blooded vampire and I couldn’t help feeling uneasy in his presence.

“I need you to come with me.”

“Um, okay?” I replied nervously.

He turned, fully expecting me to follow him, and I did. More because I was afraid of what would happen if I didn’t, then out of curiosity of where he was taking me. We walked for a while, twisting and turning from one tunnel to another so quickly that I knew for sure I would never be able to find the room I had woken up in. When we finally stopped outside of a door, he turned back to me, a warning evident in his eyes.

“Do not upset her. I don’t care who you belong to, I will kill you if something happens to her.”

He opened the door. It was a bigger room then the one I had woken up in and it was bizarre in the sense that everything seemed like it belonged and was out of place at the same time. Along one wall was a small bookcase, dresser and crib. Along the other was a queen size bed with Hallie huddled under the blankets.

"Hallie!"

She was sitting up in bed and I rushed to her, so relieved to see that she was okay. A little pale, and even bigger in the belly than the last time I had seen her, but still she was alive and that was all that mattered. You'd think that the two of us were best friends if you saw my reaction to seeing her. It was just that after so many days of nothing but bad news, it was a relief to see something good.

"How are you feeling?"

She smiled and moved over on the bed so that I could sit down next to her. "Pregnant!" She laughed softly and looked over at the door. "It's okay, you can leave us."

I turned just in time to see Dan nod and walk out the door, closing it softly behind him. I was pretty sure that he was waiting just outside, making sure that I didn't upset her, but I didn't care. It was so good to see a face that was just as happy to see me.

"I was so worried about you," I confessed, "you're mom is a mess."

She rolled her eyes, "she's so dramatic. She knows where I am."

I pursed my lips closed. Even if that was the truth, I couldn't blame her for being upset about it. Who wanted to know that their very pregnant daughter was hidden away in a coven of vampires. Especially when she could deliver at any time.

"How's the baby?" I asked, changing the subject.

Her face lit up. "He's great! Just a little while longer and we will see what he is."

"I'm sorry," I said, confused, "what do you mean? If it's a boy or a girl?"

She laughed again and swung her hair to one side. The puncture wounds on her neck looked fresh and I had the sinking suspicion that her pallor had more to do with her loss of blood then it did her pregnancy.

"No, silly, whether it's a human or a vampire."

She said it so matter of fact, so nonchalantly, that I had to let it absorb in my brain for a few seconds. Once it fully processed, I stood up. "That's crazy, what do you mean? Of course it's human."

She frowned, "don't look at me that way. Like I'm some sort of freak."

Her voice was beginning to rise and I looked toward the door worriedly. So far so good, it stayed closed. I sat back down next to her and took one of her hands in my own. "How could it be anything other than human?"

She laughed, her mood lightening once more. "Oh, that's easy. Dan was one drink away from being fully turned when he got me pregnant. We didn't know what that meant at first, but I guess it's pretty important. Otherwise, they probably would have killed me by now."

I gulped. She sounded like it didn't matter; like killing her was normal, or that it would have been normal if they had done it. "Why didn't they turn you?"

She frowned again, "Remy said it could hurt the baby. Sevren promised that they would change me as soon as the baby was born. That should be any time now."

Her voice and her words sounded childish to me. Not like the girl she had been when I first met her. Could lack of blood be messing with her head? My heart had skipped a beat when she had said 'Remy' and again when she had said 'Sevren', but my instincts told me that she was wrong. I had a horrible feeling that once the baby was born she would become nothing more than a snack.

"Hallie, you have to get out of here. It's not safe for you or for the baby."

She pouted, pushing her lips out like an unhappy child, "you're wrong. We belong here. They will take care of me. They will take care of the baby." Her eyes shone with unshed tears, "it's you that you should be worried about."

I frowned, "why would you say that?"

"I've been hearing them whisper about it in my dreams. It's not right to feed off of more than one vampire. There's a connection that is formed when you do and to have that same connection with more than one makes you a threat."

I stood up and began pacing the length of her room. "A threat? How could I be a threat?"

She shrugged, "I think that it makes you stronger or something." She sat up a little straighter, "the worst part is what will happen to them."

I stopped, my jaw dropping open and my heart sinking to my knees. "What do you mean?"

She smiled slyly and shrugged her shoulders, "you'll have to ask them."

I opened my mouth to say something else, but the door opened and Dan walked back inside. "I think that's enough for now. Hallie needs her rest."

I nodded, "I'll see you soon, okay?"

She nodded sleepily and her eyes drifted closed. I frowned, she hadn't seemed sleepy. When I moved to walk past Dan into the hallway, his arm shot out to stop me. We were uncomfortably close together and I had to grit my teeth when he lowered his face to my neck. His tongue darted out, brushing across the puncture wounds and he inhaled sharply.

"So it is true."

I tried to back away from him, but he wouldn't let me move. "What's true?" I figured I knew what he was talking about, but I wasn't going to give him the satisfaction of admitting it.

He laughed, "you're fiesty. No wonder they both want you," he licked me again, "I wouldn't mind having a taste of you myself. Just as long as you don't get any of me, it'd be okay. I don't want to get involved in that mess." He licked me again, this time grazing his teeth along my flesh.

"That's enough, Dan, it's my turn."

I looked up thankfully, and then froze. I was looking into ice blue eyes the exact hue and shade as Jake Coles. I had never met her before, but I knew right away I was staring into the elusive face of Labreah Cole. This was one meeting that I wasn't ready for.

Dan groaned, brushing his hand up the length of me. It gave me the chills, but not in the way I was sure he intended to. "I want to play with her first," he pouted.

She was next to us in an instant. I hadn't even see her move. She moved me away from him and had him up in the air by his neck within mere seconds. "Do no defy me, remember who made you."

She threw him down the hallway. He scrambled to his feet and ran the opposite way. She then turned and looked at me, cowering against the wall. "Well, Evelyn Magwire, it's about time we met."

“Shouldn’t you guys be sleeping? I mean it is still daylight out there.”

She smiled at my nerve and turned, walking down another corridor. I had to run to catch up with her. “I’m still young. I can be up during the day as long as I stay out of the sunlight. Dan is the same way.” She turned and looked me up and down, “your boyfriends, on the other hand, will be asleep until sunset.”

I narrowed my eyes and she laughed. We walked in silence the rest of the way. I kept taking sidelong glances at her. She was really quite beautiful and I could see why normal humans would fall in love with her. Being a vampire gave her a sense of mystery, an icy beauty that enhanced her natural appeal. She was the type of person you felt intimidated by.

“I think I like you, Evie, despite the…
conflict… you’ve caused. I feel like humoring you. You may ask me three questions.” We had gotten back to the room I had woken up in. She walked through the door first and then perched on the edge of the bed, looking at me eagerly. There was a spark in her eyes, a challenge set forth by the information she was willing to give me. I knew instantly that she didn’t think I had the courage to ask what I really wanted to know.

I thought about her offer for a few seconds, contemplating what line of questioning I should take. After hearing what Hallie had said about my situation, I was pretty sure that Labreah thought I would ask about that. I could sense that she was a selfish creature and in being so, expected that from everyone else. So I decided to surprise her.

“Piper, Jackson, Jake.” I said, holding up a finger for each of them as I went.

Her expression instantly darkened. That was not what she had expected. “What does that even mean? Those aren’t questions,” she spat out irritated.

I smiled, I refused to be one of the ones intimidated by her. She glared at me. “I want to know what happened to each of them.”

She laughed, “like I care. I don’t even know who they are.”

I shook my head, “you’re lying.”

She spat at me. “Do not anger me. I can break you in two.”

I took a few steps closer to her, “you wouldn’t dare. Sevren and Remy would not allow it.”

She hissed. “I don’t have to take this,” she stood up, “you can wait here for your
boyfriends
to wake up. I’m sure they will come to you.”

“Scared?”

She spun around and her hand whipped out. She slapped me so hard that my head snapped backwards and I was forced to take a step back.

“How dare you speak to me like this! I eat little girls like you for dinner. As a matter of fact, I shared one of your little friends with Sev just the other night. Sandra or Sarah was her name I think, not that it really matters. She was a little fatty and her blood wasn’t that great.”

My stomach churned and I moved backward until I had the wall to support me. So they had killed Sally. Tears pooled in my eyes and I wanted to scream or cry, to lash out and hurt her for being so evil. Especially when she smiled, triumphant, at my distress.

“Don’t look at me with such obvious disgust,
sweetheart,
this is what you are destined to become. Just one more little taste of vampire blood and you will be one of us. I can only imagine what that gorgeous older brother of yours tastes like.”

She licked her lips and laughed at me when I tried to straighten up again. “You have a thing for brothers, don’t you Labreah? I mean you tried to change your own brother, didn’t you? Except he got away.”

I had a moment of satisfaction when her eyes flickered with pain. Her face twisted and I could tell that I had hit a nerve. Then she obliterated me, “he didn’t taste as good as your brother, Evie. Jackson was one of the best I had. Pity that I decided not to change him and ate him for dinner instead.” She smiled at my devastated expression, and licked her lips. “I’ve been thinking of doing the same to Jane, she’s turned out to be rather…
disappointing.” She turned and opened the door, “have a good night, hon.”

I sank to the floor, sobbing and shaking from my grief. I had gotten involved in all of this for Jackson; to find and save my baby brother, and now I knew. It was a waste of time. It was all for nothing. I had been kidding myself the whole time. Jackson was dead. And me? Apparently I was one taste away from becoming just like the monster who killed him. I'd rather be dead.

 

  


Chapter Fifteen

It was getting close to nightfall and I wasn't sure if I was eager to see Sevren and Remy or if I was dreading it. Since Labreah had dropped that bomb on me, I had done nothing more than lay on the bed. My emotions alternated from anger to despair so quickly that I was shaking and crying almost continuously.

For the last hour or so, I'd been thinking about Mason and what would happen to me. I'd never admit it out loud, but Labreah scared me. I had the feeling that she would kill him just to prove that she could. She was the type of person who needed to dominate. She evoked fear in anyone who met her, and those who weren't scared of her, should be.

Even though it wasn't quite sunset, when the door opened, I expected to see either Remy or Sevren on the other side of it. So I was surprised when it was Jane. She held a finger up to her mouth, alerting me to stay quiet, she looked behind her making sure no one was there and then she shut the door behind her.

"Are you okay?"

I nodded, unsure of how I should be reacting to her. Then I saw the cuts across her cheek and neck. "Jane! What the hell happened to you?"

She winced at the volume of my voice, "shh, they'll hear you." She waited for a second with her head cocked to one side, but there was no one coming. I could of told her that.

She sunk down on the bed beside me. Up close I could see that the cuts were fresh, the blood still bright red and wet. My stomach grumbled. "What happened?" I whispered.

"Labreah."

Oh. I guess that she was being serious when she threatened me with Jane. "Are you okay?" There were tears in her eyes, but she nodded.

"I thought that she cared about me." The tears spilled over and she sniffed, laughing at her own emotions, "when you rejected me," she bit her lip, "she came to me and told me that she had seen me at that party and that I was beautiful." She looked up at me, wiping her eyes on the back of her arm, "I believed her."

"So what happened?" I knew the answer, but I wasn't sure what Labreah had told Jane.

"She's not a lesbian," she laughed bitterly. "She said it had all been a joke... an
experiment."

I took a deep breath. "Are you sure that you are, Jane? I mean, we're really young and you've never really dated and..."

She shook her head, cutting me off, "I'm sure." She sighed, "none of that matters right now though. Right now we need to get the hell out of here, before she comes looking for me to finish me off."

I gulped, "what made her stop?"

"I think that Hallie went into labor."

I stood up and threw my arms in the air. "What? Shit! We need to help her!"

Jane shook her head, "we can't. Even if we could do anything about it, she wouldn't let us. Evie, she's totally fucked up in the head. Dan has been keeping just enough blood in her for that monster inside of her to grow. Her mind is pretty damaged."

I thought back to my most recent conversation with her, "no." I shook my head, "that's no entirely true. There's hope for her, we have to do something."

She closed her eyes and nodded, "fine. I know I won't be able to change your mind anyways."

I looked around. We were losing daylight fast so I knew we were running out of time. We needed a plan. "How do we get out of here?"

"There's a staircase, I know where it's at. It leads up to the bathrooms."

I nodded. It made sense. I had figured out the night before that the vampires lair was somewhere under the Willows. Now, remembering back again to that day and the smell of blood and rotten meat, I should have guessed all along.

"Okay, we need a distraction. There are a million tunnels here, let's cave some of them in."

Jane's eyes widened. "Are you crazy? You're going to get us killed."

I raised my eyebrows, "by the vampires or the cave in?"

She considered this, "I guess you are right, we are pretty much screwed either way. At least I am. No one would dare to hurt you, or they'd have to deal with Sevren and Remy." She shivered.

I thought about Dan and Labreah and their reactions to me as well as the way they treated me, "I wouldn't be so sure about that."

I crept to the door and pressed my ear to its surface. There was total silence on the other end. We were alone. "Do you know which tunnels aren't being used?" If there were other people here, I didn't want to hurt them.

She nodded, "almost all of them are empty. There were a lot of kids here before, but now the ones that have turned into full fledged vampires have left and most of the rest have been killed."

I nodded slowly, the pain of knowing that Jackson and Piper had been amongst those that were killed was too fresh and I was trying everything I could do to get past it long enough to get everyone out of here safely.

The door opened slowly and I peeked around the edge. My gut told me to trust my instincts, but my brain was on high alert. I didn't know who I could trust anymore and my only thought was to get to my brother and make sure he was safe. I would not let Labreah touch him. Regardless of who her brother was, I'd kill her myself before I'd let that happen.

Jane motioned toward the tunnel ahead of us. "This one is empty."

I jogged about twenty feet into it, found a support beam and braced myself to push. It was like swatting at air. My strength, which had obviously intensified, distracted me so much that Jane had to grab me by the arm and run with me before I was buried alive. I managed to knock another beam in our escape and the sound of earth erupting and exploding behind us was satisfying.

She motioned me down another tunnel. This time she tried to move a beam. Even with her enhanced strength, she was struggling, so I moved her aside and took care of it myself. The ceiling started crumbling down and we ran back toward the main tunnel.

"Hallie's room is down that way," she pointed down a darker tunnel, but I didn't need her directions. You could already hear panicked cries coming from that way. "I'll keep working on taking down this place, you go and get her out of here. The stairs are right through there."

I nodded and hugged her tight. "Be careful," I whispered. She nodded and smiled.

I kept close to the wall, hoping that with all of the commotion, I could hide in the shadows. There were more people than I had expected running through the tunnels now. I saw Landon out of the corner of my eye, but he didn't notice me. There were a few more faces I recognized from the pictures at the diner, but they too, didn't stop their retreat. I wondered briefly which of them were vampires and which were just altered, enhanced like me.

There was a scream from Hallie's room. The door flew open and a body hit the wall opposite of it; hard. The walls shook from the impact and I was worried that just like the other tunnels, this one would soon been buried too. I needed to get Hallie out of there.

I jogged a few feet and stopped when I saw that the body that had hit the wall was Dan's.
What the hell?
More screams erupted and it took me a few seconds to realize that they were actually screamed words and not just screams. It took me a few more seconds to process what was being said.

"I will kill you!"

The screaming distorted the voice slightly, but still, I was pretty sure it was Labreah. There were also small, whimpering, pain filled cries coming from the room and I guess that those were from Hallie. It was the other screaming voice that gave me hope.

"I've been waiting a long time to find you, little sister. You're evil, an aberration and I will destroy you!"

"Jake! Thank God!"

Jake turned when he heard me and Labreah took that as an opening to lunge at him. Hallie was lying on her bed. Her breathing was erratic and her eyes were wide with pain and fear.

Seeing Labreah as the bigger obstacle for the moment, I leapt on her. I wasn't a vampire, but the strength running through me was no joke. Jake wasn't even a match for me. I grabbed hold of Labreah's hair and we both went rolling on the floor, knocking into the baby furniture and destroying it.

"Evie! What the hell are you doing? I've got this under control!" Jake yelled.

"No!" I was panting, Labreah was shrieking at me, her nails raking across any piece of me she could reach. "Just get Hallie out of here! I can handle this."

He looked at as, rolling on the floor for a moment and then cursed. Without anymore hesitation, he ran to Hallie, grabbed her gently from off of the bed, and cradled her in his arms. I had just knocked Labreah back into the wall, dirt was beginning to crumble down from the ceiling.

"Come on, Evie! You have to get out of here."

I took one last look at Labreah and then nodded. As much as I would have loved to finish her off, I was more worried about getting out of here alive. Her eyes sparkled, triumphantly and she began laughing. It was the same maniacal laughter from before and it gave me chills to learn that it had been coming from her all along. How could she be so evil while her brother was so good?

"That's right, little princess, run away. Don't worry, I'll find you."

I clenched my fists, but Jake shook his head, "ignore her. We've got to get out of here."

We ran. Dan was just starting to stir outside of the room, but I didn't stop. I also didn't look back in fear that Labreah was right on our heels. I just wanted to get to the stairs and get the hell out of there.

I was hoping to see Jane when we got to the tunnel she had pointed out to me earlier, but she was no where to be seen. "You guys go first," I yelled at Jake when we reached the stairs.

He nodded and took them two at a time. Everything behind us was caving in. If there were any more people down there, there wasn't much hope for them. I could only pray that Labreah and Dan hadn't found another way out.

I turned back to the stairs and began racing up them. When I was halfway to the top, my head exploded in pain.

Evie!

I knew that it was a cry for my safety. I wanted to scream out that I was fine, that I had gotten to safety, but I was momentarily paralyzed. I sunk to my knees and pressed my hands against my skull trying to hold it together.

"Evie! Come on!"

I looked up at the opening and saw Jake staring down at me. He was holding out his hand, but I couldn't move. I whimpered. "Just go, take care of Hallie."

He frowned. "I'm not leaving without you."

Before I knew what was happening, he had ran back down the stairs and grabbed hold of me, pulling me to my feet. When he lifted me into his arms, I was too weak to protest and let him carry me the rest of the way up. Hallie was waiting for us in the bathroom. She was leaning up against the wall, holding her belly with tears streaming down her face. The sun had set.

"Evie, can you walk? I can't carry both of you." Jake lowered me to my feet and I nodded.

"I think so."

He studied me for a few minutes and then turned to grab Hallie. The floor was rumbling. "This whole area is going to cave in. I don't know how far the tunnels went, but we need to get out of here. Hallie needs to get to a hospital."

When we got outside, the destruction that I saw left me breathless. The playground was almost completely gone, fallen into the ground in twisted heaps of metal and plastic. Trees had fallen over, branches stuck out from the earth, trenches and craters covered the once beautiful park.

The jeep was parked just off to the side of the main road. It was running and when he saw us, Mason jumped out of the drivers seat and ran to me. He pulled me into his arms and crushed me against him. He looked over my shoulder at Jake, "what's the plan?"

Jake motioned to the car where Emma was just getting out of the passengers side. "We need to get Hallie to a hospital. The baby is coming."

I pulled away from Mason, a horrific thought suddenly occurring to me. I pictured us all at the hospital. Doctors and nurses huddled into the small delivery room not knowing the horrors they were about to unleash. I imagined a monster erupting from inside of Hallie, blood spraying everywhere as it attacked anyone within reach.

"It may be a vampire," I blurted out.

Jake and Mason looked at each other and then at me, "what do you mean?" Jake asked, Hallie still cradled in his arms.

I pointed at her belly, "Dan was almost a full vampire when he got her pregnant, they don't know what it is."

Hallie looked up at us with big eyes, "please," she cried, "help us."

Jake gulped, but it was Mason who spoke, "we have to help her."

"What if it is a vampire and it gets away?" I asked. I was all for making sure everyone was okay, but I couldn't get the thought out of my head that the baby was going to turn into something awful.

"Evie, we don't have time to debate this, we have to get out of here." Jake looked back toward the bathrooms, there was no one around, but there was an eeriness surrounding us that made me feel like we were definitely not alone.

I chewed on my lower lip, but finally nodded. "I guess you guys are right, let's get her in the car."

I ran to Emma and she hugged me, "I'm so glad that you're okay!"

I pulled away. Her reaction surprised me, but in a good way. I felt like I could have my friend back. "Did you see Jane?"

I was sure she had come out ahead of us. I hadn't seen her in the tunnels anywhere, but when Emma shook her head, I was filled with dread. Jane would have had to run right past here if she had made it out. If Emma hadn't seen her, that must mean that she was still in the tunnels; what was left of them.

The door to the jeep slammed shut and Mason and Jake walked back around to the where we were standing. "We really need to get out of here. You guys are going to have to squeeze in somewhere. I have Hallie resting in the back."

"I'll sit in the back with Hallie," Emma volunteered. Mason nodded.

"Come on, Evie," Jake said, "you can sit up front with us."

I looked around one last time. Could it really be this easy to get away? I shivered, it felt like I was being watched, studied; but once again, there was no one around. The park felt deserted and if it didn't look like an earthquake had swallowed up half of the ground, I would have had a hard time believing it had happened at all.

We climbed into the car. Mason in the driver's seat, Emma perched next to Hallie, holding her hand, and me... on Jake's lap. There were butterflies in my stomach that had nothing to do with the experience we had just lived through. My skin tingled through the clothes anywhere that his hands touched me. When his breath tickled the side of my neck, my eyes drifted closed.

I moved my hand down from my lap and let my fingertips drift over his leg. His hand that was resting on my hip tightened and then moved down my leg, reaching for my hand and twining his fingers with mine.

We rode the rest of the way to the hospital that way. It felt so right in a way that wasn't confusing at all. I didn't feel like I
had
to be anything other than myself with Jake. Plus, unlike Remy and Sevren, I didn't have to worry about his trying to turn me into a milkshake. My blood was safe; at least for now.

Mason sped up to the Emergency room entrance. Almost like they had been alerted to our arrival, paramedics rushed outside. "She's in labor, in the backseat," Mason told them.

They had Hallie sitting in a wheelchair in no time, and minutes later we were all in the elevator heading up to labor and delivery. It was when we were in the waiting room that Mason finally corner me.

"Did you find anything down there?"

I knew he was talking about Jackson and I wasn't ready to have this conversation with him. This night had been devastating enough without adding to his misery. So I shook my head, "no, nothing." I lied.

He squeezed his eyes shut and nodded, "I guess it was pretty stupid to hope for anything different."

He walked away before I could say anything else and I frowned when he sat down next to Emma and grabbed hold of her hand.

"So..." Jake walked over to me and put his hands in his pockets awkwardly, "are you sure you're okay?"

I sighed, but nodded. "It's been a really, really long night," I told him.

"There's something different about you. What happened after you left here the other night?"

I laughed uncomfortably, "I don't think now is the time to really get in to that."

He reached out and grabbed hold of my hand, "I'm here for you, I hope that you know that."

I moved closer to him, "really? I figured that you'd move on, looking for your sister."

He looked down at our hands and cleared his throat, "well, things change."

"Jake, I..."

Evie.

I frowned.

"What? You what?" He asked.

I was saved when we heard feet pounding down the hallway. We both ran to the door of the waiting room and saw frantic doctors and nurses rushing into the delivery room. You didn't have to have enhanced hearing to hear Hallie's screams coming down the hallway.

Jake grabbed hold of an older nurse, "what's happening?"

She shook her head, "I really can't say."

"Please, ma'am, that's our friend in there."

She shook her head, "no. I mean, I'd tell you if I knew. There are complications with the delivery, but I don't know exactly what they are. I've never seen anything like it."

Jake let go of her arm and she hurried off down the hall and into the delivery room. In the opposite direction, the elevator chimed and the doors swished open. I didn't have to hear the voice in my head to know I was in trouble.

Jake pushed me behind him, trying to protect me when Sevren and Remy walked down the hallway toward us. It seemed surreal to see them in this setting. They looked pale and somewhat gothic, but for the most part, they looked
normal.
Is this what it was like? Had vampires always walked amongst us and we just didn't know? I guessed the answer was yes.

"I wouldn't do that if I were you," Sevren said.

I was surprised when Jake hissed, standing his ground, "you need to leave."

Sevren laughed, "don't play with me, I'll obliterate you."

I pushed Jake to the side; easily. "It's okay, Jake." I didn't want to go with them, not really, but I also didn't want them anywhere near my brother. "I need to go with them."

He shook his head, "no way. I won't let you go with them."

Sevren stepped closer, his fangs began extending and he no longer looked normal. He looked terrifying. Jake stood his ground. Remy grabbed hold of my hand and started pulling me toward the elevator. "You don't belong here," he told me. "Come with us. Live forever."

I knew what I had to do to keep my family, at least what was left of it, safe. I nodded. "I'm sorry Jake."

Sevren smiled and grabbed hold of my other hand. "Let's go."

Together the three of us got in the elevator, leaving my life behind.

 

  


Chapter Sixteen

The cold night air felt amazing on my cheeks. I was surprised that I wasn't freezing. I was still just wearing the torn dirty jeans and long sleeved shirt that I had been wearing the past few days. I realized that I hadn't seen a mirror in a while and wondered what I looked like. I was sure I was a mess.

"Where are we going?"

We were walking through the woods. I had sort of been expecting a car, but I had to remind myself that these were vampires I was dealing with. It's not like I was on a real date.

"There's something we have to finish up. Then we can leave here."

It was Sevren who spoke, Remy had remained pretty silent and I was torn as to which one of them had the stronger hold on me. With Sevren it felt dangerous and wild. With Remy it was bittersweet and romantic. A picture of Jake flashed in my mind but I pushed it aside. This is the life I had chosen.

"Okay," I stopped, "what is it?"

Sevren smiled, "don't worry about it."

Remy stopped too, "maybe we shouldn't do this, Sev. I mean, I don't think it is necessary."

Sevren growled. "Since when are you such a whiny little bitch, brother?"

Remy pushed him, "do not speak to me that way."

I backed up, sure I was about to see another scuffle between them. This time it would be my fault though. "seriously guys, what's this all about."

"Me."

I turned at the sound of the new voice and gasped. "Mr. Gates!" I rushed to him, "you're okay! It's so great to see you, I was so worried."

He looked a little older since the last time I had seen him and then it occurred to me that we were in the middle of nowhere in the woods. What was he doing there? And why was he looking at Remy and Sevren as if he knew them?

"Dad!" Remy said nervously, "we were just coming for you."

Dad?
"More like coming to finish me off. I knew that you boys were up to no good when you came back here."

"Mr. Gates?"

He glared at me, "I warned you to stay out of the woods at night, Evelyn Magwire. I knew my boys would take one look at you and fight just like they did when they were children. Had Alexander still been alive, he would have been right in the middle of it."

"Alexander?"

He nodded, "my other son. You're friend Piper killed him. That night that she came to your house, she was trying to get away from him. She realized at the last minute that even enhanced, she was no match for a vampire. Alex was too strong for her, though, and he pulled her back into the woods. She found a branch and in a moment of his weakness, she stabbed him in the heart."

The stick and the blood that the police had found. It hadn't been Jackson's or Piper's blood. Jake had known all along what it had meant. So had Mr. Gates, apparently.

"What happened to her?" I whispered.

Mr. Gates laughed, "I killed the little bitch. How dare she murder my oldest son? And after all of these years. Such a ferocious creature, he was. Not weak like these other two."

I shook my head, unable to believe what I was hearing. "You wouldn't have. I mean, you couldn't have? You're not a vampire. I've seen you plenty of times in the daylight."

He laughed cruelly, "just as you can go in the sun." He stretched his neck, wrinkles distorted the small scars, but they were still there. "We're not that different, Evie."

I shook my head, "No. I am nothing like you. I would never hurt someone who was innocent."

"Innocent?" Sevren laughed, "she killed our brother."

"Just like Labreah killed mine," I spat at him. Remy looked at me, confused.

"What do you..." he started, but with one look from Sevren he stopped talking.

"Look at the two of you. So disappointing. Does she even know what will happen the next time she drinks?" Mr. Gates said, shaking his head.

"I'll become a vampire," I answered.

He laughed, "so stupid. I always had high hopes for you Evelyn. Such a pretty, vivacious girl." He walked over to his sons and smacked them on the side of the head. Sevren first and then Remy. Then he looked at me. "You can only choose one to change you. The next time you drink, whoever you drink from, will own you. The other will die."

I narrowed my eyes, "you can't be serious. That's ridiculous."

Three pairs of eyes zeroed in on me, all three of them narrowed and cruel. "It's true, Evie." Remy said, coming to me. He took my hands in his, "I should have never done this to you; to us. Now you have to choose."

I backed away, pulling my hands from his. "No. I don't have to do anything."

Sevren growled. "you can't go on this way. With both of our blood running through you, you are too powerful as a human."

I shook my head. "I won't do it. I don't want to be a vampire and I don't want to choose between you." I bent down and picked up a branch, breaking in into two small stakes. "Neither of you will own me," and then I ran.

"Get her, you idiots!" I heard Mr. Gates yell.

The forest worked with me instead of against me. Unlike the last time I had ran through the woods, tripping and falling like a helpless human, I had Remy's blood running through my veins. I could analyze every jump, every placement of my feet, allowing me to rush through the trees without even disturbing the scenery.

I could hear the two of them in pursuit of me at first, but after a while it sounded as though I had lost them. I slowed down and began looking for a place to hide. Underneath some bushes, or up in a tree were pretty much my only options.

"Nowhere to go, is there?"

I spun around, Sevren was leaning against a tree close by. How had he caught up to me without me hearing? He smiled. He was twirling a twig between his fingers, watching me as I tried to come up with a plan. I could tell that I was amusing him.

"Why did you exchange blood with me anyways?" I asked him, "you don't even like me."

He pouted, "now that's not a very nice thing to say." One second he was standing by the tree and the next he was next to me, breathing on my neck, his arms wrapped loosely around me. "Of course I do."

He licked the side of my neck and at first I lost myself in the sensations he was causing. My head fell backwards and a sigh escaped my mouth. He moved his hand down the side of me, barely brushing over my breast and I moaned. I couldn't help it. He had some sore of power over me, even if I didn't want him to.

"There... see... I like you." He kissed me, just below my ear and I shivered.

"You don't play fair, Sev."

We both looked up in time to see Remy walking toward us. "He's using his powers on you, Evie. Please, for me, overcome them."

His eyes were pleading with me. Grabbing deep down inside of me. There had been a connection between the two of us since that first night. I wouldn't deny that, but had it been real? Of that I wasn't certain.

"I'll leave you alone, Evie. If that's what you want, I won't force you to choose or to change. I really do love you. I have since the first night I saw you. I knew I had to have you. Sev just couldn't stand it. He hated knowing that Alex was gone and that I had found the one thing I wanted. So he took it from me."

He looked at his brother, hatred blazing in his eyes. I found the strength to step away. Sevren hissed and tried to pull me closer, but I was too strong for that and I backed up, leaning against a tree.

"You really mean it?" I asked Remy, "you'll leave me alone?"

He walked to me and kissed me hard on the lips. His hand reached up and cupped the side of my face, tenderly. It was me who deepened it. My body became alive. His blood flowing through me, invigorating me, igniting me. Finally he pulled away.

"If that's what you want, you have my word." He was sad and it broke my heart. I knew how easy it would be to give in to him. To let him have me. I wanted it. He wanted it. But there was so much more at stake than us.

I nodded and turned determined eyes onto Sevren. "I will not let you touch me again."

He laughed. His eyes scanning the woods behind me. I knew they were there. I had heard them. "What are you going to do to stop me?"

I looked at Remy, he understood what I wanted. With one last sorrow filled look at me, he nodded. Quietly he turned and walked deeper into the forest. I knew that would be the last time I ever saw him. I turned, facing my fate. Labreah and Dan both smiled wickedly at me.

"Let me do it, Sev. She deserves to die."

He growled. "No. I will change her. Hold her down for me."

I was prepared for that. Labreah and Dan came at me. One on each side. My hands clenched around the make shift stakes I was still holding on to. They pounced on me, each one grabbing hold of an arm, but they had misjudged how strong I was.

I lashed out. The first stake sunk straight into the heart of Dan. He screamed, withering in agony as he fell to his knees. The second one hit Labreah somewhere in the vicinity of her shoulder. She too screamed, but she wasn't brought to her knees by the pain. Instead, she grabbed hold of the stake, pulled it out and threw it to the ground. With one last look at me and then at Sevren, she turned and fled. Like I said, she was a selfish creature and in the end, self preservation won out any loyalty she had to him.

Sevren laughed. "You will be mine, Evie."

I lunged at him. Strong arms pulled me off. It was Oliver Gates. "Get away from my son, you little bitch!"

Sevren laughed again. This time he blew me a kiss and then took off into the woods. Mr. Gates watched him run, confused by the turn of events. Then he turned on me.

"It's your fault! You made my boys leave me again!" He was crying, tears streaming down his face. "It's been so long since they've been home and look what you've done."

He flew at me. Scratching, biting, tearing at any piece of me he could reach. It was hard to visualized fighting an old guy, but my instincts overtook me and I pushed back. Finally we fell to the ground. Rolling around on the soft surface was almost worse than fighting upright.

We both fought for control. The victory within each of our grasps. We were well matched and that would have confused me if I'd have had time to think about it. In the end, it was my victory to be had. The stake I had used in Labreah came into view and I didn't allow myself any hesitation. I grabbed it and shoved it deep into Mr. Gate's chest.

There was blood on my hands.

My eyes stared, fixated on the red streaks as tiny rivulets splattered on to the ground at my feet. It was warm and sticky as it dripped through my fingers and just as fast as the bloodlust had hit me, it was gone. In its place was a nauseated feeling made worse by the metallic scent perfuming the air around me.

I hadn’t always been this way. There was a time when I had normal feelings, normal wants, and normal needs. Then the accident happened and with it had come the emptiness; the feeling of numbness that never quite went away. At least it hadn’t, until him.

I backed away from the body laid before me, mortified by what I had done, by what I had been doing. Who was I? What happened to me? What had I become? The answers screamed through my mind, threatening what little sanity I had left. I had to get away. I had to run, and running, I let my mind remember what it had felt like to be human…

 

  


Epilogue

It had been months since that horrific week. The summer sun shone down on the little town of Rocky Point, eliminating the darkness and shadows. If the devastation hadn't been so great, I would have believed it all a dream; a nightmare, but it had been real. I was the proof.

I was kneeling down in the cemetery. Strong sunglasses shaded my eyes, as I was now highly sensitive to the light. The scars on my neck tingled. They did that sometimes.

There were three headstones in our family plot. When I had finally told Mason the news that Labreah had thrown at me, he had insisted on adding a headstone for Jackson. We hadn't at first, since most people frowned upon suicides, but we knew the truth. Our brother wasn't a coward. He wasn't a murderer and he hadn't killed himself.

Piper's headstone was in the same cemetery. Both graves were empty as the bodies had never been recovered. People had simply forgot about them. When the news of the cave in at the Willows reached Rocky Point, it was all anyone could talk about for a while. No one had known about the tunnels that were beneath it. Now, months later, that too was just a memory. A story that people brought up when there was nothing else to talk about.

Even the disappearances had been forgotten. In all, twelve teenagers had ended up dead or missing from Willow Grove. Those that hadn't fully changed, returned home after the cave in. I saw them from time to time. The small scars on their neck a warning sign that they were different, but I knew and they knew that they were no match for me. I was respected. I was feared.

In all, three teenagers had disappeared from Rocky Grove. Other than Jackson and Piper that is. Landon never returned home. I had seen him that night. I was fairly certain that he had survived, but I had no idea what had happened to him. Sally had been murdered. Labreah had confirmed that. I felt guilty when I thought about her. Jane and I had seen her that night. If only I had figured it all out sooner, I could have saved her.

The worst was Jane. Not knowing what happened to her haunted my dreams. Sometimes I would wake up screaming, Mason running into my room in the middle of the night, scared that the nightmare was starting all over again. He would sit with me afterwards, rocking me back and forth like a child.

We had talked again about selling the house. Moving away and starting over again seemed too easy, though, and in the end we both agreed to stay. We had started new lives here. Emma and Mason had been together since that night. They were pretty much inseparable and it was sometimes annoying to have my best friend dating my older brother. I was happy for them, though. They were good for each other.

As for me, there were parts of me that would always be tainted. The darker ones belonging to Sevren and the lighter ones to Remy, but for now, the rest of me belonged to Jake Cole. He had kept his job on the police force. It was in his nature to protect people and I was happy that he had found a place here with me. There was a part of him, one that I could see from time to time that still longed to be out there chasing after his elusive sister. Making the world safer from a much darker villain than the typical thief you found in our town.

I stood up, stretching, and pulled my sunglasses off. The sun was setting. Shadows played over the tombstones and a shiver worked its way down my spine. I always hated this time of night. To me, it was the time of night that the real monsters came out and I was always on the look out for them. I knew one day, they'd come back for me.

A horn honked in the distance. I knew it was Jake. He had said that he would pick me up when he got off of work. I walked toward the street and paused. I was wrong. It was Hallie.

When she saw me, she got out of the car and waved. In the months that had passed, we had become friends; sort of. It was uncomfortable to be around her sometimes, but I knew she meant well.

"Hey! Sorry, Mason said you'd be out here. I hope that we didn't disturb you."

She opened the back door of her car and pulled Lilly out of her car seat. When she saw me, she held out her chubby little arms, begging me to hold her. I did. Lilly was a strange child, but as far as we knew, she was human. There was something in her eyes, though, something that made me feel like she saw too much... and understood it.

"Hi pretty girl," I crooned at her, "how are you guys?" I asked Hallie.

She smiled. "We're good; really good, actually." She held something out for me, it was a plain brown box. "I just wanted to bring this to you. Someone left it at the diner."

I frowned and looked at it closer. My name was written in red sharpie on the top of it. That was all. No address. No sender. Just my name in blood red. "What is it?"

She laughed, "I don't know, I wasn't going to open your package, silly." She held her arms out for Lilly and the small baby eagerly went back to her mother. "Well, we better get going. We're having dinner at grandpa's house tonight."

Arnie had really warmed up to his granddaughter and her mother. I had thought that he would be upset when I told him what had happened to his son; what I had done to him, but he had been relieved. He had cried, but he had also hugged me and said "thank you."

"Do you need a ride home?" Hallie asked, once she had Lilly safely belted in her car seat.

I shook my head, "no, I'm good. Jake should be here any time now."

She nodded and smiled, "well don't be a stranger. I'm working all week, come see me at the diner."

"Okay!"

I waved as she drove away and walked back toward the cemetery. My eye caught movement and I froze. Someone was watching me. I could feel it. I balanced the box on my hip and strained my eyes. There, in the shadows at the other end of the cemetery was someone dressed all in black.

"Hello?" I called out, "I can see you."

A horn honked again and this time I jumped. "Hey there, ready to go home?" Jake called out his window.

I nodded, but turned back to have one last look into the shadows. Whoever it was that had been there, was gone. Frowning, I turned and walked around to the passenger side of Jake's car.

"What's that?" He asked, motioning to the box.

I looked down at it, just remembering that it was there. "Oh, I don't know. Hallie brought it to me. Someone left it at the diner."

Jake eyed it suspiciously. "Maybe we should wait to open it. You look a little freaked out."

I laughed, climbing into the car, "no, it's fine. I just thought I saw something in the woods. My imagination is just in overdrive today."

He nodded and put the car into drive. He had barely driven half a mile when I opened the package and gasped, "turn around!" I yelled.

He had learned not to question me. We were back in front of the cemetery in seconds and I was out of the car just as quickly. I ran through the tombstones, careful not to disturb any of the graves. When I was standing the exact spot I was sure I had seen someone, I opened my senses. Jake skidded to a stop beside me.

"There was someone here." Not only were there footprints on the ground, but there was a smell of fresh blood in the air.

Jake nodded. "Let's get home, make sure Mason is okay."

"Okay."

We walked back to the car slowly. "What was in the box, anyways?" He asked.

I sighed, "it was just someone messing with me."
 He frowned and opened my car door for me. When he went around to the other side and sat down in front of the wheel he held his hand out, "let me see."

He let the soft black hoodie fall from the box onto his lap. "How did someone get this? I thought it was at your house."

I shrugged, "I thought so too."

"Are you sure its his?"

I nodded, "yeah, it's the same one alright." I closed my eyes, "it still smells like him."

"Evie?"

I opened my eyes and looked over at him expectantly.

"There's something else in here."

I frowned and took the box back. He was right. It wasn't much. Just a note with three words scribbled neatly on it in the same blood red sharpie. Fuck. Not again.

The paper drifted from my hands and landed on my lap, but the words were emblazoned in my mind.

Jackson is alive.

Well hell.
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