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“In
this world, it is too common for people to search for someone to lose
themselves in. 


But I am
already lost. 


I will
look for someone to find myself in.”

― C.
JoyBell C.
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I methodically tugged
at the bottom of my sleeves, pulling them down as far as they
stretched, covering the horrors hidden beneath its thick cotton. It
was something I did naturally these days, like an itch always begging
to be scratched. 


	As soon as I left the
bathroom, I saw him in the corner booth. Nine-fifteen. You could set
your watch to his nightly arrival. I waved to the man and headed to
the cooler behind the counter to grab his beer before heading over.
“Hey, Joe,” I said. “How was work today?”

	“Same ol’,
same ol.” He immediately grasped the icy bottle. I swear he
didn’t know how to function without it, almost like it was an
extension of his right arm that was separated at birth.

	“You want your
usual?”

	“Yeah.”
Before I could get even two steps away, he added, “Hey, Megan.
A bunch of us are goin’ fishing tomorrow. There’s gonna
be some girls there, too. You should head out with us. Get some sun
on your pasty ass.”

	My lips pressed
together. Joe still hadn’t given up. When his attempts to get
me alone repeatedly failed, he began with the group outings. Don’t
get me wrong; he wasn’t unattractive. Though I never saw him
outside his oil-covered blue coveralls and dirty baseball cap, I was
sure he could clean up well enough. And with a body only achievable
through countless gym hours, crisp, Caribbean blue eyes and light
brown hair, I understood why some of the local girls flaunted
themselves for his attention. I just wasn’t one of those girls.
In another life I might have actually said yes, but not this one.

	“Thanks, but
fishing’s not really my thing.”

	“Seems like
nothing’s your thing. Fishing, camping, drinking, pool. What
the hell do ya’ do?”

	“It’s
nothing personal, Joe. I just don’t go out anymore. And I don’t
date.” 


	He rolled his eyes and
took a long swig of beer. I took the opportunity to leave, but I
still heard his mutters behind my back. “Jeesh. Who the hell
fucked you up so badly?”

	I sighed. You have
no freaking idea…

	Instead of placing my
order through the pass-through, I avoided staying in the front room
all together and went to find Paul in the kitchen. “He wants
his usual.”

	“Already got it
going. Ready in three.”

	I leaned against the
tall, stainless steel refrigerator and watched Paul do his thing,
flipping the burger on the grill and frying up the greasy fries that
came along with it. You wouldn’t think by looking at the burly
man that he’d be the softy that he was. He was probably fifty
pounds overweight, with dark brown eyes and curly black hair that
always seemed to look wet, with unsightly pit stains on his yellowed
white cook’s uniform. But behind his typically sour expression
was an incredibly kind and gentle man, like a big teddy bear. He and
his wife Darla owned Breenie’s Diner and not only gave me a job
when I came into Myrtle Creek, Oregon, but let my broke ass stay in
their guest room until I got a couple of paychecks under me. He was
almost like the dad I no longer had. Which was why it was a little
awkward when he asked, “That boy still trying to ask you out?
Because you can do better.”

	“I think you’re
a little biased. I’m no better than anyone else that hangs
around this joint.”

	“Maybe not. But
you seem the most likely to get the hell out.”

	Not much of a stretch
since I was the only one working here who willingly fled from my old
home to come to a town with only three thousand residents. “You
trying to run me off, Paul?” I teased.

	“Nope.” He
passed me the burger deluxe. “I just never thought you’d
stay this long. You’ve got the looks and the smarts to be
something far greater than a waitress.”

	So I’d been
told. I just lacked the desire for attention. “Don’t
worry, Paul. I’m not bailing on you anytime soon.”

	He flashed me a tired
smile. I grabbed another beer on my way and laid it all out before
Joe, taking the empty bottle with me as I hurried off to avoid
further conversation about my lack of socialization. Somewhat ironic,
I know. Unfortunately, I still had to go back once more, and there
was no way I could be rude enough to ignore him twice. 


	Grabbing the
ketchup-smeared plate that now resembled something similar to an
abstract painting, I asked, “You want anything else?” 


	“Let me ask ya’
this.” 


	Shit. I pulled
his ticket from the black apron tied around my hips and laid it
aside. 


	“So ya’
don’t wanna date. Why won’t ‘cha at least hang out
as friends?”

	I narrowed my eyes at
him. “You really going to be satisfied with just a friendship?”
When he didn’t answer quickly enough, I added, “Night,
Joe,” and walked back to the kitchen. 


	After a few more late
night tables, midnight hit and the diner was empty. I spent the next
hour sweeping and mopping the dining room floor, then headed over to
the bathrooms to clean them up. When I came back out, I noticed a
young woman had taken up the seat at the end of the counter, her
perched feet on the metal footrest twitching irregularly. 


	“Hi,” I
said, forcing a friendly smile, trying to maintain the façade
that I wasn’t utterly exhausted and my feet weren’t
aching something fierce. 


	Her body straightened
and stiffened, eyes widening and lips pulling apart, hovering in air
without purpose. Even her voice seemed stunned when she asked over a
heavy breath, “Claire?”

	My head rotated
backwards and I peeked through the kitchen doorway, even though I
knew there was no one else back there. Well, Paul was. But a big guy
like that was never going to be mistaken for any Claire. I
returned my attention to her, putting myself opposite, with only the
counter between us.

	“Megan,
actually. Can I get you something?”

	She continued to
stare, her alabaster skin white as a ghost. I sometimes got looks
like this, but they were usually because a part of my damaged skin
peeked out beneath my clothing. Casually dipping my head, I made a
quick sweep of my body. 


	Nope. Nothing showing.

	The silence almost
uncomfortable, I lifted my eyebrows and gently shook my head.
“Nothing, then?” 


	After a few more
seconds of unnecessary staring, the muscles throughout her body began
to relax, and her eyes glanced down at her hands. She sighed slow and
deep. 


	“Megan?”

	It really wasn’t
a question, just a confirmation on her part, but I’d never
heard my name said with such disappointment before. 


	She was actually
really pretty, even with her light brown eyes cast in shadows and her
cheeks so slackened her lips naturally curled downward. She couldn’t
have been much older than me, possibly legal age already.

	“I’m
sorry,” she said, beginning to shrug off the negative demeanor
for a saddened one. “Is the coffee fresh?”

	“About two
hours,” I replied.

	“Good enough.”


	I turned my back to
her, and while I was pouring her mug and collecting creamer from the
cooler, she added, “I’m sorry for staring. It’s
just… Well… Here.”

	I served her coffee as
she pulled a sheet of paper from a collection just inside her bag,
which lay atop the stool next to her. My eyes drifted to the picture
as she handed it to me. “Oh, shit!” I blurted. 


	“Yeah,”
she said dismally, taking a sip of the black coffee. 


	No wonder she couldn’t
keep her eyes off me. The colored flyer was for a teenage girl that
went missing a few years back. Claire Whitaker. Same five-foot-three
height. Same brown eyes that were as dark as the cocoa bean. Same
creamy beige skin. I know they say everyone had a twin out there, but
damn! The only significant difference was the ten extra pounds she
had on me. And her hair. Where Claire had brown, highlighted hair
with bangs and a length that fell to her shoulders, mine was just
plain brown, layered and long all around. 


	“Wow,” I
murmured, still mesmerized. 


	“Sure you’re
not really Claire?” Though she tried to hide it, there was a
twinge of hope in her voice. 


	One year, five
months, nine days since the fire, since I sealed my fate, a decision
that would haunt me until the day I died. 


	Shaking my head of the
thought, I asked, “Are you her sister?”

	“Yeah. Thea.
Claire’s my only sister.”

	Curious of the age
difference between me and my newfound twin, I scanned the flyer. Born
September 17, 1993. She’d turn twenty later this year, just
four months before me.

	 “Sorry,”
I soothed, laying the sheet of paper on the counter, though not
necessarily returning it, as I still felt the urge to study it.
Claire’s eyes were so full of life. You could tell just by
looking at her that she was incredibly happy, her smile bursting from
seam to seam. I wondered what she was looking at, who was physically
standing behind the camera that could invoke such a pleasurable
smile. 


	There’d never
been anyone in my life that lit up my eyes like that. And it saddened
me a little because I doubted I’d ever get to have that now,
not when I may have to up and leave as early as tomorrow. And I
suddenly felt a little jealous of Claire. Like I was the bad twin,
doomed to scavenge in the shadows of her life. But then I realized
how royally screwed we’d both been. We’d both gone
missing at one point, but Claire had one thing I didn’t.
Someone to notice. So why was I the one still here and she the one
still gone?

	“I’ve
never even been to Seattle, let alone lived there. I’m from
South Cali, and I have my own parents.”

	Thea nodded solemnly,
sucking on the corner of her bottom lip. Curiosity was getting the
best of me. I mean, seriously, what were the odds of this ever
happening? 


	I fidgeted nervously.
“If you don’t mind me asking, what happened to her?”


	To Claire.

	Thea sighed, her eyes
falling to the mug with sadness, and I began to feel like an absolute
bitch for prying. I was about to say never mind but she found
her voice before I did. “No one knows for sure. She was a
senior in high school, on her way to class one morning. Best we can
tell, her car got hit from behind and she pulled off to the side. But
she never called anyone for help, and by the time her car was found
abandoned, the other car was long gone. She just vanished.”

	I imagined that answer
was memorized and had probably been delivered so many times it made
Thea feel lifeless and emotionless inside. She certainly looked that
way. Eying the stack of flyers in her bag, I expected she’d
been at this all day, driving from town to town giving them out.
Still looking after all this time.

	Two years, five
months, twelve days since Claire went missing. 


	Six months before
me.

	Had I been her
replacement?

	“That’s
awful. Never knowing one way or the other…” Instinct
told me to lightly cover her hand and gently squeeze. 


	Thea nodded, looking
up at me again, a pathetic half smile on her face. “You’re
sure there’s no way you’re Claire?” 


	Was it so wrong for
her to hope? Though statistics would probably say Claire was already
gone from this world, there was always the chance she’d been
kept alive. 


	Like I was. 


	Though I begged for
death every day. Maybe Claire found a way to end her misery.

	Was she dead the
moment that car came up behind her, maybe intentionally hitting her
to get her out and alone? Or was she used, spoiled, before
meeting her untimely demise? I found it hard to believe that the
vibrant girl in the picture before me simply walked away. Not when
she had someone to smile for – a smile like that was
reserved for someone special. She was loved, and possibly in love
herself. 


	No, Claire did not
simply walk away. She was forced to go. Taken. 


	Like me…

	My lips pressed into a
straight line as my head shook. “Wish I was. I always wanted
siblings growing up, but my mom couldn’t have any more after
me. I do hope you find her though. Just keep looking. Tomorrow may be
the day she needs you most.”

	“We’ll
always look for Claire. She was the heart and soul of our family. We
just haven’t been the same without her.” Thea’s
hand went to cover her mouth, but it was her eyes that needed
tending, as they glistened with fresh fluid on the verge of spilling.


	I hated the way she
couldn’t look at me anymore, like it pained her to see her
sister’s look-a-like alive and well while Claire was possibly
neither of those things. If she only knew what I had to do to be
here today…

	Fire billowed on
the ceiling, reaching down, down, down…

	Again I tugged on my
sleeves.

	“Can I keep
this?” I asked softly, drumming my fingers atop the flyer to
draw Thea’s attention from the black hole she was on the verge
of falling into. “I don’t want to put it on the window or
anything, because you’d just get calls about me. But I could
place it on the bulletin board in the back and my co-workers and I
could keep our eyes open for her.” 


	“Thank you,”
she whimpered, and I saw a tear land in her coffee, initiating a
glistening ripple that bounced against its ceramic prison.

	I felt pity for
Claire, and heartache. Because I had a pretty good idea what happened
to her. But even more, I feared telling Thea what I believed may have
been her sister’s fate.
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A few minutes before
four o’clock, I walked the windows in front of Breenie’s
Diner, scanning its occupants for a face I hoped to never see again.
Once I determined the all-clear, I went inside. As always, the dinner
rush had already begun and would continue to be heavy through eight.
Of course, I used the word heavy lightly, since the diner only
held ten tables: five booths and five four-tops. Saying hello to
those I recognized, I made my way to the back and stuffed my purse in
the cabinet next to Darla’s and Tish’s. 


	“Megan. Good,
you’re early,” Paul said from the oversized closet he
used for his office. He stood from his chair, but didn’t come
out, so I moved to lean against the door frame. As he shuffled
through the papers on his desk, he added, “Our new cook started
today so I’ll need to introduce you.”

	“New cook?”
I asked, turning and scanning the kitchen. There actually was an
extra body in the kitchen, but I couldn’t see anything more
than the plain gray shirt, most likely belonging to a guy. The bad
part about working in a kitchen this small was that you had to stuff
and cram and hang as much as possible, so you lost a lot of
visibility.  “I didn’t know you were even looking.”

	“Yeah, well,
Darla’s been on me for awhile now to get off the night shift.
She’s tired of working opposite schedules and no way in hell
she’s going to work until two in the morning with me. So…”

	“New cook. Got
it.” Quite frankly, I was surprised the business could afford
it. My attention turned again to the new guy, but he hadn’t
moved from that particular spot, hidden well in the corner cooking
something on the grill. “So are you training him tonight?”

	For some reason, Paul
found that amusing and chuckled before saying, “Nah. He’s
good to go. He’s been here since noon familiarizing himself
with the menu.”

	Because our menu was
so complicated. 


	“He’s got
a basic idea of what to do for closing, so just follow him and make
sure it all gets done properly.” 


	“Did you do a
background check on him?” I tried to ask it casually, but the
thought of working with a guy all by myself concerned me a little.
Especially if the guy was a drifter that could up and disappear like
it was nothing. 


	“I did. He
checks out, and his previous employer said nothing but good things
about him. Trust me, I wouldn’t leave you alone with anyone I
didn’t feel comfortable with.” Feeling a little less
anxious, I nodded my head. Paul finally found what he was digging
for, a set of keys that he dropped into his jacket pocket. “Come
on. I’ll introduce you.”

	I stepped back and
allowed him to pass, then followed behind as he made his way to the
corner of the small kitchen. “Nick,” Paul called. Then he
pointed backwards over his shoulder using his thumb, stating, “This
is your waitress, Megan.” 


	Paul had to step
sideways just so Nick and I could actually see each other. I was sure
the rest of him was nice to look at, but what demanded my attention
were the bright green eyes that peeked out beneath the rim of his
black baseball cap. My boring brown pair felt downright muddy next to
the beauty of his. “Hi,” I said, smiling, keeping my lips
squeezed tight.

	“Hey,” he
replied, cocking his head upward once. 


	Then silence ensued.
Somewhat uncomfortable silence. 


	Luckily, Paul spoke
out. “Well, you two should be just fine.” Turning to
Nick, he added, “If you can’t find anything, just ask
Megan. She’s been here long enough to know where everything
is.”

	“Yes, sir,”
Nick answered, surprising me with his formality. I had serious doubts
Paul had ever been called Sir his entire life.

	Then Paul squeezed
past me, unavoidably rubbing his arm against my shoulder in the tight
space. Nick and I just sort of stared awkwardly with half smiles
until I said, “Well, I’ll just be over there if you need
me.”

	“Okay. Thanks.”

	I made my way to the
opposite corner to roll enough silverware into paper napkins to get
me through the night. Then I helped Darla and Tish by refilling
drinks and busing tables so I could begin picking up the new
customers in Darla’s section. She was ecstatic to be leaving
the restaurant with Paul at the same time for once, and rushed out of
here without really saying goodbye or finishing up her last two
checks. I couldn’t be mad at her though. Not when she was
flashing the happiest expression I’d ever seen on her face.

	Tish and Juan, our day
cook, left at six, leaving Nick and me to contend with all the tables
for the rest of the night. If he had put out any of the dinners yet,
I hadn’t noticed, so I was curious to see if I’d have to
send anything back. 


	When I picked up his
first official order, I was stunned into silence, looking down on the
most beautiful display I think one could make with chicken fried
chicken, mashed potatoes and pot fried corn. The potatoes were
perfect, creamy with zero lumps, drizzled with gravy in a spiraled
circle on top and sprinkled with minced herbs. The corn nibblets had
some type of garnish that included finely chopped red and green bell
peppers and a little shredded cheese. And the chicken? Perfectly
browned. 


	“Something
wrong?” he asked, clearly trying to suppress a smile.

	“Um…”
I muttered. “Not at all. Looks good.” 


	I delivered it to
Earl, the beefy, grungy man that worked under cars all day, and he
looked at me like I was crazy. He tried to see who the new cook was,
probably to call him high-falootin, but Nick was out of view. Didn’t
matter though, because when I came back five minutes later, he
couldn’t stop raving about the food and ordered another side of
the mashed potatoes. 


	And that was just the
beginning. The most popular item ordered at the diner was the
hamburger. Nick had reformed the thin beef patties so they were thick
and juicy, with additional herbs and seasoning that you could
actually see and taste when you bit into it. Pickles and onions were
cut with a wavy knife, iceberg lettuce was replaced with spinach. And
the French fries? Tossed in some kind of Cajun seasoning to give it
some actual flavor. 


	Even the Salisbury
steak, fried catfish and BBQ sandwich looked like masterpieces. And
with each plate I had to pull from the food line, another rave review
came from the customer, and Nick’s smile got smugger and
smugger. When all the dinners had been delivered and the remaining
customers began trickling out the door, I had to ask. 


	Leaning over the
stainless steel pass-through to the kitchen, I asked, “Nick,
what are you doing here?”

	He was just off to the
side, wiping down the counters for spilled food. “I thought
that was obvious. I’m cooking,” he explained
matter-of-factly.

	“I mean, why
aren’t you cooking in a restaurant?”

	He adjusted his
baseball cap, sweeping his fingers back through his hair, and I got a
glimpse of the wavy one-inch locks underneath, shaded a soft, woodsy
sort of brown. It went really well with the honey beige shade of his
skin and emerald green eyes. “Last time I checked, this was
a restaurant,” he jested. 


	I narrowed my eyes.
“Oh… So you’re one of those guys.”

	Amused, he released a
weak chuckle. “What guys?” he asked carefully.

	“Difficult.”

	His head slightly
bobbed side to side a few times, his eyes admitting the truth behind
my observation. “My last girlfriend concurs.”

	“Mmm-hmm,”
I mumbled with closed lips in a teasing manner. 


	Now that the diner had
cleared, I returned to my tables to begin busing. It was almost nine,
and rationally speaking, I only expected about five more locals for
the rest of the night. Any other customers would most likely just be
traveling through. 


	Before I could even
finish clearing the first table, Nick came out with a bucket and
began busing the one two tables over. “You don’t have to
do that,” I said. “We’re just responsible for our
own areas.”

	“Yeah, I know.
But I try to clean as I cook, so my area’s already done.”

	“Oh, okay.
Thanks.” 


	“So…”
he dragged out, thick ceramic plates clanging as he stacked them in
his container. “Have you always lived around here?”

	“Uh, no. I’m
from L.A. actually. You?”

	“Washington,
originally. So how’d you end up here? I can’t imagine you
saw a listing for a waitress in a small town and thought that’s
just perfect.”

	I playfully rolled my
eyes for him, grabbing the dishrag I used for wiping tables. “I
was on my way to Portland, but I guess I got a little sidetracked.”

	“Portland, huh?”
He carried his bucket to the counter, where two more place settings
were dirty. “What’s in Portland?”

	I shrugged my
shoulders. “Hell if I know. When I hit the bus station and
scanned the boards, it was the only place that called to me.” I
grabbed my bucket and followed him to the counter.

	“You just up and
left for the hell of it? By yourself?”

	“My parents
passed away.” I focused on my cleaning, but I could feel his
stare on the side of my face. Before he could inquire, I added, “Car
accident,” and left it at that. “I didn’t really
have anything left, so I had nothing to lose.” 


	“I’m
sorry.” And as softly as he said that, I believed he meant it.
“My dad died a few years back, too.”

	“I’m
sorry,” I said, parroting his sentiment.

	With only a stool
separating us, we stood there silently for a moment, just gazing,
feeling one another’s pain behind our eyes. Was his loss as
detrimental to his life as well? Newcomers in small towns were
usually running away from something. 


	I would know... 


	The longer I took him
in, the more I realized Nick didn’t belong here. He was a good
looking guy, really fit, maybe a couple of years older. An amazing
cook – probably a chef even.  He could easily be working at a
nice restaurant in any major city, or even making a lot of money
bartending with those looks. So why wasn’t he?

	It wasn’t until
a pair of headlights from an old, white truck flashed and drew our
attention to the front windows that we moved. I sighed, and said,
“It’s Joe. He’s probably going to want the burger
deluxe medium-well. And you’d be doing me a huge favor getting
it out ASAP.”

	His posture stiffened.
“Is he a problem for you?”

	“No,” I
said, tossing the last of the dishes into the bucket. With a forced
smile, I added, “He’s harmless.” Just relentless…

	“Here,” he
said, taking my bucket and stacking it atop his, “I’ll
take care of this and get his food started.” 


	As he passed me on the
way to the back, I whispered my thanks. I stepped around the counter
and pulled a beer from the cooler just as Joe came through the front.
I met him at the corner table, where he always sat when it was
available. 


	“Hey, Joe,”
I said sweetly, setting his beer on the table. “How are you
doing tonight?”

	“Fine.”
But his eyes were focused on the pass-through. “Who’s
that?” he asked curiously.

	I didn’t bother
turning to look. “Nick. New cook. You want your usual?”

	“Yeah, thanks,”
he muttered.

	Something seemed off
about him. Normally, Joe was all smiles and ready to talk my ear off,
but tonight he was uncharacteristically aloof, seemingly more
interested in what Nick was doing than bother with me. Hallelujah.
 


	Nick had Joe’s
food ready within minutes, and Joe too, seemed surprised by the plate
before him. Of all days for Joe to be quiet on his own, because
Nick’s food was so good they all hushed up long enough to
devour it. I gave him a few minutes, all the while cleaning the area
behind the counter. I could hear Nick running some dishes through the
wash, and when he finished, he came up front to quietly ask me if
everything was alright. 


	“Yeah, fine.”
His body blocked my view of Joe, and he was close enough for me smell
the fresh rosemary lingering on his hands. “I told you, he’s
harmless.”

	I wrote up Joe’s
total from memory, then walked his ticket over to him and cleared his
plate. He sat there, drumming his fingers on the table, eyes staring
across the restaurant at nothing. 


	“Joe? You okay?”

	He shifted in his seat
a bit, then drank the last of his beer. “So are ya’
finally gonna be ready to date now that pretty boy’s working in
the kitchen?”

	Pretty boy?
Hardly.

	“No,” I
stated firmly. “I’m not interested in dating right now.
Anyone. Especially not someone I have to work with every
night.”

	“Yeah, right,”
he muttered rudely. He pulled a ten from his wallet and I stepped
aside as he jerked out of the booth and stormed out the front door.
Okay then… Guess I wasn’t getting a tip tonight.

	The rest of my shift
went by quickly enough, as I spent a lot of my time between customers
cleaning the floors and restocking the shelves underneath the
counter. With an hour to go, Nick stood beside me as I stacked clean
glasses onto the shelves. “Do you want me to make you something
to eat?”

	Looking up from my
spot on the floor, I replied, “I’m not hungry, but
thanks.”

	“It’s a
ten hour shift and you haven’t even taken a break yet.”

	“That’s
because the moment I stop, I’ll crash.”

	He squatted, bringing
our heads closer to eye level. “You should still eat
something.”

	There was something
beautiful about his eyes, like translucent sea glass tinted vivid
green. And the way they gazed openly at me was a little distracting.
Quite honestly, I’m not sure how I formed the words, “I’ll
make myself something when I get home.”

	“Liar,” he
accused calmly.

	Surprised that he saw
through my fib, I blabbered, “How would you know?”

	“Because if you
knew how to cook, you’d be back there making yourself something
to eat.”

	“I told you, I’m
not hungry,” I repeated firmly, but my stomach took that very
moment to rat me out. Traitor.

	His head tilted. He
knew I was lying again. “Megan.”

	I silently sighed my
defeat. “Okay, fine,” I stammered. “I’m
hungry. It’s just…Look, don’t tell Paul, but I
lost interest in the food here a long time ago.”

	He was silent for a
moment, and I tried not to smile at the seriousness of his face,
because I think that’s what he was going for. Finally, he
replied, “Fair enough,” and returned to the back. 


	Ten minutes later, I
was on my knees trying to organize the to-go containers that always
seemed to be a mess. I swear they had invisible legs that sprouted
and moved about each day just to screw with me.

	“Order up!”
Nick called. 


	Curious, I jumped to
my feet thinking I was completely oblivious to a customer, but there
was no one seated in the restaurant. “What’s this?”
I asked. Nick was standing opposite the pass-through, a plate of food
between us. 


	“Something off
the menu. Fried chicken club sandwich with honey-mustard dipping
sauce.” When I didn’t take it right away, he encouraged,
“Try it. You’ll like it.”

	Like everything else
he cooked, it looked incredibly delicious. I dipped a sandwich
triangle into the sauce and took a bite. “Oh, wow.”
Covering my mouth as I chewed, I added “This is good!”

	A natural smile
crossed his face as I moaned in pleasure. “See? Always trust
your chef.” He whipped a towel over his shoulder and
disappeared from view, leaving me to devour the food on my own. 


	Not long after, we
shut down the restaurant and stepped out the back to head home. Nick
immediately asked, “Where’s your car?”

	“I can walk,”
I said weakly, my legs suddenly locked with fear as I scanned the
dark alley. I didn’t like the darkness, or being alone while in
it. Every night, Paul had always driven me home. Why hadn’t I
thought of that yet? As much as I hated the night, I should’ve
realized that before now. And even though it took less than ten
minutes to walk home, I really didn’t want to walk it.

	Nick flashed me a
disapproving look. “That’s not safe,” he said
slowly. “Hop in. I’ll give you a ride.”

	Normally, I would
think twice about getting into a car with a guy I just met. But I
also knew Paul thought of me like a daughter in some ways, and I
believed him when he said Nick checked out. Still, my legs were a bit
shaky climbing inside, but in truth, they had done that the first
time Paul gave me a ride too. Nick drove me the half mile to my
apartment without incident and bid me goodnight. And I hated to admit
it, but his smile warmed my heart a little, despite the hardened
shell I kept around it for protection. 
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After a few days, Nick
and I fell into a routine at work. We talked about little things and
favorite things, but steered clear of the really personal topics.
Like parents. He didn’t seem too keen on discussing his or
mine, which was a relief, as it was still a painful subject on my
end. And after every shift, he was kind enough to drive me home. I
liked him. He was easy to be around, and it almost felt like we’d
known each other forever.

	When I came in
Saturday night, Darla was all in a huff over something, cursing
phrases only a backwoods redneck could fully understand. Asking me to
cover her station for a few minutes, she disappeared into the office
with a disgruntled Paul. When she emerged once again, I asked her if
she was alright. 


	“Megan,
sometimes I just wanna throttle that man’s neck until he’s
as red as a freakin’ hot rod!”

	I pinched my lips to
keep from laughing as her face reddened enough to compete with her
frizzy strawberry-blonde hair. Jokingly, I asked, “Is it time
for Paul to return to the night shift already?” 


	“Might be!”
she snapped, but she really meant no ill-will towards me.

	Continuing the tease,
I said, “Well, you managed to share schedules for a whole six
days. You had a good run.” I even patted her shoulder
condescendingly. 


	She glared at me with
evil eyes, her heavy eyeliner really adding to the effect. “You
little bitch,” she replied slowly, humor smothering every word.
“You remember what it’s like to live in a house with
him!”

	“I do.”

	“You spent two
months in that guest room of ours.”

	“I did. I
remember.” Being similar heights made it easy to wrap my arm
around her shoulders and pull her tight. “But Darla, you’ve
got a good man there. Not too many people would be kind to a girl
that showed up homeless and penniless. Not like Paul. He’s a
good man.”

	Begrudgingly, she let
loose the growl rumbling in her throat. “He is, isn’t
he?” I nodded, and she reluctantly said, “Oh, all right.
I’ll be right back. Again.”

	She disappeared behind
the office door, yelling, “Oh, hush up a minute, you old fart!”
before closing it behind her.

	My chest vibrated with
quiet laughter, but stopped the moment I realized Nick was watching
me through the pass-through, grinning at my display. Then he simply
winked as if to say good job and disappeared from view.

	The night went by as
any other, but a swarm of customers hit us after eight. Apparently,
word had gotten around that the diner had a new hottie of a cook and
the teenage crowd couldn’t resist coming in to check it out for
themselves. Every single table had questions for me. How old was he?
Was he single? Did he really have a tattoo of a serpent slithering
down his cock? Uh…twenty-one, think so, and Ew!

	I playfully gave him a
hard time for all the attention he’d drawn, but he shook off
its ridiculousness with an eye roll – right after cringing and
saying ouch over the tattoo part. 


	With only two tables
in the diner, and them already eating, I took a few minutes to clear
the counter of dirty dishes. When I came into the kitchen to dump the
bin beside the dishwasher, I caught Nick standing before our employee
bulletin board. Standing there with his legs spread apart and his
arms crossed around his chest, I noted that it wasn’t the
placard explaining his employee rights and responsibilities that he
was so focused in on. It was the flyer for that missing Claire girl.

	“Weird, huh?”
I probed, bringing it up before he could.

	“I’m
assuming this isn’t you, unless you’re hanging it as a
joke for some reason.”

	“God, no!”
I blurted, disturbed at just the thought. “Her sister came in
not too long ago. Poor girl. I think seeing me really did a number on
her, you know? Thinking she’d finally found Claire, only to be
told otherwise.”

	His eyes still hadn’t
pulled away from the flyer. “Sounds heartbreaking,” he
replied sadly. 


	“Yeah,” I
agreed. “I didn’t want the flyer displayed outside for
obvious reasons.” I knew it would make me an instant celebrity.
Head down. Stay off the radar.

	“Can’t
blame you.” He finally walked away then, lightly patting the
back of my shoulder as he passed, heading towards the grill to
continue cleaning.

	Joe dropped in at his
usual time and ordered the same boring meal. He was clearly jealous
of Nick and the time we got to spend working together. He’d
given me the cold shoulder all week, and for the life of me, I
couldn’t figure out why he continued to come around if it truly
bothered him. Especially since he had to know Nick intentionally came
out to keep me company when he came around. I privately rolled my
eyes over the two, but I’d take Nick’s attention over
Joe’s any day. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but
I felt a sense of safety when Nick was around.

	By eleven, the diner
had died down. I was sorry to say it, but I really didn’t care
to work Friday and Saturday nights after midnight. Never in all my
shifts did those nights not fail to produce some type of drunk
coming in after hitting up the bar down the road, and tonight was no
exception. 


	I didn’t
recognize the three men, so I could only guess they were traveling
through or visiting someone for the weekend. They ranged between
early thirties to early forties, topped their heads off with grungy
baseball caps and all three of them were due to shave their five
o’clock shadow two weeks ago. 


	I groaned when they
sat down at the four-top, loud and obnoxious all the way, blurting
profanities left and right. I turned my back to them and pulled my
hair back in a knotted mess. Making sure to get off a necessary
preempted eye roll, I made my way towards them with a forced smile.
This was exactly why I wore loose-fit clothing and praised myself for
my lack of make-up. 


	I passed them menus,
ignoring the suggestive leers that came from two of them, and asked
them what they’d like to drink. Beers, of course…

	“Sorry,” I
replied, “We lost our liquor license, so we no longer carry
those. How about a round of coffees?” 	

	“How about a
round of you?”

	Oh, how original,
I smirked internally.

	I ignored him as the
one with the blue baseball cap began to complain about our lack of
alcohol, but his neighboring companion waved him off, pulling a flask
from his jacket pocket. “No worries, fellas. We’ll just
make them Irish.”

	I rolled my eyes as I
walked away. Shit. I should’ve just given them the damn
beers. I poured the coffees, muttering curse words all the way. 


	“Hey,”
Nick said through the pass-through. Guess my mutters weren’t as
quiet as I thought. “If you don’t want to serve them,
just kick them out.”

	“Yeah,” I
retorted, “like they’re going to leave because a
nineteen-year-old, one-hundred-and-ten pound girl told them to.”
He grimaced when I turned my back on him, heading back to the
dumbasses at table eight. I had intentionally filled the cups to the
rim, so naturally, they tipped them to make room for the booze,
allowing the coffee to dribble onto their saucers. 


	Once I took their
orders and turned to leave, I felt a flimsy pinch to the bottom cheek
of my ass. Score one for the baggy jeans for prohibiting something
more. But still, it pissed me off that he felt he had the right to do
anything of the kind.

	“HEY!” I
snapped angrily, whipping around, smacking the hand that still
lingered with such intensity that the crack overpowered every sound
in the diner. The three men got a huge kick out of that and turned
their attention to one another to laugh hysterically. 


	I was debating about
dumping the ass-grabber’s coffee in his lap when I heard Nick
command, “Out,” harshly behind me. 


	The three men jerked
in their seats, but it was the ass-grabber that threw his hands up
defensively, crying, “WHOA! Shit, man!”

	Fighting the sudden
tension in my neck, I forced my head to spin sideways. The moment I
caught sight of the black cylinder out the corner of my eye, my heart
jumped and I sprung to the side. Nick was in a hunter’s stance,
the shotgun aimed at the head of his prey. 


	“We have the
right to refuse service,” he said sternly. “And I’m
enforcing that liberty right now.” He cocked the shotgun,
making the men jump again. I instinctively removed myself from the
path between their table and the front door, placing myself
protectively behind Nick. The friends were quick to leave, but the
ass-grabber was a little more careful with his moves; slower, as the
barrel was still aimed at his head. As he nudged his way through the
door, Nick threatened, “Don’t ever come back here
again.”

	Ass-grabber fled at
full speed, stumbling and tripping his way into the back cab of the
old pickup truck that tried reversing out of the parking spot without
him. Only once they were out of sight did Nick lower the shotgun,
lock the door and turn the placard from Open to Closed.

	I was suddenly very
aware of the intense pounding in my chest, as the boom-boom-boom
echoed in my head. My arms crossed over my chest, hands gripping my
shoulders, and I swallowed a lump in my throat. I didn’t
recognize the face before me, as kindness no longer resided there.
Nick’s face was red and irate, his eyes cold and dark and
unrecognizable. I pinched my eyes as images began to flash through my
head without permission. 


	Dark eyes on a face
too blurry to see. 


	Fire all around me,
the putrid air choking my lungs. 


	An uninvited hand
snaking its way up my bare thigh, and me, powerless to stop it. 


	That last one
lingered, refusing to relieve the mental anguished it imposed.

	Acid bubbled and
churned in my stomach, and heat rose up from the bottom of my throat.
I bolted for the bathroom, crashing through the door, barely making
it before my dinner resurfaced. Stomach acid burned the lining of my
throat, and another memory flashed before my eyes.

	Fire licked across
my skin, the red inflammation growing darker and darker in color as
the pain attacked my nerves. 


	I collapsed to the
dingy ivory ceramic tile beneath me, my eyes taking turns dripping
tears down my cheeks, the imagined pain very real to my damaged skin.
I swallowed the saliva in my mouth, a pathetic attempt to wash away
the sourness overtaking my senses. I still felt sick to my stomach,
but the real threat had passed. Pain burned behind my eyes and I
wanted nothing more than to go home and collapse on my bed. 


	A light knock rapped
on the door. “Megan?” Nick asked softly. “Are you
alright?”

	“I’m okay
now,” I answered, pulling on the edge of my sleeves, which had
managed to creep up a bit, exposing the permanently damaged skin
beneath. 


	The door must have
shut behind me at some point. Its knob slowly turned, then it opened
at a glacial pace – perhaps to give me time to object, which I
didn’t. A better version of Nick peeked inside, this one the
calm, caring guy I came to adore, the coldness in his demeanor long
gone. 


	“Here.” He
passed me a clean wash towel and a glass half filled with red liquid.
Gatorade. I couldn’t believe how delicious it tasted, despite
how it felt like I was swallowing needles. I drank it all down in ten
seconds.

	“I’m sorry
about what happened back there. I was so focused on those shitheads
that I didn’t realize I was upsetting you.”

	I set the glass down
on the tile and wiped my mouth down, the sourness still burning my
throat and chest. “It’s not your fault. Those guys were
assholes. I just…” Bad memories, I wanted to say.
“…sensitive stomach,” I lied.

	“Yeah,” he
muttered. “Can I take you home?”

	“We still have
two more hours.”

	“No,” he
said sternly, “We don’t. Come on. If Paul has a problem
with it, he can take it up with me tomorrow.”

	I allowed Nick to pull
me up, and with my feet planted on the floor in front of his, we were
almost close enough to touch. He had like a foot on me, but the way
he dipped his head gave me a perfect view of his pale pink lips, soft
and supple and demanding attention as he took that moment to hydrate
them. We were slow to pull apart, my gaze locking heavily with his.
His hand still held mine, and it was warm and comforting, and I
didn’t contest when he continued to hold it as he guided me out
of the bathroom and into the diner again. But he abandoned the grasp
there, and I hated how disappointed I felt.

	I grabbed my bag as he
moved through the kitchen turning off equipment and lights before
locking up. And then it was just like every other night, with him
driving me home. Only this time I didn’t thank him for the ride
and get out. I just sat there, staring at my front door, seemingly
darker than its normal shade of hunter green, as my porch light had
finally burned out. Luckily, my neighbor’s light kept my
doorstep from being completely absorbed by darkness. 


	I no longer liked
the night. The darkness was where he lied in wait, waiting for it to
swallow me whole each night, suffocating my senses with fear.

	I’m not sure how
long I sat there, but it was Nick’s voice that broke me from my
trance. “I can stay and keep you company for a bit.” I
turned his way, and he fidgeted before adding, “If you want me
to.”

	I liked the way the
mixture of street light and shadow painted his face. It brought about
a sense of calm in me, and I nodded. I didn’t want to be alone
right now. After directing him to the parking spot that came assigned
with my apartment, he followed me inside #E3. 


	My apartment was
actually a decent size for a one bedroom, but the sleeping and living
areas were only separated by sliding doors, hidden and stuck in the
two walls that almost joined in the middle of the room. I had an old
TV in front of the cream floral sofa, which incidentally, lined up
with the full-sized bed, but was really too far away to see the
screen from. I hardly watched it anyways since I only got the free
channels. Everything in my place was used and disposable. All except
for the bag I kept packed at the back of my closet, ready to go at a
moment’s notice, just like the money tucked beneath the carpet
underneath it.

	“You’ve
got a nice place.” 


	Lightheartedly, I
replied, “It’s a dump and you know it.” I leaned
into my closet and tossed my purse atop the packed bag. 


	“So you’re
used to better then?”

	Once upon a time,
before my parents passed away. But since then, no. “Sadly, it’s
nicer than the last place I lived.” White and gritty
windowless walls, cold cement floor, a single vent for poisoned
recycled air… I shook the thought from my head,
instinctively pulling at my sleeves again.

	It just dawned on me
that this was the first time that I’d ever had a guy in my
place since before, and it surprised me that having him here
didn’t bother me all that much. 


	“Are you
hungry?” he asked, already pulling the refrigerator open. He
wasn’t going to like what he saw in there. “Wow,”
he deadpanned. “A jar of pickles, a water bottle that’s
been used five hundred times, a block of cheddar, and a half jar of
mayonnaise, but no sandwich fixings. I knew you were lying about
cooking at home.”

	“The food’s
all in the cabinet.” All things that were room temperature and
could be packed in just thirty seconds.

	He opened two empty
cabinets, giving me a look of disappointment each time, before
finding the one I used. Teasingly, he grabbed a bunch of saltine
packages I swiped from the diner, giving me a look that screamed
Really? I just shrugged. Food was food. Nick pulled out a can
of chicken gumbo and held it up, silently asking for my approval, and
I nodded with a smirk. 


	I only had two place
settings of everything and nothing matched. Nick grabbed one of the
bowls to microwave the soup in, saying, “FYI. This isn’t
cooking, it’s heating. And if this is what you have to come
home to, why wouldn’t you want to eat at the diner?”

	“Everything’s
greasy and makes me sick to my stomach. Sometimes I eat a salad, but
they’re not very filling.” But with all of the food Nick
made me this past week, this was the first time I had to eat anything
from my canned collection.

	That seemed to satisfy
him, and when the microwave beeped, I sat down on the sofa with my
dinner, Nick on the opposite end, angled towards me. “I’d
offer you your own bowl, but I’m pretty sure you’d scoff
at me if I did.”

	“You’d be
right. And I already ate tonight.”

	I scarfed down the
soup. Guess I was hungrier than I thought. 


	“So what was
with the gun earlier?”

	He rubbed his chin,
seemingly regretful that I brought that up. “Not my normal
course of action, but I didn’t know why you yelled and I sure
as hell wasn’t going to wait to find out, so I just grabbed it
and ran.” A moment later, he sincerely added, “Sorry.”

	I shrugged one
shoulder and shook my head like I didn’t care. There were worse
people in the world to worry about. I supposed it didn’t hurt
to bring that jackass down a notch. Maybe Nick’s actions would
keep him from doing it to another girl anytime soon.

	“So what do you
do around here on your days off?”

	After swallowing a
mouthful of warm gumbo, I replied, “I don’t take days
off.”

	“Ever?”

	“Nope,” I
said, getting up and passing him on my way to the kitchen to clean my
bowl. “Can’t afford to.” And I hated being alone,
especially under the cover of darkness, which was why I had no
problem working the nightshift.

	Following me to the
kitchen, Nick asked, “Does Paul pay you enough?”

	“He pays me more
than he has to.” And in cash. Head down. Stay off the radar.
“Paul knows the nightshift doesn’t get as many tables as
the day and that the clientele doesn’t tip as well. You’ve
been here a week now. You know that half the reason we’re there
is to keep the diner cleaned and stocked.”

	“Still. If you
have to work every day just to afford a place to stay, you should
probably find a better job.”

	“Nah. I prefer
the diner. It’s quiet and few out-of-towners come in.”

	My lungs inhaled a
fast breath. I shouldn’t have said that. I was becoming
too comfortable around Nick for my own good. Luckily, he didn’t
seem to realize I considered those words a mistake. 


	God, I am so
freaking paranoid! 


	Myrtle Creek
was safe, so small and inconsequential you couldn’t even find
it on a lot of maps unless you zoomed in on a digital copy or bought
a local fold-up. It sat along the I-5 in southern Oregon where hardly
anyone stopped for anything but the local gas stations. I knew I
couldn’t stay here forever; it’d already been a year and
half. And if I stayed even one day too long, he could catch up with
me. 


	An uninviting hand
snaking its way up my bare thigh, and me, powerless to stop it.

	I shivered, and
crossed my arms far enough to hug myself. Nick was just staring at
me, watching me, with that gaze that always managed to decipher the
truth behind my unspoken words. Maybe he did catch the hidden meaning
behind that statement.

	“How do you feel
about taking on a roommate?” 


	“Who? You?”
I asked, my voice rising and extending that last syllable two seconds
too long. 


	“Why not? You
can save half the money you make and I won’t have to stay in
that disgusting motel room anymore. This place is old, but at least
it’s clean.”

	“Nick, we’ve
only known each other a week.”

	Leaning the base of
his spine against the edge of the kitchen counter, he jested, “In
some cultures we’d be married already.”

	I huffed and narrowed
my eyes. “This isn’t one of those cultures.”

	“What are you so
worried about? Do you need a background check? Because I’m
pretty sure Paul did one when he hired me. You can keep the bed, I’ll
crash on the sofa. I don’t even need a closet, just a place to
put my bags.

	“Come on,”
he sang. “Think of all the good food I could fill your belly
with.” Waving the empty gumbo can in the air, he added, “I’m
not above bribing you with actual food.”

	“Oh, God…”
I rubbed my face up and down, my hands finally settling flat against
my cheeks, ready to squeeze a death grip if I went against my gut
instinct. A roommate was not a good idea. Forming attachments to more
people in this town was not a good idea. Letting this very
attractive, very sexy, green-eyed young man with gorgeously
sculptured biceps into my home was so not a good idea. 


	But part of me
realized that if I did, I wouldn’t feel so alone and scared all
of the time either. That was why I worked so much. I preferred to
keep company with those who would notice if I went missing. That if I
disappeared in a hurry and didn’t call to say goodbye, they’d
question my exit, would care enough to look for me.

	Something I didn’t
have last time... 


	And it wasn’t
like he hadn’t proven himself to be a decent guy. Since day one
he had come off a little protective, and tonight he showed exactly
how far he’d go to keep those jerks from harassing me. I didn’t
know why, but I was actually comfortable around him now, and though
it was probably selfish of me, I kind of liked the idea of having him
between me and anyone that tried to come through that door. And I
loved the idea of increasing my money stash. “Yeah. Okay. I
guess.”

	He didn’t tease
me about my shaky acceptance, probably figuring the slightest remark
would teeter-totter my decision in the opposite direction. 


	I let him walk the
place now that he was going to be staying here, hoping he didn’t
notice the stuffed bag in the back of my closet. If he did, he didn’t
say anything. He had the strength to wiggle the divider doors free
from the walls, saying he could fix them tomorrow so they didn’t
rattle or screech. Now we’d be able to maintain some sense of
privacy during the night. The bathroom was on his side, but he wasn’t
fazed at all when I asked if my using it at night would make him
uncomfortable. 


	He went ahead and
crashed on the sofa that night, using the fleece throw as a blanket.
I didn’t question why he didn’t just go stay in the room
he already paid for.

	Like always, I slept
in a long sleeved tee and cotton pants, so I didn’t have to
worry about feeling exposed or putting more clothes on to go pee. And
for the love of God, I couldn’t keep from peeking over the back
of the sofa on my way. My jaw dropped as I silently gasped. Oh,
why did I have to look? 


	He was passed out on
his back, the blanket covering him from stomach to knees, and every
inch of exposed skin was bare. No shirt. No pants. Just a sleeve
tattoo on his upper left arm that spilled onto his chest and
shoulder, the lack of light too dim to define it. I sucked my lips
into my mouth and hurried off to the bathroom, scolding myself for
wondering if he was completely naked under there.

	Great. Just lovely. So
he was nice and freaking hot. That was just so awesome.
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Nick woke up before I
did and was quietly watching the news. I wasn’t sure if I was
relieved or disappointed to see him fully clothed again. Doesn’t
matter, Megan. No boys allowed.

	“Morning,”
I murmured, averting my eyes, going to the refrigerator to get the
bottle of water he had made fun of.

	“Morning,”
he replied casually. “I was going to get kolaches for
breakfast, but I didn’t want to leave the door unlocked while
you slept.”

	My eyes widened.
“Yeah, please don’t do that. Ever.”

	“I’m still
going to go, but I thought I’d get your key copied while I was
out.”

	“Okay.” I
drank a few swigs of water on my way to the closet. Digging the key
out of my purse, I swished the water around in my mouth, trying to
rid myself of any lingering morning breath. When I passed the key
off, I told him, “Don’t worry about getting me anything.
I’m not hungry.”

	With his back to me,
he shook his head and playfully cried, “Hush!” before
closing the door behind him.

	I thought I’d
have enough time to shower and make it back to the safety of my room
before he got back. No such luck. I gathered my dirty clothes and
froze two steps into the living room, nothing but a towel wrapped
around my body. I frantically debated whether to make a run for the
bedroom or retreat to the bathroom. 


	Sitting on the sofa
reading a paper he must’ve picked up, his torso turned my way.
I gasped, my heart suddenly putting in double the effort. His lips
parted, and all expression fell from his face as he honed in on the
last place I wanted him to look. My damaged skin was a stark contrast
to the creamy beige complexion of my healthy skin. I hated the look
of disgust most people gave when they caught sight of it, or the pity
given by others. 


	I didn’t wait to
see which was going to appear on him.

	Making a mad-dash for
the bedroom, I roughly slid the doors closed behind me. Backing up, I
sat on the edge of the bed, releasing a few silent tears, hating the
splotchy spots randomly splashed across my arms, chest and abdomen,
even getting part of my left breast. My right forearm got burned the
worst. It was the spot I always covered first, to protect its
deformity at all costs. That spot reminded me of a topographic world
ball, similar to the raised peaks that marked the mountains and
ridges, though mine were more subtle. At least I hoped they were,
because my mind could sometimes be cruel with its interpretation.

	One year, five
months, sixteen days since I singed my lungs, my skin melting before
my eyes.

	But what I hated most
about my burns was the constant reminder of why I had them. Of
what I’d done. Why I’d never feel peace of mind
again, always living in fear of retribution. 


	A few minutes later I
still hadn’t moved, my hand securing the top of my towel, my
skin now dry by natural means. At least the tears had stopped. My
fingertip pressed down in the center of the worst of my burns, the
one at the bottom of my right forearm. I felt nothing. Unlike the
lighter burns that simply felt numb when I touched them, this
particular area lost all sensitivity, my nerve endings completely
obliterated.

	Sometimes I wished a
few selective memory cells had disappeared along with it.

	When Nick rapped his
knuckles on the frosted windows of the partitions, my eyes diverted
from my feet to his blurry silhouette. Could he see me too? Maybe a
faint shadow in the distance? For once my body could still be viewed
as perfect.

	“Megan,”
he began softly, “I have a lot of errands to run so I’ll
be gone most of the day. I left my cell number if you need anything.
It’s right next to the box of kolaches. The ones on the right
have jalapeños, so stick with the ones on the left.”

	I swallowed to soothe
my dry throat. And because he’d been nothing but kind since the
moment we’d met, I forced an, “Alright,” loud
enough to reach him through the barrier. He stepped away then, and
soon left the apartment, his car starting and driving away. 


	Damn my fucking
burns! I never used to be so self-conscious before. But the way
I’d been looked at since it happened, only convinced me that
the world truly did believe beauty was only skin deep. I didn’t
like not trusting people, not thinking better of the strangers I met,
not thinking Nick would automatically be better than the previous
jerks who gaffed at me, because I truly thought he was.

	I spent a good part of
the day cleaning the apartment and doing laundry, trying to busy
myself and doping myself with obnoxious fumes so I wouldn’t
fall into another bout of self-pity. I even ate the kolaches. They
were good, but I was pretty sure Nick could improve on them ten-fold.


	At a quarter to four,
I journeyed the short walk to work, continually scanning my
surroundings in each direction. The path was just a quick zig-zag of
streets right off Main Street. I knew every nook and cranny along
this walk, as well as all the locals’ faces, so I was basically
on auto-pilot but still attuned to it all. I was never going to let
anyone get the jump on me again.

	Honestly, it was a
little weird that Nick wasn’t at the diner, even though my four
co-workers and I were all we had since I began working there. Paul,
who had to work the night shift with me, was already transitioning
into the kitchen, picking up the new orders as Juan finished his. The
patrons were going to be disappointed if they came in tonight looking
to be served the same masterpieces that were served all last week. 


	Darla got squeezed out
of the rotation, and soon enough, it was just me and Tish working
side by side. And the first moment we were alone, Tish lifted her
eyes suggestively at me. 


	“What?” I
dared, the smirk on her face telling me I was going to regret asking
that.

	“So how’d
you do it?”

	“Do what?”
I pulled four glasses from the shelving and began filling table
seven’s drink order. 


	“Don’t you
play dumb with me,” she replied with drama queen attitude.
“It’s all over town how Nick’s off the market
because a certain cute waitress snagged him up.” Hands to her
hips, she added, “And since that cutey ain’t me, I can
only assume it’s you.”

	“Please. I
haven’t even cast a line, so how could I possibly snag him?”
And whether he liked me or not, I was in the air over whether I even
wanted that, because I still firmly believed in my rule of no
unnecessary relationships. Friendship with a coworker was one thing,
but having something more with Nick was just pushing my luck, which
had seriously kicked my ass on more than one occasion. But my heart
also fluttered when I dared to believe Nick could still want me after
seeing my ugly, damaged body. 


	“Girl, don’t
even. I’ve seen the way you two sneak peeks when you think the
other’s not looking.”

	I snapped to
attention, my eyes opening wide. Guilty. Damn it, so guilty…but
the guy was nice to look at!

	“Yep. That’s
right,” she confirmed. She crossed her arms and shifted her
weight to her left hip. 


	“It’s not
like that. We’re just roommates.”

	She gasped
dramatically, her hand thrown over her heart. “Shut the fuck
up!” she yelled in a hushed tone. The two guys eating at the
opposite end of the counter turned their attention our way. “No
fucking way you’re shacking up with that honey of a lolly-pop!”
Then she went off in a random tangent. “Is he buff under there?
He totally looks like he’s got a rockin’ body. Is he good
in bed? Oh, he has to be! All those guys that look hot on the outside
but aren’t conceited, totally rock in bed. Oh, my God, I
can’t believe you get to sleep with that every night! I am so
fucking jealous right now.”

	“Down, girl. I’m
sure if Nick had any interest in me whatsoever, he would’ve
asked me out on a date, not to split the rent.”

	“You’re
seriously not riding that?” The surprise in her eyes slowly
became greedy. “Hmm… Just a forewarning. If you don’t
make your move soon, I’m going in.”

	I huffed and rolled my
eyes, but inside, I felt a twinge of worry. Tish was a pretty girl
who wasn’t afraid of going after something once she wanted it,
so I knew she was completely serious. And I began to wonder. If I was
jealous of just the thought of those two together, then maybe I was
interested in Nick that way. Oh, crap.

	It was hard pushing
through my shift. Paul always spent his free time doing
business-related things in his office, so the hours passed with
little conversation. I guess I had taken Nick for granted in that
aspect. We’d spent most of our nights interacting in some way
and it always made the hours fly by. 


	By two A.M. I was
ready to drop. Following Paul out the back, my jaw slackened and my
poor heart quickened. Nick was sitting in his car waiting for me. I
can’t believe he came for me. I thought I’d still
have a few minutes to prepare myself for whatever was going to happen
next, and now, it was already here, smacking me in the face. But a
small part of me warmed inside too.

	Paul seemed unaffected
by Nick’s arrival and said goodnight as he climbed into his
truck, so even he must’ve heard the rumors and assumed we were
dating. Funny he didn’t sound off his opinion of Nick like he
did with Joe.

	I let myself in and
eased into the passenger seat, afraid to look him in those gorgeous
green eyes. 	“Hey,” he murmured.

	“Hey,” I
returned. I knew he was looking at me but I just couldn’t brave
it in return.

	“How’d
your night go?”

	I took a moment to
think on it. “Slow.” 


	I sensed a smile
before he quietly chuckled, starting the engine to drive us home.
Only then did I have the courage to look his way. 


	“Mine, too,”
he said.

	It only took a minute
to drive home. When I stepped into our apartment, I breathed in the
faint aroma of garlic, but saw nothing but a clean kitchen. “Did
you cook?”

	“Yep. Go change
and I’ll heat you up a plate.”

	I did like he said and
hid myself away to change into my nightwear. I returned to find a
pasta dish ready on the counter, with olive oil, basil, garlic and
diced tomatoes. So simple yet fantastic. 


	I focused on my food,
afraid to speak while he watched some old movie on TV. When I
realized he wasn’t going to bring up what happened earlier, I
relaxed and joined him on the sofa for the rest of the movie.
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That was the first
night I had the nightmare. 


	I was standing in an
abandoned crossroad in the middle of the night, nothing but barren
wastelands in each direction. I didn’t know where I was or what
I was doing there, but something had me so terrified I was literally
quivering in my boots, fearful beyond comprehension. 


	Nick appeared off to
my left, the moon sucking all the color from his skin. He waved
frantically, desperately seeking my gaze. He cupped his mouth and
yelled, and the wind carried his scream all the way to my ear. “Air!”
He pointed towards me, again shouting, “AIR!”

	I looked to the sky
but saw nothing more than the moon and the stars, staring down at me
with judgment, it seemed. When I looked to my right, I gasped. Mom
and Dad! Though white as ghosts, they looked exactly as I
remembered, but their faces were filled with so many negative
emotions – dread, pain, sorrow, disappointment. I couldn’t
put my finger on it, but something felt very wrong with them, like
something bad was about to happen. 


	But what?

	My lead feet still
wouldn’t move. Desperate to reach out to them, to touch the
very skin I longed to embrace, I extended my arm their way. But my
hand was dripping red with blood, the only color in this world of
shaded grays. I tried to shake it off, and when I did, my hand burst
into a fiery glow. 


	I woke up screaming,
my hairline drenched with sweat, my hand tingling where it was
burning just seconds ago. Nick was on me in seconds, slamming the
doors into their hidden pockets with so much force they bounced back
at him. 


	“What’s
wrong?” he burst with panic, his eyes quickly scanning the room
he knew would be empty. “You okay?”

	Feeling foolish, I
buried my face in my hands. “Yeah, sorry.” I took in a
few deep breaths, trying to help my stressed heart slow its quickened
rhythmic pace. “Just a bad dream. A really bad dream.”

	He sat beside me and
gently stroked my back until I came out of hiding. “You want to
tell me about it?”

	Shaking my head with
utter humiliation, I quickly blurted, “No.” A moment
later, I added, “I’m sorry if I woke you. I’ve
haven’t had a nightmare like that in a long time.”

	“It’s
alright. I’ve had a few scare the shit out of me through the
years. I’m sure you’ll be fine now.”

	But it wasn’t
fine. Over the next five nights, I had some version of the same
nightmare three more times, and Nick finally convinced me to tell him
about it.

	“Sounds like
your subconscious is trying hard to tell you something.”

	“Hell if I know
what it’s trying to say. I’m too scared to learn
anything. I’m suffocated with so much fear that I can’t
act on anything anyone is trying to tell me.”

	“Don’t
worry,” he said, his hand brushing my hair behind my ear. “You
may have to have the dream a few more times, but you’ll figure
it out.”

	I shook my head, in
annoyance with myself. After everything I’d been through, to
have my mind screwing with me now, when I finally felt like I was on
the verge of some actual happiness, just really pissed me off.
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Tish wasn’t
kidding about the rumors flying around about me and Nick, because
they were finally coming directly to me. Three of my regulars had
already asked if we were dating and so had two high school chicks I
didn’t know, who were probably just fishing to find out if he
was really off the market. 


	As if he’d go
for jailbait. 


	I told the truth to my
regulars and lied to the jailbait. 


	True to her word, Tish
also moved in on Nick. She gave me a little more than a week before
she started hanging around after her shift, talking his ear off while
I worked the tables and he cooked the orders. Ever the kind soul, he
didn’t run her off, but some of the looks he flashed through
the pass-through were priceless. 


	I realized right away
I had nothing to worry about when it came to Tish. And just for fun,
I kept doing the, “Tish, tell Nick about the time you…”
game. 


	Oh, if looks could
kill. 


	“Just for the
record,” he stated, now that Tish had gone home for the night,
“You will pay dearly for that.”

	The playfully wicked
expression he reserved just for my benefit had me laughing for hours.
At least until Joe arrived at nine-fifteen. Though he’d dropped
his grumpy attitude, he wasn’t as friendly as he used to be,
like he was before Nick came to town. And I may not have wanted to
date the guy, but I didn’t exactly want to have a negative
relationship with him either. So I tried to remain friendly through
it all.

	Boy, did that bite me
in the ass.

	“So are
festivals your thing? Ya’ know we have that annual one coming
up tomorrow. Can ya’ come hang out for that or are ya’
otherwise preoccupied?” 


	Those last two words
were surely directed at Nick, who was casually walking by the
pass-through to keep a curious eye on us.

	“Isn’t
that the night owl or lightning bug thing?” Hell to the no on
anything night-related. That was when my mind played the cruelest
tricks.

	“Yeah, the
Firefly Festival.”

	“Well, then I’ll
probably be working through the whole thing. Sorry.” 


	“Can’t
‘cha take the night off?”

	My hand went to my hip
as my head tipped sideways at him. “Joe, you come in here like
six nights a week. Have I ever not been here for you? You know
I don’t have a back-up to cover my shift.” 


	He sighed and
stretched his arms up, leaving his hands behind his head for a
moment. 


	“What about
Tish?” I asked.

	Furrowing his
forehead, he replied, “That waitress chick?”

	I withheld the roll my
eyes were itching to make. Wasn’t I a waitress chick? 


	I nodded my head
encouragingly, hoping to knock out two birds with a single lovestone,
but he muttered, “I don’t like blondes.”

	Good Lord. I shook my
head and began my retreat. “Well, sounds like you guys will
have fun regardless.”

	“What sounds
like fun?” Nick asked the moment I stepped into the kitchen. Of
course he’d be eavesdropping where Joe was concerned.

	“Oh, nothing. He
was trying to get me to go to that Firefly Festival tomorrow night. I
was just making friendly conversation.”

	Confused, he repeated,
“Firefly Festival? What the hell kind of festival is that?”

	“I don’t
know. I remember it from last year but I didn’t go. I think
it’s just a family-friendly celebration they do to kick off
summer, and they do it at night because the lightning bugs are
everywhere. The kids get to spend the evening trying to catch those
bugs in glass jars. I think they even give the kid with the most bugs
a prize or something.”

	“Is there free
food? I’m in. Do you want to go?”

	“Did you forget
we’ll be working?” 


	He lightly snapped at
me from behind with his towel, hitting my jeans. “That doesn’t
answer my question.” I just shrugged it off, so he added, “It’d
be good for you to get out. All you do is go back and forth to work.”

	“Hey!” I
snapped, pointing my finger at him threateningly, as he was winding
the towel for another strike. Sarcastically, I said, “Sometimes
I go to the grocery store.”

	“Look out! Wild
woman approaching.”

	“Shut up,”
I replied, letting loose a few laughs. There was hardly any cloth
left to wind on the towel, and it now resembled a really thick,
twisted rope, so I moved in to grab it, grasping onto his hand in the
process. He playfully tugged in every direction but I held on,
bringing myself dangerously close as our bodies began to rub. I
finally began to understand why people always said they had
butterflies in their stomach, because at that moment, something was
definitely happening inside me. A playful tickle of sorts was
bouncing around in my abdomen like a crazy, messed-up game of
ping-pong, and it was both uncomfortable and exciting at the same
time.

	My other hand snatched
on and I put more effort in my tug, determined to come up the winner,
even though he was literally playing with me by not using his full
strength. He lifted the towel above his head, and me in the process.
I was on my tippy-toes when he suddenly let go, both hands
immediately tickling my sides. I let out a quick scream before the
laughing took hold of my chest. Twisting, I tried desperately to
escape his attack, but he easily wrapped his arms around me, hands
continuing the assault with ease. The strength behind my hands was
nothing compared to his.

	“Please! Stop.”
I blabbered pathetically between screams, laughs and desperate
breaths for air. But truthfully, I didn’t want him to stop.
Ever. 


	I twisted within his
grasp again, slamming my stomach into his for protection. He’d
let me turn, but the moment I did, he snatched my hands and held them
at the base of my spine. The towel lost to the floor, we had nothing
but our fingers to fight over as we slowed our bodies to a gentle
sway. His arms squeezed against me, limiting my movement as we angled
our heads towards one another, wicked grins controlling our lips.
Closer than I’d ever been, I found the cologne mixed with the
natural scent of his skin intoxicating, and my eyes fluttered like
they just had an orgasm. My gaze connected with his, and his
playfulness began to soften, as did his grip on my hands. 


	My heart chose that
moment to pound in my chest. Maybe it had been doing it all along,
but now in the calmness, it was making itself known. And the way we
were so tightly pressed together, I thought I could feel the
vibrating pound-pound-pound of his own heart reaching out to
mine. My head tilted down as my hands pulled away from his, my
fingertips lightly grazing his arms as they followed them around my
body and up to his shoulders. As my hands flattened on his chest,
they drifted down, tracing the curved muscles of his pecks and the
six-pack abs I saw when he slept shirtless. When his hands flattened
against my lower back and pressed my hips firmly into him, my eyes
headed north once more. 


	The moment our eyes
reconnected, it was like a spark ignited, setting off an explosion of
fireworks beneath my belly. My breath caught in my throat the second
his head began to move towards mine. 


	Tires squealed in
front of the diner, causing my head to automatically whip. I saw a
beat-up old white pick-up truck tearing its way up the road.

	Joe was no longer in
the corner booth.

	As if that wasn’t
enough to spoil the moment, a couple approached the door, also
watching Joe tear out like a bat out of hell. As they entered the
diner, they got a front row viewing through the pass-through of our
bodies pressed together. Our hands fell away about the same time and
I took a step back. The couple chose the booth in the middle of the
restaurant, continuing to smile and gaze our way more than they
should have.

	Guess that’ll
add fuel to the rumors.

	Nick surprised me when
he said, “I’ll get them. I met them earlier today and
suggested they stop in. Why don’t you eat something or get
started on the cleaning?”

	“Okay,” I
replied softly. “Thanks.” I don’t know if he was
looking at me, but I lost all nerve to look at him once I pulled away
from what I was sure was going to be our first kiss. As he passed by,
his fingers trailed lightly against my lower back until they fell out
of reach. 


	As he took care of the
middle-aged couple, I dipped out of view, just realizing the burn on
my right arm had lost its shield. I quickly tugged on my sleeve and
patted my scoop neck tee to make sure it hadn’t been pulled
down, too. What the hell was I thinking? I was so close to
kissing him. Every pore in my body, every freakin’ cell was
pushing for me to go just a little further, just a little further…
I rubbed my eyebrows extensively. I could not get involved
with him. It was bad enough I’d drawn the attention of the
entire town, more and more of them falling prey to gossip. They were
noticing me now. Nick was making people notice me. 


	And that just couldn’t
happen. Head down. Stay off the radar. My motto was going to
shit right before my eyes.

	It wasn’t easy,
but I managed to get through the night without letting Nick get close
again. I had to brave eye contact, and force a smile when his gaze
caught mine, but I was always quick to divert. Luckily, that
middle-aged couple stayed a really long time, and I kept refilling
their coffee for a solid hour after their dinner. They were extremely
talkative, so it didn’t surprise me that they had engaged Nick
in conversation so easily that morning at the coffee shop. I’d
never had customers before that basically wanted you to just sit down
with them and kick back, asking nonstop questions about the things
you liked, books, music, Myrtle Creek. They shared way more than I
did, but I hung around because it kept my chicken ass from having to
go to the back and face Nick again. My efforts paid off, keeping us
from being able to pick up where we left off. And the more time
passed since our embrace, the more he realized I was pulling back on
the reins.

	He didn’t ask
why or try to sweep me into his arms again. Instead, he smiled and
lightly teased me verbally about nonsense things, going along with my
silent request of pretending like nothing happened. And when we
turned in for bed, we simply said goodnight as I closed the dividers
between us.

	I didn’t have
the nightmare that night. For once I got some rest, but a small part
of me, the weak part, wished I had, just so he could’ve come
rushing in to hold me.		
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No, no…just
no. I kept repeating the mantra in my head: I will not kiss
Nick.  I will not kiss Nick. 


	Though I really wanted
to. Really, really wanted to know the feel of his lips and
have his hands press against my back again, eliminating all space
between us. My mind then upgraded that simple kiss to a few
make-believe scenarios that were so graphic my body was in constant
movement, slowly squirming in a wavelike motion. When a longing moan
escaped with my breath, my eyes bolted wide.

	“Shit!” I
threw the covers off and rolled out of bed. Hightailing it to the
shower, I offered a quick good morning to Nick on the sofa, noting
the wicked smile he gave in return. Oh, God. Please tell me
that moan wasn’t loud enough for him to hear!

	The hot water worked
wonders on my tight muscles, and by the time I dressed and came back
out, I was so relaxed I no longer opposed the flirtatious smiles Nick
continued to throw my way. But when he turned his back, my eyes began
to narrow. This was the first morning since becoming roommates that
he decided not to bother with a shirt, strutting around in nothing
but a pair of loose-fitted cotton pants, luring my gaze to the sexy
sculpture of his upper body. 


	I cursed the
butterflies flittering inside, and my damn eyes, which couldn’t
seem to stop looking.

	God, I hated him.
Well, not really, but I hated how efficient he was in making me want
him. Ever since he activated those butterflies last night, I just
couldn’t shut the damn things off. They were still flitting
around, making me antsy and driving me crazy for not kissing him. And
despite my best efforts to convince myself to not get involved, I
felt my resolve dissipating. I wanted to rewind time so badly, and
this time ignore the distractions and stay put in his arms for that
kiss.

	I entered the kitchen,
where he was already leaning over the counter drinking his coffee and
reading the paper. Seriously, what time did he wake up every morning
to get all that before I even woke up? I hung my head backwards, just
realizing he absolutely was half naked for my benefit, because
he would’ve had to put on a shirt to go out. Sucking my lower
lip in and out of my mouth, I focused in on the black tribal sleeve
tattoo that began halfway up his upper left arm and curled over the
edge of his shoulder. I couldn’t see it at the moment, but I
knew it covered part of his chest too. “Is that your only
tattoo?” I asked. I knew it wasn’t. I had already seen
something resembling jagged edges peeking out over the edge of his
pants. I’d only asked because a sense of playfulness was
overtaking me. And my eyes desired a special treat.

	“No. I also have
a sunburst, but I doubt you’d want to see it.”

	Taking the bait, I
inquired, “Oh, yeah? Why’s that?”

	He twisted his torso
towards me and took the longest sip of coffee ever. Fighting the
extension of his already curving lips, he replied smoothly, “Because
it’s some place you’re too shy to look.”

	I crossed my arms and
matched his magnetic smile with my own. “Funny how you’re
more worried about my viewing it than you having to show it –
if it’s in a private area.”

	His forehead creased
when his brow bones lifted. “Is that your way of asking to look
down my pants?”

	“Is that where
it is?”

	“You know that’s
where it is,” he accused coolly. “I saw you looking there
already.”

	I had to look away,
because my smile was embarrassingly wide, and surely my cheeks were
flushing as brightly as a stop sign. “Guilty,” I
admitted, “But I was curious if there were any more than that.”

	“Just the two.”
Finishing his coffee, he placed his cup down. He leaned back against
the counter, elbows high so his hands could clamp the edge. “And
you? Any tattoos you’d like to share?”

	Huffing dramatically,
I snarked, “Do I look like the kind of girl that would do
that?”

	“Honestly?”
I cocked my eyes, challenging him to finish. “You look like the
kind of girl that wants at least one tattoo, but is too shy to show
it, so you put it somewhere under those lacey undergarments of
yours.”

	Well, shit. All except
the lace part. Nowadays I didn’t feel that sexy in my skin, so
I didn’t bother with the lace.

	“Am I right?”
he interrogated, those vibrant green eyes trying to drill mine for
answers.

	“Maybe.”

	Lightly laughing, he
teased, “Let me guess. It’s something simple and cute.
Cartoon character? Favorite flower?”

	Oops. I sucked in my
cheek so hard, it was obvious I was trying to deter my smile. 


	“Flower! I knew
it.”

	“Blue
Hydrangeas,” I admitted. It was crazy how accurate he was. Was
I really that much of a statistic?

	“And it’s
somewhere beneath those panties of yours, isn’t it? Maybe right
around the hip bone?”	

	Damn. Dead right
again. “Is that bad?”

	“No, not at
all,” he practically cooed. “It’s actually an
incredibly sexy place to put one. Most men can’t get enough of
the hips.” 


	Our conversation
stalled, and the only voices came from whatever show he had on the
TV. He continued to stare me down with flirtatious looks, knowing
he’d break me down eventually. 


	“You’re
not waiting for me to show you, are you?” I asked impishly.

	“Why? Do you
want to show me?”

	My lips pressing
together, I shook my head at his new tactic. “Don’t twist
my words around like that.”

	“So you don’t
want to show me your panties then?”

	“Again with the
twisting,” I accused. 


	“Alright,
alright. Don’t get your panties all in a twist.”

	“Ha, ha. Lovely,
Nick. Shouldn’t you be taking your ritual shower right about
now, or something?”

	“So now you just
want to get me naked. And exactly how much attention have you been
paying to me to know what my daily rituals are?”

	My hands fisted at my
sides. Apparently, I wasn’t going to win the battle of the wits
this morning. Maybe there was something to coffee after all. My hand
motioned in front of my lips, signaling that I was locking my mouth
and throwing away the key. I was so not going to let him bait
me all morning.

	I waved bye now
with my hand and retreated to my bedroom. Before I could close the
partition, he asked, “Just out of curiosity, how long do you
think you can hold out until you give in? I’d just like a time
frame.”

	“Give in to
what?” I dared to ask.

	My heart fired up like
a souped-up race car watching him make his way over, pausing just
inches away, hands grasping the edges of the doors I was just shy of
closing. God, it was a sexy sight to behold. 


	“You wanted it
as much as I did,” he declared boldly. “Still do.”

	The kiss. I’d
never admit to it, but I had ached for it every second since our
bodies separated, even though my mind constantly tried to convince me
otherwise. I just wished the two would agree already, but my mind
would never allow me to forget that I’d never be safe. Never.
I could be gone at a moment’s notice. But still, it was only
human to want him for my very own.

	“I should warn
you,” I taunted. “I’m quite stubborn, so I can hold
out like no other.”

	His chest quietly
vibrated with rumbles, the amusement on his face silently telling me
he was accepting the challenge to break me down. I gave into my
desires partially, and allowed my hand to trace the black ink on his
shoulder. When he was completely enthralled by my touch, watching my
finger swirl against his skin, I quickly and very playfully, shoved
against both shoulders to remove him from my door frame. He took the
hint and fell back, giving me the most delicious of grins as I closed
him off.

	Oh, shit I’m
in trouble.
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I was trying hard to
fight the feelings that I had for Nick. In the beginning, it was easy
enough to brush off the smiles and teasing innuendos, but now it
seemed my feelings were growing exponentially, so out of control I
couldn’t keep myself from giving in to his playfulness. I was
on the edge of the cliff, ready to take that death-defying leap, but
the damn sections of my brain that controlled fear and memory, kept
me tethered to the rock bed. Because while the rest of my brain was
overwhelmed with love and attraction, these particular areas supplied
me with a continuous loop of haunting images, trying desperately to
remind me of the horrors I was running from. And what could possibly
be my fate again, should I start doing stupid things that knock me
off my planned course of action. 


	Head down. Stay off
the radar.

	But there was always
that tiny little voice roaming free through my thoughts. What if
I’m running from something that’s not even chasing? Was
I really going to squander my opportunity with Nick for nothing? What
if the only remaining threat from my past was the fear that ate away
at me from the inside out?

	I was so confused. I’d
been running and hiding for so long it was all I knew how to do. 
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I could only hide for
so long. Eventually, I had to jump into Nick’s car and head to
work. He didn’t play with me for the two minutes it took to get
to work, but once we were the only worker’s left, I was fair
game. Deciding to let things play out however they were going to
happen, I let him tease me, enjoying every minute of it. 


	Any time I had to go
to the back, he found a reason to brush his body against mine. I
tried not to close my eyes; tried not to think about how well my body
molded into his when he leaned into me from behind to reach for a pot
hanging in front of me. And though he found it necessary to pull it
down from its rack the moment I stepped up, I never actually saw him
use it. That went on for hours, and shamefully, I made way more trips
to the back than was necessary. 


	My mood remained
jubilant and playful until seven-forty-five, when Joe began to test
the cap on my annoyance meter. Unfortunately, the shop he worked for
closed up early and he’d been hanging out at the diner for
almost an hour already.

	“Megan! Another
one!” he spat, holding his bottle up in the air before slamming
it down on the table with a crack. 


	I sighed and ripped
his ticket from my tablet, heading to his booth without fulfilling
his request. “This is not a bar, Joe. The festival’s
already started and it’s kid-friendly. So, no. I won’t
get you another beer so you can go stumbling down the street all
drunk and scaring the kids. We’re closing in a few minutes
anyway.”

	“So you’re
going to the festival then after all, aren’t ‘cha?”
he said in an accusatory tone.

	Oh, yeah. I’d
have to thank Nick for creating this special conversation with Joe.
When we came into work tonight, he had smooth-talked Paul into
letting us close early tonight, explaining that no one was going to
come pay to eat here when they could go eat for free at the festival.
So not only did we have the night off, I was now going to the
festival with Nick, Paul and Darla. And Tish, of course, who caught
wind of our plans before her shift ended and made sure she got
invited to join as well. 


	“Yes, Joe. The
people I work with convinced me to go with them.”

	Rolling his eyes, he
slurred, “Please. You mean him.”

	“Yes, Nick is
going too, but I’m not going with him. There’s no
us between me and Nick,” I lied, because even the most
self-absorbed teenager could notice the flirtatious tension between
us. “Just like there’ll never be an us between you
and me. Everyone needs to stop it with these damn rumors already.”

	I turned to leave, but
Joe snatched my right arm, just above the wrist. “Joe, let go,”
I said calmly but firmly, hoping his drunk-ass would comply once my
words penetrated the drunken haze around his brain. My eyes were
fixed hard on the edge of my sleeve, my heart jumping when I saw a
flash of red squeeze out.

	“I promise I
could make you real happy, Megan. If you’d just give me the
chance. I swear I’m better than I’ve been coming off.”


	The stench of his
breath nauseated me, triggering a memory I tried my damndest to push
back down. I tugged my arm, his grip tightening more as his other
hand reached over to aid the fight. I could feel him squeeze all the
way to the bone, and I yelped and yelled, “Let go of me!”
I pulled using my full body weight, and his hand slid up my arm as he
yanked me closer, my sleeve exposing the worst of my burns. 


	His eyes immediately
caught the color clash, his face souring into a look of revulsion.
“Gross! What the fuck is that?” He released me, his hands
in the air, fingers spread wide like he contaminated himself just by
touching me. 


	He didn’t get to
verbalize the rest of his disgust, as Nick burst in from the kitchen,
yelling for him to get the hell out before he beat the shit out of
him. Even drunk, Joe knew to hightail his ass out as fast as
possible, and once he stumbled out the door, he was gone from sight
in less than five seconds. 


	My hand was already
cupped over my mouth, my eyes widened in a desperate attempt to fight
the sting infused into my eyes. I had already pulled my sleeve back
down but I still felt exposed, so I bolted for the safety of the
hallway that led to the bathrooms. 


	“Megan!”
Nick called behind me, rushing to catch me in case I aimed to lock
myself away in the bathroom. He gave me a tight squeeze just as the
tears rushed out. “Don’t,” he soothed. “Don’t
let what that jerk said get to you.” His hands moved to rub my
arms up and down. I cringed, feeling every bump in my skin against
his palms, fearing he’d feel it too. And when my sleeve pulled
up on one of his passings, I reached down to fight the rise, which
only seemed to set him off. Out of nowhere, he shoved both sleeves up
to my elbows and snagged my biceps in such a way I couldn’t
break free, forcing me to leave that disgusting skin visible for him.
“Why do you hide this from me?” he asked harshly,
just shy of yelling at me.

	 Why? Wasn’t
it obvious? The tears broke free of their corner ducts, despite
my best effort to contain them. “Because it’s disgusting!
Just like Joe said!” I hated that he held me that way, hated
that he wouldn’t let me lower my sleeves to cover the patchwork
of abstract bumps and unnatural color patterns. With a cracking,
shaking voice, I cried, “I’m ugly.”

	“Ugly?”
His grip on me lightened, but he still held me firmly in place.
“Megan, you can tie your hair back, cover yourself head to toe
with clothes that are too big and avoid wearing any type of makeup.
But people are still going to notice you. Men are still going to want
you. You’re the fucking opposite of ugly. Everything about you
is beautiful.”

	“Not
everything,” I whispered. I’m ugly inside, too. No
kind, decent person is capable of doing the things I’ve done.

	I swung the metal
within my shaking grasp and his head whipped to the side, blood
splattering against the beige linens, his body falling unnaturally to
the floor.

	Fire billowed on
the ceiling, reaching down, down, down…

	Nick’s eyes
darkened when they narrowed at me, seemingly pissed as I began to
weaken in his arms. I tried to pull away, craving nothing more than
to cover the nasty burns before my eyes and the horrible memories
they always triggered. 


	Leading with my rear,
I went limp, hoping he’d just drop me and let me be. In one
swift motion, he released me, only to thrust his biceps beneath my
arms, lifting until our shoulders met and slamming me against the
wall, mashing his body into mine. I barely had time to gasp before
his lips shoved against mine. His kisses were hungry and rough,
almost desperate, and tasted of salt as my tears came between us. 


	That annoying part of
my brain that knew it was wrong, kept screaming that I should push
away, but my lips just wouldn’t obey – they had ached for
this so much they’d never give it up now.

	Fear of falling got me
to wrap my legs around his waist, but it clearly didn’t worry
Nick any, because his hands were more interested in ripping my hair
free of its bind and roughly tangling his fingers through my roots. 


	Nick. Just the
touch of his hands on my body was enough to make me moan.

	Nick.  Whose
caress I’d slowly been craving more and more. Who was kind and
protective and loving. Whose arms I felt safe in, even when they were
rough. Whose kisses were sending my heart into overdrive and wetting
me down below. 


	I fully gave in to the
kiss, slinking my arms around him, leaving one hand at the base of
his neck while the other explored his head. Mashing my lips against
his, I couldn’t believe how much I wanted this, how much I
wanted him. I tugged at a clump of hair, and a sexy guttural sound
rumbled from his chest.  His mouth tasted of wintergreen and his
hands smelled of the fresh basil he used on the pasta special he made
all night.

	Hot and heavy and out
of breath, our kisses ended all too soon. My eyes opened, and for
once I got to look down on him, his piercing green orbs still hungry.
After a few deep breaths, he leaned his forehead into the niche
between my neck and shoulder, moaning, “God, Megan…I’ve
needed to do that for so long.” Continuing to press my body
into the wall with his weight, he sighed as I scratched his scalp
lightly with my fingernails. 


	We began again with
lighter, more sumptuous kisses to the mouth and neck, both of us
releasing all that pent up sexual frustration in a series of long,
drawn out moans. But soon after, we could hear the back door open,
followed by Paul and Darla’s voices in quiet conversation.
They’d be on us any second if we didn’t break the
embrace. 


	“Later,”
he whispered, kissing me one last time. I didn’t want to go,
but he slowly slid me down the wall. Feet planted firmly on the
ground, he squeezed my hand with a smile before heading back into the
diner.

	Now out of sight, I
sated the pestering urge within and pulled my sleeves down to my
wrists, then stepped into the bathroom to clean myself up. 
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I would have been happy
to keep the advancement of our relationship a secret, but once Tish
dropped in and made a beeline for Nick, he was quick to stand behind
me and wrap his arms securely around my waist. That brought her to an
abrupt halt, but it wasn’t anger or jealousy that resided
behind her bright blue eyes, it was more a knowing smile, more an I
told you so kind of glare, the kind that wanted to take
responsibility for two people being together, when in fact, that
person had done nothing.

	Nick and I were the
last to walk out the front door, so I locked it behind us and clipped
the key to my belt loop, pulling my shirt over it like I always did.
He took my hand as we followed our three co-workers down Main Street
and down a secondary street that would lead us to a huge field by the
middle school. We could already hear the live band and the occasional
announcement via loud speaker. 


	I couldn’t help
but notice that with all the additional cars, there were a lot of
places someone could hide and I didn’t like the feeling of
uneasiness stirring inside my stomach, regardless of the warm hand
securing mine.

	I’d never been
to one of Myrtle Creek’s gatherings before, but it seemed like
a typical carnival or fair, only done on a much smaller scale. There
were homemade booths scattered around that offered all sorts of food
like corndogs, BBQ, sausages and burgers, and sickly sweets like
chocolate dipped cherries, cotton candy and fried dough. A few of
those smaller, kid-sized amusement rides were mixed in between it
all, including the spinning tea pot and a train that followed a
circle around the entire festival. The live band and dance floor
seemed to be smack dab in the middle, where most of the adults
without kids seemed to gather. 


	Upon entering, our
hands were stamped to mark that we were given free tickets that would
cover a meal, but for anything more, we’d have to ante up our
own money. Paul and Darla went straight to the BBQ booth while Tish
bolted towards a group of people she called out to. I could feel Nick
pulling back, slowing our speed to quietly lose our company, then
turned us in another direction. We wandered through the thick of
things, surprised at how many of the residents actually showed up for
this event. 


	When we made our way
to the table for firefly catching, I picked up one of the mason jars
to study it. Holes in the lid, leaves on the bottom. “You know,
I’ve never caught a lighting bug before.”

	“Oh, sure you
have.”

	“No, seriously.
L.A. isn’t actually known for its lightning bug population.”


	Nick grabbed the jar I
had just returned to the table, saying, “Well then, let’s
go get you one.”

	I tried digging in my
feet, but he playfully jerked me along. “This is a kid’s
game. We shouldn’t take one of their jars.” 


	“Oh, please.
We’ll bring it right back. Strictly catch and release.”

	Thinking what the
hell, he led me to the edge of the tree line and let me go. Tons
of kids were running around in circles and playfully yelling and
giggling. It seemed there were far more kids out than lightning bugs,
and very few had even one bug in their jar. 


	Crouching down beside
a tree, he sifted through the ground debris, and shortly after
several round glows took flight. Passing me the jar, he sweetly said,
“Catch away. They’re not that fast, it’s just a
matter of being able to follow them once their butts turn off. And
keep moving the jar in a wavelike motion. It’ll help keep them
from escaping.”

	Laughing lightly and
feeling a little silly doing it, I unscrewed the mason jar and swept
the air around me. After a few passes, I saw something blinking
within the glass. My level of excitement rivaling the kids’, I
bounced in my shoes and merrily chased after the others flying around
me. Within a few minutes, I had six fluttering around in my jar. 


	“This one’s
not blinking,” I noted out loud. 


	“Then you’ve
got a female too. Only the males blink.”

	He grabbed my hand and
pulled me farther down the tree line. “How do you know so much
about lightning bugs?” 


	Chuckling, he replied,
“I grew up in Washington. They’re everywhere.”

	I pulled him to a stop
and held up the jar between us. “Alright then, Mr. Expert. What
do you think of my first attempt at catching little bugs that light
up their booty?”

	When he didn’t
answer right away, my eyes shifted from the glowing jar to Nick’s
eyes. His hand reached out to caress my face, and he softly said, “I
think the fireflies are doing wonders to light up your face. Sexier
than candlelight, I bet.”

	Funny, I was just
thinking the same thing about him. A sense of calm flooded my senses
before he leaned down to bring his lips to mine. This kiss was the
complete opposite of our first, this one being slow, controlled and
gentle. But still just as magnetic, as I yearned to lean in and merge
our bodies into one, but was held back by the jar that filled the
space between our stomachs.

	The pounding of the
ground and the crunching of leaves got us to pull away, reminding us
of where we were. A little girl around eight had her sights set on
the cluster of lights blinking around us. 


	Out of breath, she
cried, “Wow!” when she spotted my jar, her eyes wide with
amazement, as dazed as a doe in headlights. “I caught one,
too!” She held up a jar that had a single blink occasionally
making itself known. “I had more, but I keep losing them when I
try to catch more.”

	“Wow!”
Nick cried with enthusiasm, leaning down to poke her jar. “But
it’s so big! Much bigger than any of Megan’s little
bugs.”

	It was really no
different than mine, but she still got all excited about it.

	“Yeah, but they
choose the winner by how many, not by how big. My brother’s
caught three! He’ll probably win. He always beats me.”

	That last remark got
her a little down, and she looked to her bug with sadness. I leaned
down and quickly traded out our jars, lifting my finger to my lips in
a shushing manner. She got all bug-eyed with excitement again and
cried, “Wow!” really loudly, then skipped off to where
her mom was waiting, watching, and who offered us a quick wave in
acknowledgement. 


	I held up the jar
between us, jesting, “So how’s my face look against the
light of just one little buggar’?”

	His face was still as
he looked my way, like he was seeing me clearly for the first time,
but there was a smile nonetheless. “Even better. Because now,
when I drag you just inside the tree line, no one’s going to be
able to see us.” He playfully tugged me about twenty feet
through the trees, then spent the next ten minutes supplying my lips
with some much needed affection.

	How had I ever
survived without these warm lips? Why did I ever think I would be
better off without them? And the way his arms wrapped tightly around
me, made me feel safe for once, even out here in the open, in the
darkness I’d come to hate. 


	After releasing our
single lightning bug back into the wild, we snuck back out and
returned to the festival. Picking up dinner at the BBQ booth, we took
our plate to an empty table, but soon noticed Paul and Darla heading
our way. 


	“Just to let you
know. Paul’s been giving me the look all night.”

	“The look?”
I asked curiously. 


	“Yep. The look
that says we need to talk. He doesn’t have a policy
about not dating your co-worker, does he?”

	“Please. Paul
doesn’t have policies, period.”

	“Oh, goodie.
Then it’s probably just the don’t have sex in my
restaurant talk.”

	I chuckled, but
couldn’t say anything more, as they sat down across from us at
the picnic table. We chit-chatted over some nonessential topics, then
boring shop talk about work. When Nick and I were done eating our
sandwiches, Paul ever so subtly asked Nick to come grab a beer with
him. Darla and I gathered the trash at the table and threw it away. 


	The wind picked up and
chilled me to the bone. As much as I loved living in Oregon, people
who were always on the chilly side pretty much needed some type of
jacket year round during the night time. And since I wasn’t
expecting to come to the festival tonight, I hadn’t grabbed one
on my way to work. Crossing my arms to huddle for warmth, I spotted
an unoccupied fire barrel. “Oh, yes! You coming, Darla?”

	I didn’t wait
for her to answer, but she hoofed it to catch up to me.
Unfortunately, the damn fire wasn’t exactly roaring, its embers
pathetically glowing at the bottom. Still, it was better than
nothing, and I dipped my hands inside until I felt the heat permeate
my palms. It was something I knew I’d never be able to do if
the fire had been really burning.

	“Girl, you know
if you’d put a few more pounds on, you’d have natural
warmth like me.” She playfully swung her hip into mine and I
shook my head in amusement. I wasn’t going to respond to that,
and luckily, I didn’t have to since Tish was catcalling us as
she made her way over. 


	“You-hoo!
Girlies!” she sang, embarrassingly loud, drawing the attention
of several spectators. I could already tell she had a good buzz
going.

	“This fire
sucks,” I muttered, rubbing my hands to build up some friction.
Yeah, ironic for me to say, but I was pretty freaking chilly.

	“Yeah, it does,”
Tish blabbered. She splashed some of the clear liquid from her cup
into the barrel without warning. The embers kicked to life and its
fiery tendrils whipped their way up the barrel. I felt the heat
against my hand intensify, and I yelped as I pulled my hands out. 


	Fire licked across
my skin, the red inflammation growing darker and darker in color as
the pain attacked my nerves.

	“Damn it,
Tish!” Darla yelled, snatching the cup from Tish’s hand.
“What the hell is in there? I thought they were only selling
beer here.”

	“So someone
brought a little vodka to the party. So not a big deal.”
Surprisingly quick, Tish stole her cup back from Darla. 


	I checked my hands, my
skin still tingling from the heat, my heart feeling the strain.
“Thanks, Tish,” I snarked. “I think I just wet
myself.” Well, not really, but I was lucky that burst of fire
didn’t make me literally crap my pants. My comment got Tish’s
drunk ass laughing, her drink sloshing haphazardly around the edge of
her cup. “I’m going to go stand in line to finish
peeing,” I jested, pointing to the set of port-a-potties. 


	“Oh, honey. No,”
Darla stated with a hint of disgust. “Just go use the one at
the diner.”

	“Good idea.”
I turned and scanned the area, but didn’t see Nick and Paul
anywhere. Oh, well. “I’ll be back in a few.”

	When I turned off the
side road and headed down Main Street, I came to an abrupt halt. It
was eerily deserted. Cars still filled most of the parallel spots and
occasionally one would drive by, but I only saw two people walking
hand-in-hand way out in front of me. 


	I didn’t like
walking alone in the dark, even on a night when everyone in town was
just a block away, the music and voices still replacing the silence
around me.

	This isn’t
safe.

	I turned to look back.
How could so many people be in one direction and not the other? My
heartbeat increasing with each passing second, I stood there under
the yellowish glow of the street lamp. Which was completely stupid.
Not only was the light inhibiting my eyes’ ability to scan the
darkness efficiently for shadows, I let everyone out there know I was
standing here all alone. 


	Suddenly those
port-a-potties were looking a lot better. 


	Damn it, Megan.
Just move. It’s not that far.

	I sidestepped three
times, holding still while my eyes adjusted. I needed to get it
through my thick, paranoid head that I was safe here. Myrtle Creek
was safe, way off the radar of everyone. 


	I could see the diner
down the way. We had forgotten to turn off the exterior sign, so it
still glowed red and yellow in the night sky, acting like a beacon to
guide me on my journey. Alright, journey might have been an
overstatement for the short expanse of road. But the distance between
here and there was so daunting, I considered it to be an epic
journey, because the terror clenching the muscles in my heart made me
fear I may never return.

	I sucked in a deep
breath. I needed to do this. I needed to not be afraid. To prove to
myself that I could walk alone in the dark for a quarter of a mile
and have nothing bad happen in the process. I needed to take that
step and move forward in my life. 


	One small step to
reduce the fear that crippled me at times. One small step closer to
being the kind of girl that could date someone like Nick. Someone who
wouldn’t unleash a shit load of baggage onto him. I really
didn’t want to be this version of Megan anymore. Scared.
Paranoid. Haunted. 


	Exhaling slowly, I
took that first step. Then a second and third, until my feet finally
gave into rhythm and advanced my trembling body down the path. My
eyes continued to worry, shooting left and right and behind at the
slightest movement or noise in the vast darkness. Unlike the normal
person, I found myself maneuvering around the light, finding safety
in the blackest of blacks. As brave of a front as I had put on, I was
still terrified to be out by myself, and my feet quickened their
pace, yet were light as air against the pavement.

	Unfortunately, I had
to brave the light to get through the front door. My key already
leaving its imprint inside my fisted hand, I quickly turned the lock,
ignoring the sounds that seemed to use these precious few seconds to
amplify around me, closing in faster and faster. My heart pounded
against my ribs, yelling at my shaking hand for taking three attempts
to get the key into its matching groove. I shoved myself through the
door and locked it quickly behind me, not caring if I looked the fool
to anyone outside. Stepping backwards, I allowed myself to blend into
the shadows of the dining room, escaping the reaching tendrils of the
outside light. 


	I began to register
the familiar sounds in the kitchen behind me: the hums of the coolers
and freezers, the buzz of the light by the back door that we always
kept on at night, and the gentle whirring of the fan that kept Paul’s
hard-drive cool.

	I puffed a burst of
air past my lips. My heart coming down from its high, the beating
began to slow, and I shuffled off towards the bathroom, weaving
through the maze of tables with ease. Hell, I knew the room so well I
could’ve shut my eyes and danced my way through and never
bumped a single thing. 


	Shaking my head at
myself in the mirror, I silently berated my flushed cheeks. It wasn’t
the cool night air that gave me that rosy complexion. My reflection
also reminded me of the last time I was in here. My fingertips
caressed my lips and when I closed my eyes, I could almost feel the
pressure of Nick’s mouth on mine, rough yet gentle all at the
same time. Hard to believe that was just two hours ago. After that
heart-stopping kiss, my crazy grin was so wide I could’ve
played back-up for the Joker in Batman. 


	Bringing myself out of
that beautiful La-La Land where Nick’s lips and arms never
pulled away, I was half tempted to grab the flashlight under the
counter, but again decided I’d rather be stealth in the
darkness than draw attention to myself. Even if it meant putting my
heart through another marathon and baring flushed cheeks. I gulped
down half a glass of water and made my way around the counter, the
thought of seeing Nick giving me the courage to face my demons yet
again. 


	I smiled. I could
already tell this journey would be easier than the last. 


	Movement out the
corner of my eye locked my feet in place, the weight of my body stuck
on my left leg, my right heel caught mid-air. It was like one of
those horrible horror films where slow-motion kicked in, just in time
to torture you. A man strutted down the sidewalk, a long drag of
smoke smoothly rolling past his lips, scattered by the wind that
swept it away quickly. 


	Him. 


	BOOM-BOOM-BOOM!
My heart had skipped the steady rise it gave me on the way to the
diner and went from calm to hyperdrive in two seconds flat.

	His dirty blond hair
was long enough on top to get caught up in the wind, and it
continually flowed like the waves on the ocean. His cheekbones were
sharp and angled, his square chin almost chiseled, with a dimple dead
center that most women probably swooned over. 


	But not me.

	His rock hard muscles
were probably a turn-on as well, but I saw them for what they really
were – just another weapon to immobilize me against my will.

	The way he walked with
one hand in his pocket, the other cycling back and forth to his mouth
to supply his urges with continual satisfaction, showed he was in no
hurry to move. Reeking of confidence, he knew he’d get what he
came here for. No matter what.

	I inhaled a breath so
sharply my throat and chest felt cut. Then I cringed and stumbled
back, dropping to the floor, scurrying backwards until I rammed into
a metal stool. It screeched roughly against the tiled floor before
slamming into the counter wall. 


	Shit! Surely he
heard that! 


	My lungs screamed for
air as my will to breathe came to a dead stop. He acknowledged the
sound, his head slightly shifting my way through the glass, the tilt
of his face aimed directly at my spot in the darkness. The way the
light cut down on his angled eyebrows shadowed his eyes.

	Acute pain pierced
my chest, burning my senses with a combination of fire and ice.
My eyes fought their way open, but they were so desperate to
close, so tired… Something weighed down my lower half, or
rather someone. My head couldn’t move; everything so drugged
and numb. Something blurred into my line of sight – a mop of
hair, followed by dark, shadowed eyes. But it was the glint of metal
that caught my gaze before my lids shut down once more. 


	His head tilted back,
his path undeterred. 


	He’s screwing
with me. I know he heard that. He’d turn and be on me any
second, yet my feet wouldn’t budge, frozen to the ground in
fear. Please, Megan… Run! My shoulders rocked first,
perhaps because they were close enough to get my brain’s urgent
message to move before it became convoluted and undecipherable like
the rest of my body seemed to think it was. My lungs reactivated but
their pace rivaled my frantic heart. Trembling, it took three
attempts to rise, my limbs so shaky they barely supported my weight
anymore.

	He was gone from
sight, possibly just outside the window’s view. 


	One foot, two…
I shuffled backwards, my hands reaching out to guide me blindly, too
afraid to look away, knowing the moment I did, he’d reappear
before my bulging eyes. 


	I entered the kitchen,
my hands wanting to grasp at the door frame, to hold tightly until
someone from the diner came to look for me. But I knew I couldn’t
wait it out. Every second I paused was another I could’ve used
to flee, to get as far away from here as possible. Away from this
sadistic bastard, toward a path that would take me away from Nick,
too. But I couldn’t think about that right now. About how
easily he made me smile and made me forget about the bad things
continually plaguing my mind like a bad rerun. I couldn’t let
myself think about that kiss we shared just hours ago. God, was it
really just two hours ago? It now seemed like days. But I couldn’t
think of Nick right now. 


	The promise to call
the diner once I got reestablished somewhere was the only reason my
legs sprang into action, plucking my stubborn-ass feet from the
ground. Finally, my neurons fired between my brain and my limbs,
syncing my intention to flee as fast as possible, and I snatched my
bag from the cabinet and a knife from the drawer on my way out the
back.
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I cracked the back door
open, minimizing the squeak that was determined to give me away,
slowly peeking more and more until my head poked through. The alley
seemed clear, but I didn’t like the number of shadows. There
were way too many places someone could hide. Why hadn’t I
noticed that before?  Were there always this many, or had I just
foolishly allowed myself to feel safer with each passing day,
regardless of the nagging images my memory plagued me with? And a
small part of me blamed Nick for distracting me, for making me feel
so comfortable in his presence, for making me feel safe. Because I
wasn’t. Never had been.

	I heard the front door
shift back and forth, like someone was trying to get in. I gripped
the knife so hard my knuckles whitened and my fingers tingled from
lack of blood circulation.

	I gulped a large
breath of air and ran for it, not caring that my feet thumped and
skidded across the pavement. If he was headed towards the back, being
quiet wasn’t going to save my ass. Running was the only hope I
had now. I dipped and dodged as I zigzagged the streets and
alleyways, doing anything and everything to minimize his visual of
me. Sound was harder to follow and I wasn’t going to let it be
as easy as watching me run down the center of the street like a
stupid animal.

	My heart beat
erratically, my head repeatedly swishing back and forth like the hand
of a grandfather clock, refusing to be blind in either direction,
fear ripping apart my insides over what I could’ve missed that
split second I turned away. 


	Now gasping to catch
my breath, the crisp air scratched the lining of my throat. I ignored
the raw pain and strained my lungs as I pushed my legs harder,
faster. Rounding that last corner, my apartment was at last in sight,
the porch light Nick had replaced a shining beacon guiding me home. I
bobbled the knife and keys in my hands, trying to feel for the right
key since I couldn’t see in the dark. 


	Refusing to stop, I
slammed into the front door. God finally on my side, the key slid in
on the first try and I threw myself inside, glancing one last time
over my shoulder before locking it behind me. My palms face down
against the wood, I leaned my weight against the door, my exhalations
so loud it was all I could hear. I fearfully peeked behind the closed
blinds, lifting ever so slightly. 


	Nothing behind me, but
that didn’t mean he wasn’t still there. And I wasn’t
foolish enough to think I was safe.

	I rushed to my closet,
pulled my bag from the corner and lifted the carpet. Snatching the
wad of cash, I stuffed the bills into the side pocket, then grabbed
the empty bag beside it and flew to the kitchen. I tossed the knife
haphazardly onto the counter and emptied the entire cabinet of food
and zipped it up. Lastly, I ran to the bathroom to grab what I could,
cringing when I saw Nick’s black toiletry bag sitting on the
counter. 


	That’s when I
heard it – the quiet metal grinding of the knob as it tried to
twist open on the front door. My mouth agape, all I could do was
watch in disbelief. All that running, getting lost in a nowhere town,
keeping my head down and mouth shut, did nothing to save my ass.
Because now I was trapped. Like a fucking rat.

	Something scraped and
dug into the lock, and I ran for the kitchen, grabbing the knife just
as the door popped open. With shaking hands, I held it out before me,
though I had little faith I’d have control of the knife for
long, but all I needed was one good stab to buy me a few precious
seconds. 


	The man paused at the
door before reaching out to drop his keys on the counter.

	Nick.

	I couldn’t
stop the crying. I wasn’t even sure how I’d managed to go
through everything I did the past ten minutes and not shed a single
tear. But now that I had come to a complete stop and saw Nick coming
towards me with a shocked and concerned look on his face, I just
couldn’t stop myself from breaking down. 


	“Megan. What the
hell?” 


	I wasn’t sure if
he actually expected me to answer that, but he pulled the knife from
my loose grip and I buried my face on his chest. My upper body jerked
uncontrollably, even under his firm hold. 


	“God, you’re
shaking! Darla said you went to the diner, but when you didn’t
come back I went to look for you. Why did you come home? I don’t
care how small this damn town is, it’s not safe to walk home.”

	You have no fucking
idea.

	I still didn’t
answer him, my insides so nauseated, my body so ready to keel over
and just quit. And I would have too, if not for Nick keeping me on my
feet. He sighed heavily, leaning his head atop mine. A moment later I
felt his head bob up and his arm extend to the counter, his hand
shuffling through the bag of food I’d left on the counter.

	“Were you
leaving?” He sounded pissed, so it didn’t surprise me
when he pushed me off and held me a foot away so I’d be forced
to actually look at him. But my vision was so blurry all I saw was a
blob of smeared watercolors in dark tones. “Megan?” he
shouted, shaking my shoulders. “What the hell happened? Are you
leaving?”

	My head nodded
slightly, fearfully, because I still planned on leaving.
Without him.

	Reaching his hands to
clasp my cheeks, he brought our heads closer together. I blinked hard
a few times, expunging what remained of the silky liquid around my
eyes. His thumbs gently swept the tears away. “Megan,” he
said softly, trying a quieter approach since I had yet to answer any
of his snipes thus far. “You were headed to the diner. What
happened that has you so scared?”

	My lower jaw trembled.
I really didn’t want to leave, but I had to. I had to go before
Nick got pulled down with me, before he got hurt in the process. And
though it pained me to do so, I whispered, “I can’t tell
you. I just have to go.” I tried to pull back but his hands
slipped to my shoulders and gripped me hard, locking me in place. 


	“Hell no I’m
letting you go! That’s not good enough. You’re not
stepping one foot out of this apartment when something’s got
you scared shitless.” 


	“You have to. I
have to go.” I pulled and groaned and tried to squirm free, but
he easily overpowered me, leaving me completely at his mercy,
especially once his hands slipped farther down to grasp my biceps.

	“Megan, stop! If
you want to leave, fine. I’ll come with you.”

	Those damn tears
started up again, the thought of him by my side too tempting. I
wanted him so much I ached. But I wanted his safety even more, so I
shook my head. 


	“Do you
seriously think you could do anything to stop me from following?”

	“Stop!” I
cried, choking as I tried to swallow the lump in my throat. “Please,
stop. I won’t drag you into this.”

	“Into what?”
he asked, smashing his torso against mine, backing me up until the
counter smashed into my lower back, pinning me. Once trapped beneath
his weight, he snatched my wrists, as my hands were trying to push
him off to no avail.

	“Please, just
let me go,” I whimpered in defeat. When he still didn’t,
I shouted, “LET GO!” at the top of my lungs.

	Eyes bulging, he
pulled back, letting me fall softly. I collapsed to the floor in a
ball, but he was still trying to touch me, to comfort me in some way.
Squatting next to me, my arms erratically fought off his attempts to
reconnect. 


	“I need to go!
Just get away from me!”

	“I’m not
letting you go anywhere,” he replied vehemently. 


	I screamed. Why
wouldn’t he just fucking move? “He’s out there!
Okay? I won’t go back! I’ll die before I’ll let him
take me!”

	“Megan, no one’s
going to take you.”

	“He will! He’ll
never let me go. Not after what I’ve done. And if he finds
you…” My resolve began to fail and whimpering took the
place of my voice. “I don’t know what he’ll do to
you. So please, you have to leave, too.” 


	When he still didn’t,
I actually thrust my arm towards the door, anger building within, my
heart drumming relentlessly in my chest. “NICKOLAS! LEAVE!”

	“Tell me why!”
he shouted.

	“Because I
KILLED HIM!”
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That stunned him into
silence, and for once he took me for something more than a girl
having a crazy, erratic fit. “I killed him,” I whispered
slowly. The shock on his face was horrifying. Finally, he was looking
at me for what I really was. Ugly. 


	And he needed to
understand just how much he needed to get the hell away from me.
“He’s here for me. Just me. So, please. Please
save yourself and get as far away from me as possible. Don’t
ever look back. I promise you I’m not worth it.”

	I rolled away from
him, lying on the floor on my side, and tucked myself into the fetal
position. I killed him…

	My arms reached
through the smashed glass, gripping the iron bars sturdily, shaking
with all my might though I knew they’d never budge. Smoke
leaked out my newfound hole, escaping into the crisp night air,
mocking me as it left me behind to burn.	

	“Megan,”
he said with the softest voice I’d ever heard. His hand lightly
touched my shoulder, but I didn’t brush him off this time.
Everything around me seemed fuzzy. My head. My thoughts. The
baseboard I stared at. Nick’s voice. 


	Ugly… 


	I killed him…

	He’s coming…

	His hand retreated but
his voice came so close that the fine hairs within my ear tickled.
“Megan? Tell me what happened. Tell me everything.”

	Everything. Would he
leave then? If he knew the truth? My heart was literally aching at
the thought of disappointing him, saying the words that would disgust
and run him off for good. As much as I wanted him, I needed him to
leave. Needed him to realize I was poison. He was too kind for me,
and deserved so much more than I could ever offer. He needed to see
that I couldn’t be fixed, that I could never be what he really
needed.

	So I told him…

	“My parents were
the only family I had. I wasn’t eighteen yet, and a friend of
theirs had legal rights to care for me until I was. Some rich guy in
the hills. He seemed nice…at first. But there was something
off about him.”

	A blurred head
moved above me, in and out of my vision, but I knew it was him. 


	“I didn’t
like how he’d look at me at night, after having a few drinks.
But I was stuck there. Literally stuck behind window bars and steel
doors with electronic entry pads. 


	“He claimed he
was a powerful business tycoon, that his life had been threatened,
and that was why we were on temporary lockdown. But no one ever came
or went in that house, not even security. So I didn’t believe
him.

	“There were no
phones that I could find, and the computers were all password
protected. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t find a way out of
that place.

	“Then came the
night of his proposal.” The word sickened me, caused my stomach
to churn. “He wanted sex in return for more liberties around
the house, but I wasn’t stupid. He’d give me nothing that
wasn’t supervised, so despite the disgust in my head, I
politely turned him down, using a fake boyfriend as my excuse. I went
on to tell him that I could take care of myself, and if he’d
just let me leave, I would. But he used the excuse of how he was
legally bound to care for me, and if I wanted to make some money
before I turned eighteen… He claimed the sex would be platonic
and that it’d be stupid of me financially to pass up that much
money for such a short period of time. 


	“Again, I said
no and he seemed unaffected. After hiding in my room for a few days,
he came to apologize, saying that if he’d made me
uncomfortable, I was welcome to spend the rest of my time in the
private guest quarters on the bottom floor, since it was set up like
a mini apartment. I was actually stupid enough to check it out when I
thought he was showering. 


	“I tell myself
that he would’ve found a way to get me down there anyway, that
he could’ve easily overpowered me at any moment.”

	Stupid girl.
Stupid, stupid, stupid!

	“I didn’t
think twice about it because it didn’t have an electronic lock
on it. And once I got down the basement stairs and realized it was
nothing more than a king size bed and a bathroom, it was too late.
That’s when I realized the lock was on the outside, not the
inside. He’d already locked me in and I just didn’t have
the body weight to knock the door down.

	“I was afraid to
sleep and had nothing to eat, so when he finally came down for me, I
was too weak to fight him off. Not that I didn’t try… He
finally got pissed off at my screaming and scratching and just hit me
until he knocked me out.”

	I closed my eyes,
disgusted, horrified of what came next. But the images burned on the
inside of my eyelids were even worse.

	“When I woke up,
I was sore and bruised. And I could feel everything he did to
me.” …Could feel how rough he’d been with my
body, particularly inside me. And the bruises… I was always
bruised inside and out. “He took my clothes, so I was
forced to be naked for him.

	“My time there’s
a blur because he kept me drugged after that.” A blessing in
the deepest level of hell. “I couldn’t figure out how
he was doing it. The water? The food? Even if I skipped them, I still
woke up the next morning knowing I’d been raped again.”
He’d been so rough. Every time. Like I was nothing more than
a tissue meant to be discarded via paper shredder. I never had
time to heal.

	But thank God I was
never really conscious for it all… I couldn’t even
imagine the trauma my body and soul would’ve suffered had I
been.

	As numb as my body
was, the tears continued to well behind my eyes. And as I forced
myself to relive that horrible nightmare, they just kept coming and
coming. 


	“I wanted to
die. No one was looking for me. No one even knew I was missing. Every
morning I died a little bit more and I just wanted it to end. So I
stopped eating. Once I flushed three meals, he realized what I was
doing. He held a knife to me and said there were worse things he
could do than drug and rape me, and that he’d do it that very
night if I didn’t start eating again.

	“I felt so
hopeless. I couldn’t even die!”

	I took a moment to
calm my breathing, which was difficult now that I was choking on the
thick fluids sliding from my nose down my throat. Nick was so quiet,
and at some point, he had removed his hand from my shoulder. But I
knew he was still there. He was so close I could feel his body heat
on my backside, and it gave me the strength to continue. 


	“I didn’t
know what to do. He had all the control. I was at his mercy, and he
never gave any. And the drugs… He kept me so doped up it took
me forever to put it together. It wasn’t in the water or the
food. It was the vent. He laced the air whenever he wanted to come
down, or to keep me quiet when people came over. And they did. The
bastard hung a baby monitor in my room so I could hear how close
these strangers were to discovering me. And rescuing me. He even
forced me to listen to him screw the women who gave it up willingly.”
The only good thing about those nights was that he wouldn’t
come down to take it from me. 


	But then there was the
one friend who did know about me. The one that got visiting
rights to my prison. My captor knew I’d be listening in fear
for his voice, knowing that he’d make his way down to me
eventually. The things he did hurt me the most and left faint
scars on my skin. But I didn’t tell Nick about the horrors of
that man. No, this story was about the man that locked me in that
dungeon to begin with.

	“When I finally
figured out the vent, I began trying to get it off. It took four
days.” And four more rapes. “I had to move the bed
and jump up and down while trying to loosen the screws. I was so
exhausted and weak because he only fed me once a day. And the drug
was always coming out in some dosage. He only upped it when he needed
me knocked out and only turned it off once I was too drugged to fight
him off.

	“Finally, I got
the cover off and stuffed the vent with the fitted sheet. Then I
waited for him to come back down. I laid under the covers and hid the
vent cover under the pillow. And when he got close enough, I bashed
his head in with it.” He reeked of liquor, just like he
always did when he used me. The stench was usually strong enough to
waft up my nose and snap my mind free of the drug’s trance
momentarily, like a shot of adrenaline, but still rendered my body
useless, forcing me to know what he was doing against my will.

	“I ran out of
the basement but I only succeeded in replacing one prison for
another. There were still iron bars and steel doors. I was desperate,
and thought the only way I was going to get out was if the people
monitoring the security system disarmed it. So I set the fire.”

	I looked to my
horribly damaged arms. My sleeves had been pushed up this whole time
and I didn’t even notice. 


	“But the damn
curtains weren’t burning very well. So I grabbed some wine
bottles from the kitchen. The first I threw did nothing but hit the
ground rolling and settle beneath the fire. So I smashed off the top
of the next one and slung it at the fire and along the walls so it’d
travel faster. I did it over and over again, but I guess one of the
bottles weren’t wine. The moment I slung the liquid, I swear it
caught fire midair and flashed back at me like the hand of God.”

	Tears really began
pushing their way out then, burning and stinging my raw eyes and
sensitive skin just beneath them. “I think I angered God or
something for what I did, because all I know is there was a loud boom
and I was thrown backwards. Whatever was in that bottle splashed
against my skin during the boom, and most of those spots were on
fire. The arm holding the bottle got it the worst. I consider myself
damn lucky that it didn’t get my hands or face, but it got my
arms, my chest and my abdomen. And all I could do was roll myself
over the rug and beat myself with an afghan to put it out.” I
still shuddered over the pain.

	“It took forever
for the doors to unlock, and by then I was in so much pain I just
wanted to lay there and die. The firemen grabbed me and had me sent
to the hospital, but I snuck out before the police could question
me.” 


	Squeezing myself
harder, I whined, “I didn’t want to go to jail. I was
glad that asshole was dead, okay? But it was still my fault. I set
the fire that killed him. And when the fireman asked me if anyone
else was in the house, I said no. Because I wanted him dead!” 
And I didn’t care. I’d do it all over again, except
next time, I’d burn that other fucker, too. 


	They changed me.
Now I was ugly…both inside and out.

	“But all the
police had to do was check with his lawyer to know I was the one
staying in that house. They’ll know it was me.” My
breaths deepened, my insides so queasy I wanted to throw up. I
swallowed, hard. “Sometimes I think I should’ve just let
the fire take me, too.”

	“No. No!”
Nick finally said. Arms pulled at me, as I still lied on the floor in
a tight fetal position, trying desperately to protect myself from an
enemy I thought long gone. He gathered me up, and my vision spun a
few circles, but calmed when his hands squeezed both sides of my
face. His eyes were red and puffy, and streams of tears marked his
paler-than-normal cheeks. I never even heard him cry. 


	Firmly, he said, “You
listen to me. No one’s coming for you, because you did nothing
wrong. That man… He…” His eyes closed, finding it
hard to continue. “That fucking bastard was killing you little
by little every day. Fire was too merciful for his sins. What you did
was self-defense, and even if the police did find you one day, I
promise you they’ll never charge you with anything. You did the
world a fucking favor getting rid of that piece of shit. And don’t
you ever fucking call yourself ugly again. Don’t you
ever feel guilty for what you had to do to escape.”

	I couldn’t
answer him, my jaw quivering too hard within his grasp, the tears
pouring harder than ever. “But there’s still the other
guy,” I whispered. 


	“What guy?”

	The one who loved to
cut me. “There was a friend that knew about me. With only one
body recovered from the fire, I knew it was just a matter of time
before he caught up to me. He’ll never let me get away with
it.” Agitation growing within, my voice began to panic. “And
I saw him tonight! Outside the diner. He found me and I won’t
stay here to be taken again!”

	“You listen to
me. No one is coming for you. You’re just seeing things. I was
right behind you and nobody was hanging around the diner. If that man
had any way of tracking you, he would’ve found you a long time
ago.”

	I didn’t believe
him. He was still out there, and as long as he was, no part of me
would ever believe otherwise. I shook my head, my body shaking so
violently I was unable to offer anything more.

	“Damn it,
Megan.” He released my face and stumbled to his feet. Once
grounded, he swooped me up and carried me to bed. Practically
swaddling our bodies in the blanket, he forced my body to lean into
his. “You’re safe now. No one’s ever going
to hurt you anymore.”

	Safe. That was
a word that hadn’t been in my vocabulary for quite some time,
and I still didn’t believe in it. But locked within Nick’s
firm grasp, I could almost actually believe it. Mentally and
physically exhausted, I willingly succumbed, and he held me in the
world’s tightest embrace even long after I cried myself to
sleep.
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When I awoke, I felt
cold. Nick was no longer behind me, and the blanket he had pulled
over me just didn’t provide the warmth and comfort his body
had. I sat up, my heavy eyelids trying to focus on the dimly lit
apartment. Light was shining outside, but it wasn’t squeezing
brightly past the edges of the blinds, so I knew morning had already
come and gone. 


	Nick was sitting on
the sofa, his back to me, head pointing down. “Nick?” I
called softly, even the muscles controlling my mouth was still numb
with sleep. 


	He turned his upper
torso, a small smile trying to form. “Hey,” he replied
softly back. “How are you feeling?”

	“Sleepy.”
I tossed the blanket off me and swung my legs off the bed.

	Nick bent over and
disappeared a split second before he arose from the sofa, his sights
set on me now. “Then why are you getting out of bed? Go back to
sleep.” He sat down beside me and my body involuntarily swayed
toward him as the bed sank. His arm reached around my shoulders and I
leaned my head against his neck, a trace of cologne lingering from
the night before. I felt really dazed.

	What did I do? I told
him. Everything. Admitting that was like baring a huge piece
of my soul, and I felt more naked than ever. I had shared that
horrible secret, and the ugliness inside me, thinking it would run
him off, leaving him so repulsed he’d throw me away like the
used tissue that I was. 


	But it didn’t.
He was still here, still trying to wrap his arms around me, to
comfort me. 


	Even worse, I was
relieved, my body aching for the touch he supplied me, like the
relief that followed when an addict gave into temptation during
withdrawal.

	But my nightmare was
far from over. Even though I had admitted the cause of my pain, of
the torturing images that would haunt me until the day I died, it
didn’t alter the truth of my worst fear. That I had killed, and
there was someone out there that knew that, someone who was probably
just as cruel and sinister as the one who burned. I buried my head in
my hands and hung my neck. “What if I’m not seeing things
and that guy really is out there somewhere? Looking for me?”

	“I stand by what
I said before. If he had any way of tracking you, he’d have
found you by now.” 


	Oh, how I wanted to
believe every single one of those words.  To think that I could walk
away, move forward and make some attempt at a life. 


	He must have sensed
the hesitation in my sigh, because he gingerly tilted my chin until
we were eye to eye. “You’re safe with me. I promise I’ll
protect you.” I moaned when his forehead pressed against mine,
his hand reaching over to caress my cheek, our lips brushing so
softly that I actually believed the passion behind those words. 


	“But be honest
with me. Did you ever talk to someone about what happened? I mean
about what happened before your last day? ” he skirted. 


	My head swayed lazily.
After being taken to the hospital, it wasn’t easy avoiding the
staff to sneak back out, as the pain killers they managed to get in
me before I could rip out that IV made me lethargic. My arms and
abdomen had been wrapped up at least, but I had nothing on my back
but a hospital gown. I had to risk getting caught entering a staff
locker room to dig some used scrubs out of the laundry bin near the
door. I suppose I could have ventured farther in to find fresh ones,
but the risk just wasn’t worth it. 


	It wasn’t long
before I stumbled upon a girl my age working the street. I think she
knew, like she could read it in my eyes, see it by the way I wrapped
myself up in my arms and had trouble making eye contact. She told me
about a women’s shelter she knew would take me in. I don’t
know what would’ve happened to me if they hadn’t. They
gave me food, clothes…even let me help out for two weeks so I
could earn the cash that paid for my ticket out of there. Luckily,
they had a nurse that volunteered for them, and she was able to help
me deal with the pain and apply clean dressings for my burns. The
women there wanted to help me more, but I wouldn’t let them,
wouldn’t tell them anything that had happened. I just wanted to
get as far away as possible. And they respected my decision once I
lied and told them I was eighteen.

	“Do you need to
talk to someone? Other than me?”

	“No,” I
whispered. And it was the truth. Though some of the images still
haunted my thoughts, it had been a year and a half already. I felt
letting a shrink get into my head at this point would be
counterproductive, only dredging up what I had successfully put to
rest.  	

	“Tell you what,”
Nick said, his lips hovering near my cheek. “Let me take a
quick shower, then you can shower while I go get us something to
eat.”

	I nodded and murmured
in agreement, even though I had no desire to eat anything. He kissed
me tenderly once more, then disappeared behind the bathroom door. The
sound of water helped to snap me out of my Nick-induced haze and I
made my way to the sofa. I didn’t want to think, because I knew
the darkness all too well, my mind always trying to pull me under. I
needed to drown myself out, needed to focus on something else,
anything else, and I began to search the area around me for the TV
remote. Nick was the one who actually watched it these days, and I
had no idea what he did with it in between uses. Checking the floor,
I noticed the corner of a book sticking out beneath the sofa and
pulled it out. 


	It was a brown leather
album, one of those with sticky film, with enough room to hold either
one picture vertically or two horizontally. I opened it up, expecting
to see pictures of Nick’s family, but what I saw was a baby
dressed in pink. There was no writing, only pictures, and my first
thought was Nick had a daughter? I knew we’d just began
dating, but still, how could he not mention that yet? And now I
really began to wonder why he never wanted to discuss his family, or
what the real reason was for him fleeing to this small town in
Oregon.

	I kept flipping pages,
and what I saw disturbed me. The girl kept getting older and older.

	And familiar. Way
too familiar. As were the people in the photographs with her as she
grew up. 


	No…

	I didn’t believe
it. Nick couldn’t do this, wouldn’t deceive me so
badly. Not the guy I was completely falling for, who I just shared my
deepest, darkest secrets with. 


	No…

	The bathroom door
opened and heavy steps made their way towards me. I never even heard
the shower go off. I stood before him, waving the album in the air.
“Nick? What is this?” When he saw what was clenched
within my grasp, all expression fell from his face. “This is
that girl that thought I was her sister. And that couple you insisted
you take care of the other night? They’re her parents,
right?” I hesitated, but still received nothing on his part.
“Is that why you’re here? Why you work at my diner and
asked to room with me?” My voice kept rising and rising because
he wasn’t even offering a head shake to deny he’d been
invading my personal space for his own agenda. And that just really
pissed me off! “Fucking answer me already!” I yelled,
chucking the photo album at him. 


	He caught it
awkwardly, and the jerky movement brought him to life. “Yes,”
he stuttered. After releasing a deep sigh, he gave me a more profound
yes. My eyes narrowed as my head began to swing with slow,
determined shakes. His hand patted the air before him in attempt to
calm me down. “Please, let me explain. I’m just here to
watch over you.”

	Watch over me?
He was ready to bed me!

	“Why?” I
asked bitterly, gritting my teeth and fisting my hands. I already
told that girl I wasn’t her sister. Why the hell were they
secretly hounding me?

	“Fuckin’
shit,” he muttered, dropping the album on the coffee table.
Resigned, he said heavily, “You were so close to figuring this
out on your own. The album… I was going to give it to you once
you began fitting the missing pieces together. God, Claire, you’re
so close.”

	“I am not
Claire,” I declared slowly.

	“Yes. You. Are,”
he replied, just as slowly. “I was with you when you got that
hydrangea tattoo on your hip, so unless you have a twin in the world
with that exact tattoo, then you are Claire.”

	Annoyed, I spat, “My
mother took me to get that tattoo when I aced my SATs. It was my
reward.”

	“No. You got
that tattoo as a birthday present to yourself when you turned
seventeen. I was with you when you swiped your sister’s ID and
I went with you to get it. And I was there to make fun of you the
entire weekend afterwards because the damn thing wouldn’t stop
itching. I have pictures on my old phone if you’d like to see
some proof.”

	I crossed my arms and
shook my head. It was like talking to a brick wall. “This is
fucking ridiculous.” I got four steps closer to the door before
Nick rushed over and wrapped his arms around me from behind, holding
me firmly in place. Oh, hell to the NO! Fuming, I very
distinctly said, “Nick. Let. Go.” 


	I struggled against
him, but my effort was futile, as his physical strength far surpassed
my own. I was just about to start screaming when he pleaded, “Just
hear me out for five minutes. If you don’t like what I have to
say, I’ll walk out that door forever.”

	I huffed in
exasperation. “Like I can trust what you say. You’ve been
lying to me!”

	“No, I haven’t,
Megan. I may have omitted a few details or intentionally avoided a
few subject matters with you, but that’s only because I didn’t
want to lie to you.”

	Apparently, he’d
never heard of lying by omission.

	His arms slacken
around my body, but still kept me captive against his chest. “I
promise. After I tell you everything, you’ll know in your heart
what I said feels right.”

	So long as he lets go.
“Five minutes,” I said sharply through gritted teeth.

	“Fine. Five
minutes. But you have to listen to what I have to say whether you
agree with it or not.”

	Bitterly, I snapped,
“Fine.” He released me then, and I stepped a few feet out
of arm’s reach, my arms still hugging my body.

	“Since I only
have five minutes, I’m not going to waste too much time over
the obvious similarities.” He began ticking off his fingers.
“You and Claire having the same height, same age, same brown
hair and eyes and a matching tattoo you’re trying to play off
as common, because it’s not. I’m going to just hit you
with those nightmares you’ve been having. I’m not
shouting for you to look up in the air. I’m shouting Claire.
And that sense of fear, the danger that always seems to get you in
the end? I’m trying to warn you that the danger is your
so-called parents.”

	I rolled my eyes and
groaned. So not only was I not me, but now my dead parents were a
threat to me. Please.

	“Don’t do
that,” he demanded, pointing his finger at me. “You
agreed to hear me out.”

	Narrowing my eyes
tightly, I began chewing my lower lip. I didn’t like that
coincidence, but when I didn’t protest any further, he
continued.

	“Claire
was a senior in high school when she went missing October 30, 2010.
Nine other girls disappeared that same day. Some, like Claire, were
in a car that got hit. Some were off walking by themselves. Shit, two
of the girls were apparently walking together when they went missing.
The police said all ten of the girls were most likely stolen by
traffickers, who came into the city, abducted a handful, and got the
hell back out again before anyone even realized what was happening.

	“Those people in
your dream, who you think are your parents, were probably your
handlers. They kept you for as long as it took to brainwash you into
thinking whatever lies they needed you to believe. And I doubt
they’re dead like you think they are. And that man you said was
a family friend that took you in? Your handlers sold
you to him. And when you didn’t go along with the transition,
he locked you away. Because if he couldn’t have you willingly,
he was going to have you…”

	One way or the
other.

	Nick couldn’t
finish that sentence out loud. Probably because I began cringing the
moment he mentioned that sick bastard. And now that Nick knew what
that asshole did to me, he had to know my head was filled with images
I couldn’t keep suppressed. And the thought that I may have
possibly been sold as a sex slave completely disgusted me.

	I didn’t like
how my story began to align with Claire’s. I had always feared
she may have suffered a similar fate, but now to imagine her story
and mine were one in the same? The pain behind my eyes had
been building the past few minutes, and I roughly stroked my brow
bones in an outward motion. Could I really be Claire? The same girl
who looked like my twin and apparently shared the same tattoo on the
very same spot? 


	It never occurred to
me before, but there were a lot of holes in my memories regarding my
parents. I had some, but there were more holes than not. But on the
other hand, I had absolutely zero memories regarding the people
related to Claire. If I had really spent seventeen years of my life
with them, wouldn’t I remember something about them? 


	This was all just too
confusing.

	“Why do you
think brainwashed? Why would you know something like that?”

	“Because that’s
one of the things the cops said could happen to you, and since you
didn’t recognize me or Thea, either that or the trauma has done
something to make you forget. I think the cops told us that to
prepare us…to expect that you’d never come back
to us.”

	“If what you’re
saying is true, then why brainwash me? If all those girls were stolen
to be sold as…you know…” Was I the only one that
escaped? Were they being sexually assaulted right now? I groaned as
my stomach began churning the acid within, making me queasy at just
the thought of that shithead violating me even one more time. “Why
even bother if they’re going to lock us up in a room somewhere
anyway?” I forced myself to finish.

	“So you’d
be hopeless,” he said sadly, like it was the most obvious
answer in the world. “Those people had you believing that you
lost everything. Your family. Your home. You had nothing. Nowhere to
go and no one to look for you. So even when you escaped, you never
even knew you were loved. He wanted you to stay and live with him in
that house willingly. If he had intended to lock you away in a room
then no, I don’t think they would’ve bothered
brainwashing you first.”

	Whimpering over those
last few words, my feet stumbled backwards until I hit the wall, and
I willingly allowed my body to slide and collapse to the floor. “Why
would I… Why would Claire believe any of that? If she had a
loving family… How could they just erase all those memories
and fill her head with such nonsense?” My lower jaw quivered
and I fought the sting as tears began to well behind my eyes. But the
dam broke and flooded my face with zigzagging streams. “And if
I’m Claire, why would they ever want me back? If I forgot them
so easily, how could they ever forgive me for that?”

	Nick had been keeping
his distance, but his expression became suffocated with pain, and he
threw himself to his knees to sweep me into his embrace. My chest
heaved uncontrollably as I gasped for air to pass through my swollen
throat and fill my lungs. 


	I wasn’t
absolutely sure I was Claire, but everything he said made sense. The
lack of memories. The nightmares where my parents seemed so
disappointed in me, the fear that always overcame me when I dreamed
of them, and how they could ever leave me to someone so vile.
Sometimes I wondered what made them choose that guy above all their
other friends. 


	“It’s not
your fault,” Nick soothed, gently swaying me, comforting me.
“There’s no telling how long it took them to break you.
Or how they went about doing it.”

	Ugh. That was a
horrible thought. What did they do to convince me of these
lies? Part of me was pissed enough to go searching inside my head for
answers, but the other part of me was scared shitless to find out the
truth. 


	“It was their
job to go after you until you broke. Your family won’t hold
that against you.”

	Choking on the nasal
fluid rushing down my throat, I cried, “But I don’t
remember those people. There’s nothing in my head, not even in
my dreams. How am I supposed to consider them family when I don’t
even know who they are?”

	“You didn’t
remember me either, did you? But once I inserted myself back into
your life, your dreams and your subconscious recognized me. Even if
you didn’t.”

	I pulled my head from
the soothing niche between his neck and shoulder, and gazed into his
loving emerald eyes. “When did I recognize you?”

	His smile warmed my
heart. “When you called me Nickolas.”

	“I did call you
that, didn’t I?” Yelled it, in fact.

	He nodded. “I
never gave you or anyone else that name here. You remembered it all
on your own. And you only ever called me Nickolas when you were
pissed off or upset with me.” 


	Like I was when I
shouted it earlier. How did I not catch that? “Nick?” I
said, searching deep within his eyes. “You weren’t in
that photo album, but you said you were here to watch over me. So who
are you to me?”

	He gently tucked some
stray hairs behind my ear. “I think you already know that.”
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We slept the rest of
the day, with his body spooning mine underneath the covers. Nick
called Paul to tell him I was in no state to work and he refused to
leave me alone to work himself, so for the first time since I began
working there, Breenie’s Diner wouldn’t be open for the
night shift. 


	It was Paul that
initiated the downward spiral my life took these past three weeks. Or
maybe it was considered an upward spiral now, as it seemed to have
resulted in a positive outcome. He’d seen the missing
girl flyer for Claire Whitaker when he traveled to Seattle one
weekend. Apparently, he’d always been suspicious of my past
since all my legal documents burned to ashes and I couldn’t
remember my social security number. And with such a common name like
Megan Smith, it’d been impossible to run some type of
background check on me. He’d only taken my word at face value
because he saw the burned flesh on my arm when I reached out for the
application paperwork. It was because he thought I was running away
from a bad situation that he offered me a job and a place to stay.

	Thea had taken Paul’s
call, and took it upon herself to check me out. She didn’t want
to tell Nick or her parents, to give them hope when she feared there
was none left, so the shock and awe on her face that night was honest
and sincere. The police had long since warned her that even if I was
ever found, I may not remember them anymore, so she knew not to push
me just yet. Though I’m sure it was the most difficult thing
she probably ever had to do, Thea forced herself to say goodbye, then
consulted the others. Her parents wanted to just whip me up and take
me home, but their Psychologist friend told them it would do more
harm than good, and that forcing themselves on me would probably push
me further away. 


	It was Nick’s
idea to work beside me, to befriend and ease his way back into my
life, the boyfriend I never even remembered. Guess it was lucky that
my heart was just as enamored as Claire’s was. But my parents
couldn’t just keep away. They had to see me with their own
eyes, too. That’s why Nick was so determined to wait on them
when they came to Breenie’s that night, to make sure they could
handle hanging around without letting their emotions run away them.
Nick wouldn’t let me take over their table until he was
confident they wouldn’t say anything to make me suspicious. No
wonder they stuck around so long, needing endless refills of coffee.

	I had been lying there
awake for an hour now, indulging in the warmth from Nick’s body
to even relieve my bladder. I could sense him beginning to stir, the
sound of his breath becoming quieter, the arm thrown around me
beginning to tighten. 


	“This is weird,”
I mumbled. I sensed his head lifting off the pillow, waiting for me
to explain, probably secretly hoping my comment didn’t pertain
to him. “My head is filled with all these memories that may
have never actually existed. And if none of those ever happened, then
I’ve got nothing. My entire life has been taken away from me.
The only memories I have that I know are real, are the most haunting
of all. What am I supposed to do now? How am I supposed to go forward
now that I can no longer trust my own thoughts, when what they’re
telling me might not even guide me in the right direction?”

	“I don’t
know. Maybe you have to find a way to disassociate yourself from
everything that’s happened so far. Just start over. Get new
clothes. Cut and dye your hair if you have to. Change your name
again.”

	“You don’t
like my name?” 


	“Not if it’s
the name they gave you, no,” he answered bluntly.

	“They didn’t,”
I said quietly. “They called me Natalie. I chose Megan after I
escaped.”

	His hand gently swept
back and forth against my sleeve-covered arm. “Then I like
Megan,” he said kindly.

	After a few content
moments, I dared to ask the question that had been weighing heavy on
my mind. 


	“So what now?”

	“Well, I’d
like to get back to my real cooking gig, but I’m not going to
leave unless you’re coming with me.” I turned in his
grasp to face him. I loved the sensation of his fingers brushing
through the roots of my hair; it was almost hypnotizing. “It’ll
give you the chance to start over. Try to figure out what your next
step is.”

	“Where is home
for you?” I recalled him claiming Washington as his home state,
but he never specified a city. I now realized that in order for him
and Claire to have dated in high school, he had to reside in Seattle.
Right there with Claire’s family. Who desperately called me
their own but who I felt no emotion for whatsoever, other than pity
for losing their youngest daughter.

	“Portland.”

	That surprised me, and
I rolled my head far enough back to catch his gaze. “Did I…did
Claire know that?”

	He nodded and
murmured, “Mmm-hmm. I was attending a culinary school there
when she was taken.”

	I lay my head back
down. So Claire knew about Portland. Of all the cities I had to
choose from, that was the one that called to me. Was it just a
coincidence, or was it an instinct within that told me to go there?

	To find Nick. 


	To find safety.
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It didn’t take
long to pack our stuff. Nick hardly ever pulled anything out to put
back in, and most of my things were already packed and ready for me
to bolt. Nick never said anything about that, though I was sure he
noticed the first time he looked inside my closet. And now that he
knew the truth, there was no need for him to inquire about my packing
habits.

	As he took the rest of
our stuff to the car, I turned to take in my apartment one last time.
It wasn’t much, but it had been my haven for more than a year
now. I came here damaged and alone, but had somehow managed to piece
myself back together again. 


	Well, mostly. What was
left, Nick seemed to be slowly mending back together for me. But what
if this effort was all for a girl that didn’t exist anymore? Or
a girl yet to be found, and me just a case of mistaken identity? It
tore at my heart that I might be taking away what little hope another
girl could be holding onto.

	I sensed Nick standing
in the doorway behind me, probably leaning against the doorframe,
allowing me to finish whatever thoughts were flowing through my mind.
“What if I’m not really her?” I asked, my back
still facing him. “What if this has all just been some weird
coincidence? Like maybe I was taken and given that tattoo to make me
look like Claire? And if I’m me and Claire’s Claire, then
I was taken six months after her. I would’ve been a good
replacement for someone that really wanted her.” 


	Inaudible sounds came
from behind, then hands swept down my cloth-protected arms, finally
extending the length to my hands, where his fingers threaded mine. My
eyes closed, the sensation of his body pressing firmly into mine so
soothing that it overwhelmed me. It both scared and thrilled me as a
tiny zap of electricity tingled my insides.

	His cheek pressed
against my temple. “Would you like to know for sure?”

	My chin lifted
slightly in his direction. When I didn’t respond verbally, he
continued, “I talked to a friend of mine that’s a medical
technologist. He said if you wanted to get a DNA test done to match
you to Claire, he’d bump you up and add you to the next run. If
that’s what you want. You could know by the end of the week.”

	“Is that what
you want?” 


	I felt his shoulders
shrug. “I don’t need a test to confirm what I already
know. Same for the Whitakers. We all knew the moment we spoke to you.
We could sense traces of your former self in you. Your dialect, the
way you move, the way you twist your hair around your finger when
you’re lost in thought. This test would be for you. So you’ll
finally know what we know.”

	“And if it comes
back negative?”

	“It won’t,”
he said quickly.

	“Nick,” I
whined, needing him to acknowledge that nothing had been proven yet,
that I could still just be me, and Claire just be Claire. 


	He tried to cover his
silent sigh, but I felt the rise and fall of his chest against my
back, and heard the slow exhalation as it pushed between his lips.
“If we have to, we’ll cross that bridge when we get to
it. Agreed?”

	I nodded, and let him
guide me out to the car. We were leaving the furniture and other
contents behind for Paul and Darla to do with as they pleased. Maybe
they could get a little money for it or hold onto it for the next
charity case to enter their lives. 


	A few minutes later I
was staring at the back entrance of Breenie’s Diner, my butt
seemingly glued to the passenger seat. Damn my paranoia and its
incessant need to scan every part of that alley. Would my mind never
cease?

	With a hint of pity
and sorrow, I drearily asked, “Do they know?” 


	He understood exactly
what my vagueness entailed. “No. When I first got here, I
didn’t even know what truly happened to you. Paul told us you’d
been burned, so I told him you were in a fire and it must’ve
been so traumatic that you walked away amnesic.”

	Say what? Could that
even happen? “And he believed that?” 


	“He had no
reason not to believe it. We’re all hoping your memory loss
will be temporary.”

	If there really was
memory loss to begin with…

	Was it sad that part
of me actually wanted to be Claire? To be the girl Nick never quit
searching for? To have the family dynamic I thought I already lost? 


	“By the way,
only Paul and Darla think you’re Claire. Tish and Juan just
think we’re heading up to Portland to start a new life
together.”

	I nodded my head. That
didn’t sound so bad. At least no one knew the truth. I’d
be horrified if they began looking at me funny after all this time. 


	I released my seat
belt. “Okay,” I tried to say with confidence. Time to say
goodbye. 


	We stepped through the
back door, me behind Nick. The lunch rush was already over, so it
didn’t surprise me that Paul was working in his office, Juan
only had two orders going in the kitchen, and Darla and Tish could be
heard talking on the opposite side of the pass-through. Never the
talkative one, Juan offered me a half smile and a wave and I
responded with the same. Nick went for the office while I stepped
into the front, where I was immediately accosted by Tish.

	She wrapped me up in a
bouncy hug and blabbered so quickly that most of what she said was
incoherent. Something that included the words you bitch, can’t
believe and so jealous.

	“Jeesh, Tish.”
Jesting, I said, “Lay off the caffeine a bit.” She
laughed, and like I reminded her of the soda on the counter, took a
sip before being called away to help one of her tables. 


	Darla gave me a more
motherly hug, soft and comforting. “Oh, honey. We sure are
going to miss ya’ around here.”

	“I’m going
to miss you guys, too.” Especially Paul and Darla. They took me
in when I was nothing but a ragged stranger, still wrapped in gauze
from the fire, and got me on my feet again. Never even asked for
anything in return, but hopefully I’d be able to repay them in
some way one day. 


	“Don’t get
me wrong,” she warned, “I’m happy for you and I’m
glad you have someone like Nick watching out for you. I’m just
really happy you’re not going to rot away your life here.”

	I pulled back, and
with a disapproving glare to her eyes, replied, “I like it
here. Even if I had stayed forever, I never would’ve considered
myself rotting away.”

	“You know what I
mean,” she sassed, tugging once on my ponytail. “Paul and
I want to see you do something more than just wait tables the rest of
your life. Now don’t get mad at me for saying this, but I’m
sorta glad you were only here because you lost your memory.”
She waved her finger at me. “I always knew there was something
about you that didn’t make sense. I always figured you were
running from something, I just didn’t want to bring it up and
make you run again.”

	I smiled and leaned in
to hug her once more. Darla had sort of been like a surrogate mother
in a way, and I was going to miss her sassy, sometimes overdramatic,
retorts. Nick was at the door, beckoning me with the wave of his
hand. As I pushed past him, Paul was there with waiting arms. His hug
was more of an arm around the shoulder squeeze, but he pulled so
tightly my shoulders rammed into my ears. Nick bailed to say his
goodbyes to Darla and Tish.

	“Well, what can
I say?” I asked once he released me. Sarcastically, I added,
“Thanks for being suspicious of me enough to call the number on
the flyer?”

	This was the second
Breenie family member to point at me in the last two minutes, and
Paul wagged his finger slow and heavy. “You know, when I saw
that flyer, I actually came to a dead stop. And after talking to your
sister and Nick, it all began to make sense. The fire, you keeping to
yourself and jumping every time you heard a weird noise.”

	“I did that?”
I asked curiously.

	“You were a
little nervous the first few months, yeah. Like you were always
afraid something was going to jump out and get’cha. We’re
just glad you’re beginning to remember where you came from.”


	Well, not really. So
far I was just being told who I was and what happened. Nothing
was really coming out of my own head just yet. 


	“Thank you,”
I said sincerely, “for taking me in and watching over me. You
didn’t have to, and that means the world to me.” Screw
the awkwardness. I hugged that jolly, fat guy whether he felt weird
about it or not. He didn’t press into me like I did him, but he
did show his affection by patting the back of my shoulder. 


	Pulling away, I winced
as I guiltily asked, “So does this mean you’re back on
the nightshift again?”

	“Most likely. I
still need to hire a waitress, so we’re going to close at nine
the next couple of nights.”

	“I’m so
sorry we’re leaving without giving you notice.”

	He waved me off like I
was being silly. “I never get notice from waitresses. Besides,
I’m grateful that Nick came in and gave me a break for a few
weeks. It was nice to actually be at home when the sun went down.
Don’t you worry about us. We’ll be back to normal around
here in a day or so.”

	Nick came in with
Darla and the four of us chit-chatted a bit more before we said our
final goodbyes. I saw the flyer still on the bulletin board. I had no
idea why, but I left it hanging there. 


	Driving out of town
felt surreal. I’d only been hiding in Myrtle Creek for a year
and a half, but it felt like a lifetime. I didn’t have much of
a past to look back on, nor did I have any idea of what to expect in
the days to come. I was just thankful that the guy sitting next to me
seemed to have a grip on both for me, and for that, I squeezed his
hand just a little bit tighter.
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“Oh, wow.
High-rise. Didn’t peg you for the type.”

	He chuckled as he
pulled into the garage and headed for his assigned spot. “You’ll
like this place. Guests only have access to the street entrance and
they have to be buzzed in by the guard. Even if someone manages to
bypass the door and the guard, there’s the steel door to our
apartment to contend with. You should feel pretty safe when you’re
home alone.”

	“Sledgehammer
through the drywall?” I challenged.

	Turning off the
engine, he tilted his head in a manner that screamed Really?
“All right. You’ve got me there, but you’ll have
plenty of time to call building security before anyone gets through.
They’ll be upstairs within a minute. Not to mention, they’ll
probably spot the guy with a sledgehammer on a camera long before he
gets there.” Narrowing his eyes, he added, “Safe enough
for you?”

	Playfully, I replied,
“Eh. I guess it’ll do.”

	He unlocked the doors
and lightly shoved me sideways. “Just get out of the car.”

	Truthfully, all those
extra security measures did make me feel a little safer, but it still
couldn’t keep me from scanning the garage’s shadows and
memorizing the cars that took up the spaces nearest Nick’s.

	I met Chuck, the day
guard, on our way to the elevators. Nick introduced me so he would
know to let me through without questioning from now on. He also left
a note for the night guard, Daniel, but unless I was with Nick, it
was doubtful I’d be leaving the apartment at night anytime
soon.

	“Wow,” I
cooed, impressed over the view I saw the moment we stepped inside his
living room. We were high enough up that you’d have to step
close to the window to actually see most of the cityscape. From the
front door, the view was mostly trees and the snow-capped Mount Hood
in the distance. 


	The weight cramping
the muscles in my neck, I let the bag fall off my shoulder to the
hardwood floor and stepped into the kitchen. There was a small island
that matched the dark wood cabinets and countertop granite in shades
of beiges, browns and golds. All of his appliances matched and had
some kind of nickel coating, and what I assumed were expensive pots
and pans hung from a rack on the ceiling. “Is this what they
call a gourmet kitchen?”

	“You know it.”

	“Why am I not
surprised?” I gaffed.

	“Come on. I’ll
show you to your room.”

	Grabbing my bag, I
followed him down the hallway to the first door on the left. “My
room?”

	“Well, the guest
room.” He dropped my extra bag on the hardwood by the dresser,
and I did the same. Maybe he took my dumbfounded expression as a bad
thing. And maybe it was. We’d spent the last two nights wrapped
up in each other’s arms. I hadn’t really thought about
living arrangements because I assumed we were sort of together now.
Catching my confusion, he was quick to add, “We can still share
a bed, if you’re comfortable with that. I just thought you
might like your own space.”

	“Oh. Okay.”
That made me feel a little better.

	Nick definitely liked
dark woods, as the house was filled with them. This particular room
had a dark walnut colored sleigh bed and a matching chest of drawers
and bedside table. The linens were tan and the walls a creamy beige,
so I literally felt like I was swimming in frothy coffee. And for
some strange reason, I actually found the masculine colors and
furniture comfortable. The only thing in this room that hint of
gender neutrality were the charcoal sketches of flowers that were
framed on the wall, but they were so simple there was nothing girly
about them.

	“Uh, just so you
know, there’s already some clothes in here for you.” He
pulled open the door to the walk-in closet and stepped inside. I
followed, eyeing the amount of clothing hanging on the racks. 


	“Why? Was Claire
here before?”

	“No. I didn’t
get this place until after I began this job. But I won’t lie.
After what happened, I chose this place because of the extra effort
they put into security here.”

	“Then why all
the clothes?” I asked, thumbing through the shirts. 


	“Mrs. Whitaker
dropped them off this morning. She wanted you to have them.”

	 They were all long
sleeved, so Nick must’ve told her about my dressing habits.
There were also jeans, shoes and a few purses hanging on the end. No
doubt this all came from Claire’s closet. I checked the shoe
size purely out of curiosity. Surprise, surprise, another similarity.


	“You don’t
have to use any of it if you don’t want to. We can bag it all
up and give it to charity.” 


	“No. It’s
alright. A little weird, since we haven’t scientifically proven
I’m Claire, but I could really use the extra clothing.”
Mine were donated to begin with and were really beginning to look
their age. I owed Mrs. Whitaker a big thank you, because Claire’s
clothes were far nicer than anything I could afford. “Is she
still here? Are we seeing them soon?”

	“We agreed she
should head back home. Give you a chance to get settled. But they did
invite us over for lunch next Sunday. Whether or not we go is up to
you, because no one’s looking to rush you.”

	“It’s not
that. I’m sure they’re nice people, I’d just rather
know for sure first. I don’t want to lead them on if the test
says I’m not Claire.”

	“Alright. Sounds
fair. I’ll call Philippe later and see if we can meet up with
him tomorrow.”
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After grabbing a quick
bite to eat out and going grocery shopping, it was already eight
o’clock. Ready to crash for the night, I couldn’t resist
a soak in the garden tub in Nick’s master bathroom. Blaring
music and humming along with the radio, I successfully managed to
keep the thoughts from the dark part of my mind away. I only had a
shower in my apartment and at the Breenie’s house, so this was
my first bath since the fire. I was in awe over how much better my
skin blended with the burn when red with heat.

	When I finally emerged
in my typical nightwear, my skin was still flushed with heat. Nick
was already buried under the covers, hands laced behind his head on
the pillow. This room too had dark woods and linens, but what stuck
out most was the picture frame on his bedside table.  Judging by the
shirt, I think it was taken on the same day as the one on the flyer,
but this was a close-up of me and Nick kissing, probably taken by one
of us in the process. Guess I was right about Claire smiling for
someone incredibly special that day.

	Practically moaning,
he stretched out his limbs as far as he could. “God, I have
missed this bed. That couch of yours was like a knife to my back.”

	I climbed in beside
him, snuggling against his chest as if I’d done it for years.
“Is that why you started moving in on me? Just a ploy so you
could get off the couch and into my bed for better sleep?”

	“Sorry, but your
bed wasn’t much better. And no,” he added lightheartedly,
“I moved in because I couldn’t take being that close to
you without being able to actually touch you anymore. And you were so
freaking stubborn about just giving in.”

	“I’m
sorry,” I whispered, remembering the inner conflict tugging
away at me, each side demanding my action to favor its side. It still
felt a little weird that I was comfortable enough with someone to
share my darkest moments.

	His arm wrapped around
me and I practically purred over the feeling of being secured in his
embrace. “It’s alright. I now understand the reasoning
behind your hesitation. But you don’t have to worry here.
You’re officially off the radar.”

	It was like he was
reading my mind, and a half smile inched across my cheek. Head
down. Stay off the radar.
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My feet tapped
nervously on the tiled floor, my index finger wrapping itself up with
the empty straw wrapper. Twist. Untwist. Twist. Untwist. 


	“Relax,”
Nick said. “Philippe won’t bite.”

	I let out a short,
uncomfortable laugh. Maybe not bite, but the test he was going to run
would determine my fate, so it was kind of hard not to be nervous. An
obvious question just smacked me in the face, my eyes widening so far
I almost strained their supportive muscles. “Does he know?”

	Nick looked up from
his phone, his fingers no longer typing out whatever he was working
on. Using a calming tone, he answered, “No. Nobody knows.
Anyone that knows you went missing, Paul, Philippe, my boss, Anne,
they all think you’re amnesic from being traumatized by the
fire. No one’s going to know the truth unless you want to tell
them. Your family and I, we’re not going to take that decision
away from you.”

	I said, “Claire’s
family,” extremely softly, but he still heard me and frowned.
Regardless, he reached over to stroke my hand. “Just a few more
days and you won’t have to doubt that anymore.”

	I offered a pressed
smile and he resumed typing. “You know, she called me all
frantic that night.”

	“Thea?” I
asked, figuring that was who he was talking about.

	“Yep. Obviously,
she called her parents first.” I withheld a smile, noting that
he said her parents instead of your parents. He laid
his phone aside, resting his elbows on the table, clamping his hands
together right in front of his chin. “When she called me it was
sometime after two in the morning and she was practically screaming
on the other end. And when she wasn’t blowing out my ear, she
was either crying or hyperventilating. She was ecstatic and upset all
at the same time, because she had found you but still couldn’t
even hug you or tell you how much she missed and loved you. You have
no idea how hard it was for her to walk away from you that night. She
said she didn’t even make it to the car before she started
bawling.”

	My eyes wet themselves
but tears didn’t flow. I might have a sister. One that would
pick up and travel late night to a diner in the middle of nowhere
just because there was infinitesimal chance that lead could bring her
sister home. And it made me feel loved, or at least made me feel the
love for Claire, and made me want to cry. I truly hoped this whole
Claire debacle worked out the way everyone desperately needed it to.
I’d hate for this to come back negative and rip their hearts
apart, making every single one of us feel that loss all over again. 


	Desperately trying to
keep myself from crying, I sipped at my water and changed the
subject. “You were two grades ahead of Claire in school,
right?”

	“Yep. We met
when she was a sophomore and I was a senior.”

	One eye cocked, I
asked, “Does that make you the same year as Thea?”

	A really amused smile
slowly fought its way into a curl. “I know where you’re
going with this.”

	“Uh-huh.”
Sip.

	“You want to
know why I ended up with Claire when Thea was the one in my classes?”

	“Uh-huh.”
Sip.

	His gaze temporarily
gazed over my shoulder. “Well, too bad. That’s a
discussion for later.”

	“Is Philippe
here?”

	“Yes, but it’s
also a discussion for when we’ve proven you’re Claire,
because the day we met is a private memory that only the two of us
know the specifics of, and I’ll only share that memory with
her.”

	But I’d never be
Claire, even if the DNA said I was. Not really, at least.

	Nick stood just as
Philippe got to our table, reaching out to shake his hand and say
hello. He introduced me and I shook his hand as well, before he took
up the seat beside me and across from Nick. I couldn’t be sure,
but he looked and had an accent that made me think he had a Spanish
background, with light brown skin and dark hair and eyes. 


	“Sorry I’m
late, man. I’ve been fighting all morning to get the quality
control for one of my tests to work right.” He flagged down a
waitress as he said that and ordered his drink. Then we went around
the table giving her our lunch requests.

	“So,”
Philippe said, turning his attention to me. “DNA test. We need
to find out if Megan and Claire are one in the same, right?”

	“Right,” I
confirmed. “Is that weird?”

	“Not at all. DNA
tests are pretty common these days. The cops are using them to match
up victims with suspects and regular people are trying to prove
whether or not there’s a genetic link between parents and
children. I will say that, for me, this is the first time I’ve
had a case where the client is amnesic.” 


	“Woo-hoo,”
I said with obvious fake enthusiasm. “Lucky me. Special case.”
One more thing to make me stand out in the crowd. Awesome. Head
down. Stay off the radar.

	At least Philippe and
Nick found my snark amusing, because it got them to chuckle a little.


	“Alright, enough
shop talk. Nick, tell me what’s been going on with you this
past year. I haven’t seen you at the club in forever. You no
longer feeling the vibe for live music, man?”

	“Nah, it’s
not that. I picked up a Sous Chef position over at Kettle Fusion that
quickly turned into Executive Sous Chef, so I’m not getting off
as early as I used to.”

	“No shit? How
the hell did you pull that off?”

	“Luck. I had
been the Sous Chef for a few months when the exec bailed for another
job, and my boss loves me. So I slid right in long before I ever
should’ve qualified for that position.”

	“Cool. Think you
can hook me up with a table sometime? My girl really wants to try
that place out.”

	“Yeah, man. I
can get you squeezed in any night you want.”

	I continued to listen
to them catch up. I wasn’t a huge part of the conversation, but
I didn’t care, as I was enjoying watching the two interact. It
was interesting to see how Nick acted around an old buddy, laughing
and boasting over things done since they last met up. After awhile, I
still tuned out, too interested on re-scanning the restaurant for an
unwanted individual that never escaped my thoughts. When Nick arched
an eyebrow my way, I did everything I could to make it look like I
wasn’t doing that very thing. Scary thing was, the face
that haunted me was sort of beginning to blur in my mind, and I began
to worry that it may disappear altogether one day. And while that
could possibly be considered a good thing, it could also be the worst
thing ever if he was still chasing me down. 


	Before we parted, I
took out the plastic bag in my purse that contained the hairs I
plucked from my scalp that morning and the paperwork he had emailed
Nick with, a form titled Chain of Custody that I had already
filled out. I also pulled a second bag that contained some of the
hairs I pulled from Claire’s hairbrush. Apparently, Mrs.
Whitaker knew to bag and bring that with her when she brought over
the clothes. I felt odd handling it, and was tempted to leave the
entire brush in the bag instead of pulling the hair free to send
alone, but I figured we should keep it in case further testing was
needed.

	“Alright,”
Philippe said, pulling out a cotton swab in a tube. “I only
asked for your hairs because that’s all we seem to have for
Claire, but I want to swab your cheek too, okay?” I nodded and
opened my mouth, letting him rub the cotton tip against the inside of
my mouth. “Alright. Everything’s in order. Normally the
waiting list is a few weeks, but I’ll make sure you get results
in a couple of days.”

	We thanked him and
said our goodbyes before Nick paid the check and we left. This was
Nick’s last night off before he was scheduled to return to work
at the restaurant, which I now understood to be one of those posh
ones people had a hard time getting reservations to. No wonder he
could afford that apartment without busting the bank. 


	We didn’t have
to worry about rushing home, so he took me to a spot along the
Columbia River that he liked. We walked along it for awhile, soaking
up the sun, sights and sounds around us. I loved how fresh and crisp
the air was through my nose and down my throat, mostly due to the
millions of trees surrounding the city. And I loved the beauty of the
river splashing along its course with the vividly green and white
mountain filling in the background. 


	After that, we spent a
few more hours relaxing at the theater. He was kind to oblige my
request of a romantic comedy, since I really didn’t want to see
anything that involved horror, torture, or scenes that were downright
disturbing. Later, he insisted I help him make a simple dinner,
knowing full well I needed a major crash course in cooking. But
simple for me and simple for Nick were two completely different
things. I’m not sure how much of his lesson I actually
absorbed, because my instructor couldn’t seem to keep his hands
off my body as he guided my every movement from behind. Though I will
say that meatballs and rice was the perfect comfort food to end the
day with.
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I knew I probably
shouldn’t be sharing a bed with Nick until the results came
back, but I just couldn’t help myself. I needed him beside me
when I slept, because it was the only time I felt safe enough to
actually sleep a little through the night. 


	Even if there was a
chance he may not be really mine, for today, maybe even tomorrow, he
was mine. And I wanted him, wanted every single touch he was
willing to give while I could still call him my own.

	After my shower, when
I perused the drawers of the dresser for the first time, I came
across a collection of cotton tanks and shorts. I pulled a top out
and stared at it longingly, remembering a time when I lived with my
so-called fake parents, when I used to prefer the thin cotton over
all others. Rubbing the tank between my fingertips, I let my butt
crash atop the bed, beginning to debate whether or not to put it on.
I hated feeling embarrassed about my skin, even horrified at times. 


	I shook my head at
myself. When was enough going to be enough? Nick had already seen
them several times, particularly the worst of the worst. Yet he was
still here. His hands still continued to caress my skin without
hesitation, without disgust. He moved me into his home for crying out
loud! So if he could see past the abnormality, why couldn’t I?	

	I sucked it up and put
on a tank and a pair of short shorts, but still covered it up with a
silk robe that I left untied, merely crossing the fabric across my
body and securing it closed with fisted hands. I slowly, and
carefully, walked to the master bedroom, silently wishing Nick would
already be asleep so I could slip into bed unnoticed.

	No such luck. He was
crossing from the bathroom to his side of the bed when he caught me
peeking around the corner. “You coming to bed?” he asked.
Somehow he even made a pair of boxers and a gray cotton t-shirt look
incredibly sexy. And I hated to think it, but sometimes I felt so
ugly beside him, beside anyone that had managed to keep their skin
healthy and undamaged.

	“Yeah,” I
said in a not so convincing voice, taking the hard step into the
room. But I had yet to take more than just that one. 


	“Something
wrong?”

	“No,” I
said innocently. “But can we turn off the lights?”

	He took in a deep
breath, his eyes noticing my bare legs sticking out beneath the
bottom of the robe, finally understanding the reason behind my
hesitation, as I had always worn pants to bed. He slowly walked
towards me and tipped my chin up at him. “Megan,” he
began softly, “I’ve already seen them. Up close and
personal. They don’t make me want you any less.” His
hands moved to grasp both cheeks, my body automatically inching
forward to find his, and my hands settled on his waist. “You
have no idea how hard it was for me this past month. Finally finding
you and not being able to just pull you into my arms? It was so damn
hard not to kiss you. I’m sorry if this comes off rude, but I
don’t give a shit about your damn burns. I’ve been
without you too long and I need you. I don’t care if you want
to hide from the rest of the world, just don’t hide from me
anymore.”

	I nodded, afraid my
voice would crack or falter. He tricked me with the kiss, distracting
me as his hands slid down, landing on the base of my neck. He swept
the silk off my shoulders and the robe fell to my elbows. Giving up
on his waist, I dropped my arms to let the robe fall all the way to
the floor before slipping my arms around his neck. 


	I stood there kissing
him, basking in the enjoyment of his hands rubbing up and down my
back, from the ribcage to my hips. Playfully, he pushed me away so we
could get into bed on our respective sides. But even with the extra
confidence, I still kind of hurried to get in and cover myself up.

	Once he turned off the
lamp, I settled into my favorite position, my head on his chest, my
hand available for him to gently stroke. We cuddled for a few minutes
in silence, our hands the only movement between us, our eyes
adjusting to the darkness, the nightlight in the bathroom lightly
filtering out into the bedroom, making our bodies slightly visible.

	Out of nowhere, he
said, “I think you were right about your handlers.”
Confused, my eyes looked to him, my forehead wrinkling. Understanding
my silent meaning, he continued, “I’ve been thinking
about it, and I think they actually died on you.”

	“What makes you
say that?”

	“Well, those
detectives told us that most of the girls stolen were usually sold
immediately and kept drugged to be sex slaves. But there are some who
are meant for a more substantial position, some twisted version of a
willing companion. For those girls, the job of the handler was to
brainwash you, then prepare you for the life chosen in advanced for
the person who bought you, to make you feel not only obligated, but
desperate to please him. From what you told me, that man expected you
to live with him and be a willing sex partner, but you weren’t.
You were brainwashed, but never broken in for him. So, yeah, I think
your handlers actually died and he took custody of you before you
were ready.”

	“And when I
didn’t feel obligated…” I began.

	“You were
converted to the other type of sex slave. The one that had to be
drugged to be kept in line,” Nick finished. 


	God, as if my
intestines weren’t already twisted into a thousand knots.
Brainwashed but not taught submission. I was nearly broken, my life
shattered into so many pieces I wasn’t sure I’d ever get
them back in working order again. I was freaking Humpty Dumpty, a
shell of my former self, trying desperately to seal the cracks and
fill myself back up with what I had lost. 


	But maybe I was going
about this the wrong way. Maybe the answer wasn’t finding what
my past lost, but what my future could entail me: relief,
forgiveness, acceptance.

	I rolled myself over
and allowed Nick to spoon me from behind. His hand was gently
brushing my skin as it stroked back and forth across my thigh. For
once in my life (at least the part I could remember), I found the
courage to wear a tank top and shorts in front of someone else, and
Nick didn’t hesitate to show me how perfect a gentle touch from
the one you adored could be. The motion was moving and hypnotic and
made me yearn for more.

	“Nick,” I
said quietly, still turned away. “Will you touch me?”

	I could almost feel
his smile as a breath of air warmed the back of my neck. “I
am,” he whispered, his hand squeezing my thigh to prove his
point. 


	I rolled my head his
way, catching the lift to his eyebrows in the dim light. “No, I
mean really touch me.” 


	His hand halted,
stopping to rest on my bare skin. After thinking on it a moment, he
replied, “Can I? Yes. Should I? No. I don’t want to rush
this. Not after everything that’s happened.”

	Because the last men
who touched me that way did horrible and unspeakable acts to me.

	I rolled his way,
causing our bodies to connect in random places. His hand simply took
up residence on my hipbone, leaving a soft layer of cotton between
our skins. But I wanted that contact. “I’m haunted by all
these horrible, negative images. I need to know there’s
something better, to feel something so pure and incandescent, that
it’ll wash away the evil. And I want that touch to come from
you.”

	His eyes lit up a
little, but his smile weakened, both elated and disturbed by my
words. “Alright,” he said softly, “but you have to
tell me if you need me to stop.” I nodded, and closed my eyes
when he asked me to.

	Fingertips lightly
circled my shoulder. From there, they trailed down the ridges of my
scarred arm, over my wrist and index finger, and down my upper leg.
He resumed stroking my thigh, this time allowing his hand to creep
beneath my shorts, a little more with each passing. A little
farther, a little farther... My upper thigh slid forward, resting
atop his. He squeezed my waist, then trailed back down along my inner
thigh. The location surprised me, tickled me, and I jerked, rolling
flat onto my back.

	A few seconds of
silence passed between us, but since I didn’t contest or open
my eyes, his movement resumed on the back of my arm, gently sweeping
up and down. When he lifted my forearm off the bed to kiss the inside
of my wrist, I smiled.

	As he shifted on top
of me, the mattress sank and molded against the weight of our bodies.
His breath heated my neck, his nose skimming the surface, teasing and
tickling me, making the fine hairs stand on end. When the kisses
began atop my shoulder blade and his hand massaged the opposite side
of my neck, a wonderful feeling flooded my insides, and light
whimpers escaped my mouth. I’d never been touched so gently
before, like I was delicate and worthy of the time and attention it
took to arouse me.

	The longer he worked
my neck, biting, kissing and licking, the more the tantalizing
tingles began to course through my veins. His hand swept south,
barely grazing my breast along the way, settling down on my waist.
But I wanted him higher, wanted his touch to be rougher, something to
combat the electricity zinging around inside my belly. I think it
surprised him when I reached over to guide his hand back to my chest,
because the kisses came to an abrupt halt. But he still didn’t
respond, so I pressed him firmly against me, molding his hand around
the curvature of my breast. Finally taking the hint, his hand began
to squeeze on its own, and the muscles in my stomach tightened. It
didn’t take long for him to reach underneath the thin tank
obstructing his view. I sneaked a peek, my nipple so erect it was
hard to believe I was wearing anything at all. 


	He pinched me, his
fingers squeezing tighter and tighter, and that action activated
something inside me. I gasped, my breaths deepening in my lungs, and
I moaned, indulging in the pleasures of his touch. Every muscle
between my neck and the tops of my feet stiffened. My back bowed
upward, pressing my belly flush against his chiseled abdomen. 


	His hand slid down as
he slithered off and lay sideways beside me. My insides were
screaming, angry that his hand returned to tracing circles around my
hip, but the softness of his words made me forgive him.

	“Would it be
such a bad thing if you turned out to be Claire?”

	“I thought you
said I was Claire?”

	“I’m
asking how you feel about it.”

	I opened my eyes and
turned his way. “Bad? No. I think it’d be a good thing
for everyone all around if I was. But I don’t think you guys
quite realize that I won’t be the girl you all remember. If I
turn out to be Claire, then she’s officially gone. The daughter
they raised and shared all those memories with? Gone. The girlfriend
in all those pictures with you on your phone? She’s gone, too.
You guys are so focused on proving that I’m Claire, that I’m
not sure you’re really grasping that in the end, I’m
still not going to be her.”

	“Are you afraid
I’m only here because I want Claire back?”

	“Isn’t
that why you came looking in the first place?” I challenged. 


	“Yes, but what I
found was Megan. The girl that currently owns my heart is you. I’m
not with you right now because I long for Claire or secretly hope
you’ll get her memories back some day. I brought you back here
with me because I want Megan.”

	“Then why bring
up Claire?” 


	“To find out
your feelings towards her and her family. I know we’ve already
submitted your samples for the DNA testing, but I can answer that
question for you right here, right now, if you’d like.”

	“Oh, yeah? How
so?”

	To my disappointment,
and to the annoyance of my eyes, he turned on the bedside lamp to the
lowest setting. “I’ve seen Claire’s body before,
and I can remember three distinct freckles in places you don’t
let see the light of day.” With a crooked smile, he cocked his
eyebrows suggestively. “You game?”

	Having his hand
caressing areas that yearned for his touch? Abso-freakin’-lutely!
I just wished that light was off.

	“You sound
awfully confident,” I teased, aching for him to start already. 


	“Well, can I
tell you a secret?” I nodded, and he tapped his finger against
the right side of my neck, just behind my ear. “Claire has a
freckle here, too. And once you told me about the tattoo, I knew you
and Claire were one in the same.”

	“Freckles are
pretty common though.”

	“Not on you.
Will you at least admit you don’t have that many?”

	“There’s a
limited number, yes.”

	“So if I were to
call three of these freckles out, you’d have to admit that I
know what I’m talking about. That you were once Claire
Whitaker.”

	“If you can hit
all three, then yeah, you win.” 


	His smile turned
deliciously wicked, and his fingertips began thumping and crawling
down my side, down my hip, and down my thigh to my knee. He grabbed
behind my kneecap and hitched my leg over his. It slightly tickled as
his fingers continued to run their way back up my thigh, crawling
beneath my cotton shorts, finally settling on a spot always hidden by
my underwear. 


	“Number one. We
both agree I haven’t seen this part of you before?”

	“Not unless
you’ve been checking me out in my sleep.”

	“And give you
another reason to be traumatized? No, thank you. All I’ve done
is hold you.”

	“Well, let’s
go to the field for the call.” I twisted at the waist, rolling
my hips closer to him and my head the opposite way. Sure enough,
there was a freckle right next to where his finger rested. 


	“One for one.”


	I was going to roll
back, but his hand crept up my tank along the back. I loved the feel
of his thumb pads against my skin, so smooth and soft from whatever
moisturizing hand soap he used to clean his hands all day. I knew the
spot he was focusing on, just to the left of my spine, halfway down. 


	“Number two,”
he said, and I reluctantly nodded, wishing he had taken longer to get
there. His hand swept to my hipbone and I finally rolled myself back
down. Quietly, seductively, he teased, “You know where I’m
going for that third freckle, right?”

	I pinched my eyes, my
sleek gaze piercing his. I did know where he was going next,
and my insides began to purr with anticipation. 


	He climbed over me,
picking up his kisses just above my shorts. His hands slid until they
found the bottom hem of my tank. He pushed it slowly north, a kiss
for every inch of my stomach revealed. A little farther, a little
farther… “Hello, number three,” he said,
pushing my shirt up those last two inches, revealing a tiny brown
freckle right below my nipple, and soon his languid tongue was
licking its way to the peak of my breast. A fury erupted below my
belly, my legs stiffening so much they locked in place.

	He didn’t bother
rubbing it in that he’d won, that he had called three for
three, proving without a doubt in his mind that I was Claire. His
mouth just went to work pleasuring my newly exposed area, continuing
the mission I’d set him on originally, and the electric shocks
shooting through my veins picked up right where they left off.

	My breaths quickened
as his hand worked the swell of one breast and his mouth the other. I
was so caught up in the moment, it barely registered that his hand
was also caressing the part of my left breast that was burned. I
spasmed erratically, tingles exploding down below like popping
firecrackers. I had to squirm, had to wrap my legs
tightly around his hips in a death grip, had to open my eyes
to watch him go after my breast like it was his favorite flavor of
ice cream. 


	I threw my head back.
This was what I wanted. To be touched in such an arousing,
pleasurable way, filled with such sensations that I’d never
allow their horrible predecessors to haunt me again. To be devoured
eagerly by Nick. 


	My fingers combed
through his hair, roughly, tugging the ends with each sweep…more
so when he sucked me really hard. I loved it, and the more I moaned
and squirmed beneath him, the harder he nibbled. 


	My hands went lower
and I pinched the material hiding his shoulders. I wanted the damn
shirt gone so I could feel the warmth of his flesh against mine. I
tugged it towards me, but there was no way in hell it was going
anywhere without his help. He granted my silent request, pulling it
over the back of his neck and tossing it to the floor. Crawling
towards me, his mouth sucked at my jaw line. His hand abandoned my
breasts to the cool air, and very slowly, very lightly, his fingers
tickled their way down, down, down. And when he began to rub
me back and forth between my legs, my eyes were ready to roll into
the back of my head. I moaned, long and sing-song. I really, really
wanted him to go there. I hitched my leg higher around his waist and
his hand slid up the back side of my shorts, then followed the hem
around my thigh until he pressed down between my legs. 


	Whispering hotly in my
ear, he asked with a deepened voice, “Do you want me to touch
you here?” 


	I licked my lips and
nodded my answer, the muscles around his hand twitching with
anticipation. At first he rubbed me through my shorts, but when his
finger weaved through the folds and penetrated my insides, he paused
the neck assault to admire his handiwork – my widened eyes, my
dropped jaw, the way I moaned in ecstasy, and the wave I made as a
tingling sensation repetitively rippled the length of my body.
Chuckling, he added a second finger and watched the show all over
again, this time with the addition of my hands flailing back to grab
the headboard for support against the tremors raging where his hand
continued to propel in and out.

	He leaned some of his
weight on top of me, his free arm pressing heavily against my wrists
where they connected with the bed, pinning me down easily,
intensifying the assault between my legs.  He bit the tip of my
nipple and flicked his tongue a few times, and I actually let out a
tiny scream, which he enjoyed way too much.

	“God, I want to
suck on you down there.” It was so hot the way he said that,
his eyes dark and seductive as his lips returned to sucking my
breast, French kissing the nipple held captive within. “Can I?”
he squeezed in between love bites. I wanted that tongue between my
legs so bad.

	And at the same time I
wanted to kill him, because what had started off as me just needing
to be touched in the right way by the right guy, had turned into
desperation for that affection. I didn’t care what he wanted.
If he asked me to perform the kinkiest position in the Kama Sutra
right now, I’d do it without hesitation or risk of humility.
Because I wanted Nick that badly.

	And he knew it. 


	It was the hardest yes
I’d ever said, or moaned in this case, knowing how much power
that one little word just gave him.

	I wasn’t quite
sure what he was doing as he slid past my body onto the floor at the
foot of the bed. But once he snagged my feet and pulled me towards
him, I figured it out. My cheeks were flushing as he pulled my shorts
past my ankles. Kneeling on the floor, he pulled on my legs until my
knees draped over his shoulders.

	I was utterly
embarrassed. Given my past, I should’ve been completely
horrified over the vulnerability of being in that position, but
something about the way Nick’s hands slid gently across my skin
made all that embarrassment just slip away. And once his tongue went
to work, I couldn’t control the intensity of my moans any
longer. Even though he was going slow and barely licking as of yet,
my body exploded with spine-tingling spasms. His arms had wrapped
around my hips and his hands secured my inner thighs apart, refusing
my body’s attempts to thrust about. His assault intensified, as
did my moaning. Only once I came did he release me, and I lay there
exhilarated, not caring that I remained in the most awkward of
positions, my damaged skin out there for him to see.

	He dropped my legs and
climbed over me, bringing that ever-pleasing tongue to mine. He had
my tank pulled off in an instant, and the bare skin of our chests
were suddenly flush. I yearned for that last piece of clothing
between us to go as well, but the moment I slid my hand beneath the
band of his boxers, he murmured, “Uh-uh,” and imprisoned
my hands above my head. 


	He reduced the
intensity of our kisses until my hormones relented and my legs began
to slacken their grip around him, collapsing to the bed from
exhaustion. I think he continued to kiss on me until I finally fell
asleep, but I was in such a euphoric daze I couldn’t say for
sure.
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It was weird how
quickly I had become accustomed to Nick’s body pressed against
mine as I slept, because I always seemed to waken once the heat his
body had supplied mine dissipated. And it was no wonder I was cold,
as I was butt-naked beneath the sheet of silky cotton. 


	I almost didn’t
care that I was alone. My pillow smelled of Nick’s body wash,
and it was heavenly. But still, having him actually in bed with me
was far better. 


	My insides were still
humming happily down below when I threw the cover off my skin. For
the first time since my life went to shit, I actually felt sexy in my
damaged skin, and didn’t think twice about ditching the tank
and shorts and just wrapped myself up loosely with the silk robe.

	Stepping softly, I
lightly dragged my fingertips along the wall to guide me down the
hall. Shades of gray and black finally appeared as I neared the
living room. It was hard to see, but I thought I saw Nick’s
head rolled back over the armchair. I quietly made my way over,
thinking he was asleep, but was surprised to find him awake, a tiny
glint of light shining off his eyes.

	But even in the
darkness, I could tell by the angles and curves on his face that
something was seriously wrong.

	“Nick?” I
whispered, slightly worried. “What’s wrong?”

	A puff of air shot
from his nose like a bull. He shook his head and finished the beer in
his hand, the glass thunking when it dropped to the floor
afterwards, clanging into at least one more bottle already disposed.
When he sighed and tilted his head in my direction, my heart panicked
over his delay in speech.

	Then I wished I had
never asked in the first place. 


	“Why didn’t
you tell me about the cut marks?”

	Fuck. Fuck!
My body was so focused on the pleasures that I completely forgot
about the damage to my body. The burns he knew about, the cuts,
however, I had kept to myself. But his lamps were three-way. He
would’ve had to cycle through the brighter settings to turn it
off. And since he didn’t say anything while it was dim, he
must’ve noticed when he cycled through, my naked, sleeping body
lying there right beside him. My cuts would’ve been so obvious.

	“Did you really
think you could keep that from me?”

	“No,” I
said quickly, dragging the word out longer than necessary. “I
just… I…” I closed my eyes, unable to find the
right words. “Please don’t be mad.”

	“Don’t be
mad?” he snapped, arcing towards me. “My girlfriend gets
fucking kidnapped, brainwashed and sold to some shithead who fucking
rapes and cuts her every damn night!” 


	My eyes cringed shut
when he started yelling at full lung capacity. “I think I have
the right to be fucking mad! Do you think this is easy for me? To
know I wasn’t there to protect you? To know that for every day
I was off learning some stupid new culinary skill, that you were
being drugged and threatened and raped? He had his hands on MY
GIRLFRIEND! And then by some miracle, you not only escape but find
your way back to me. And I’m just supposed to pretend
everything’s alright now? How the hell are either one of us
suppose to do that?”

	His voice collapsed on
him next. “How can you not resent me for not finding you? For
not protecting you better?” He practically choked when he added
solemnly, “Why would you even want to be with someone that’s
already failed you?”

	My face long smothered
with tears, all I could do was jump on his lap and throw my arms
around him. Whether he felt he deserved me or not, I wasn’t
going to let him fall apart on me. Not now. Not ever. I didn’t
want to move forward without him. 


	To my relief, his arms
wrapped around me too, and I felt the tug to my roots when he fisted
my hair. Through tears and a raspy voice, he cried, “I am so
sorry, Megan. I should’ve protected you better.”

	My throat thick with
mucous, my voice was barely audible. “It’s not your
fault. You wouldn’t have been driving me to school even if you
were still in town. I was the stupid one. It’s my fault I was
taken.”

	“No. You were
young. Innocent.”

	“So were you,”
I defended. “And I know you did everything you could to find
me. You had to go on with your life. If you hadn’t, you
wouldn’t be able to take care of me right now.”

	“But that
shouldn’t have happened to you. And I’m glad you burned
that motherfucker to the ground. I only wish I could’ve been
there to do it with you.” 


	The grip he had on my
ribs practically suffocated me now, but I didn’t care. It was
secure and somewhat comforting, even with the difficulty breathing.
“It’s over now. I just want to move on. With you.”

	He gave me a shaky
nod. We held each other tightly until our unsteady chest heaves
calmed and our tears ran dry. He grabbed my face with both hands and
gave me his most passionate kiss yet. 


	“I love you,
Megan.”

	I felt another tear
drop. “I think I love you, too. No, wait…” I
paused, tipping my head at an angle.  Did I really just say think?


	Did I love him?
I knew it seemed fast, but I had been with him twenty-four-seven for
practically a month now. Twenty-nine days. Seven hundred and two
hours. Watching him, getting to know him, aching to bring my body
closer to his, finally getting to kiss him. Was it me on the border
of falling in love, or was it something deep within that was tapping
into it? Something lingering from the days of Claire, maybe
recognizing and reaching for the soul it once connected with?

	Because I kind of felt
like I did love him. And I couldn’t deny all the things he’d
done to prove his love for me.

	Nick’s chuckle
was as soft as a whisper, and his hands surrounded my face to bring
my eyes back to his. “That’s alright. Given the
circumstances, I’ll happily accept that.” 


	We smiled in the
darkness and brought our lips together again. The way his hands
slipped down to caress my hips, along with the deep succulent kisses,
made me wet again, and I was suddenly aware of how exposed I was,
sitting in his lap in nothing but a robe with silk ties that had
completely loosened from our embrace. Tingles exploded between my
legs and my body screamed for me to let him take me. 


	I pulled from the kiss
and buried my forehead in his neck. “Can I ask you something
that’s been weighing on my mind?”

	“Anything.”
His hand gently brushed through my tangled hair.

	“You said we
started dating when I was a sophomore. Did we ever have sex?” 


	He chuckled lightly
and I sensed a much-needed smile spreading across his face. “Yeah.
But the first year, we just fooled around with oral sex.”

	“Which explains
why you did it so well earlier.”

	His amusement growing,
he let loose a real laugh this time, and my insides got chills when I
remembered how his eyes seduced me when they looked up from between
my legs earlier. “Well, I’ve had plenty of experience
finding your sweet spots, you just don’t remember it. Shortly
after your sixteenth birthday, your parents left to visit relatives
one weekend. You asked me to come stay with you and told me you were
ready for more.” He paused to tuck my hair behind my ear. “We
hardly left your bed the entire time.”

	It now made sense why
that bastard always bitched about me not being a virgin –
calling me all sorts of things, fucking whore probably the
nicest. For the life of me, I could never understand what he was
talking about since I thought I was one, but again, I really didn’t
give a shit about his disappointments. 


	That meant that Nick
and I had been really sexually active for a year before I got
stolen. I sighed, wishing I could be happy about those memories I no
longer had, but I was still grateful for Nick. And I probably
shouldn’t have said what was on my mind, but I did. “You
have no idea how relieved I am that I got to give my virginity to you
before it could be taken by someone else.”

	A faint groan rumbled
in his throat. His head fell forward and his embrace found a way to
tighten even more. I wanted nothing more than to remember our time
together. I felt cheated. That freaking asshole took me away from the
guy I loved, took several years away from our time together, took
every emotional memory I ever had with him. And I desperately wanted
them back. 


	“Nick?” I
whispered.

	“Mmm-hmm?”

	“What we did
earlier tonight? I want more. I want you.”

	Shock overtook him. He
not only pulled out of our embrace but actually held his hands to my
shoulders to keep me at bay. “What? No! I shouldn’t have
even done what I did. What if I hurt you? I mean, aren’t you…”

	“Traumatized?”
I asked solemnly, and he nodded his head. My body slumped once I
released a heavy sigh from my stiff body. God…this was just
not the type of conversation I wanted to have. Ever. “I know I
probably should be. But… Look. I know what happened to me, I
do. But I was really out of it each time it happened. I guess in a
way it was a blessing, because I wasn’t really conscious, so I
remember very little. There were only a few times when I snapped out
of my daze when he... And I’m not going to lie, those images
still haunt me in a way. But I never had to feel what was
happening when it was happening, you know? So in a way, I just
don’t remember enough to be as traumatized as I probably should
be. I’m more disgusted than anything now, even mad when I think
of the others that are still trapped in that life, and a little
fearful at times that I could be taken back. But in all honesty, I
think the aftereffect of these burns bother me more than the rapes,
because I felt them when they happened, and I’m still forced to
endure how people react to me when they see them.”

	I didn’t like
this distance between us, or the cold seeping over my skin now that
he’d pulled away. “Nick, I’ve been trying to cope
with this for a long time now. And I feel ready to leave that part of
my life behind. I feel ready with you. So, please. I just need a
little more from you.”

	He eyed me warily, but
I saw the longing hidden within those shining orbs, and I wished
there was enough light to see the intense shade of green that filled
them. After all, I wasn’t the only one who had gone without for
so long. He had to need this as much as me. “How much is a
little?”

	“Everything,”
I admitted with a whisper.

	His straining eyes
closed and his head began to sway. “I’m scared. For the
first time in my life I’m truly scared. I don’t want you
to hurt anymore.”

	That horrible stinging
sensation returned, the muscles behind my eyes straining as the first
tear began to fall. “I’m scared, too. For eighteen months
now, I’ve lived in terror, fearing everything and everyone. I
don’t want to be scared anymore. The only time I’ve ever
felt safe is in your arms. I do love you, and I just want to let you
in all the way. So please. Please fill me with love, because I can’t
bear to be filled with fear anymore. It’s suffocating me.”

	I sensed the
resignation in his eyes when they looked sadly my way. He pressed his
forehead to mine, gently nodding. “Okay,” he whispered,
gently kissing me before pulling me to my feet. His hand guided me to
the bedroom. Tipping my chin up at him, he said softly, “We’ll
do this, but the second your uncomfortable, it’s over. Got it?”

	I nodded, and lifted
to my toes to seal the deal with a kiss. My robe fell off my
shoulders, and by the time his skin made contact with mine on the
bed, we were both naked. He repeated everything he did earlier,
probably because he already knew it wouldn’t hurt me in any
way. Beginning with my lips and neck, Nick traveled south to my
breasts. Finally, when he had me nearly screaming as he worked down
below, he slowly slid inside me. I gasped, and once he was sure it
was in pleasure, he gently rocked in and out, his eyes intensely
staring into mine. 


	We spent the night
taking our time. Nick did everything right, and teased me with the
rise and falls, constantly prolonging our enjoyment. And when we
finished, nothing he’d done had bruised or hurt me in any way.
Our emotions and hormones finally spent, my body lay partially atop
his, finding comfort in the motion of his chest and the gentle
circles he was tracing on my backside. We lay there quietly for the
longest time, conversation not necessary, just enjoying the physical
contact between our warm, naked flesh.
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I pulled my robe on,
crossing my arms for added warmth, and quietly left the bedroom in
search of Nick. The guy never seemed to be around every time I woke
up. I found him leaning over the kitchen island with his back to me,
most likely reading the newspaper like he’d done every other
morning. I was guessing this one at least got delivered to his door.
I leaned against the hallway doorframe. My gaze got lost in the
curvature of his back, biceps and what part of his legs I could see
outside his boxers. I could stay there all day admiring that view,
but his body shifted positions and cruelly brought me back to
reality. 


	“Have I told you
how much I hate waking up cold and alone?” 


	I hadn’t meant
for it to come off so disheartening, but it did, as I truly felt that
way inside. A pained smile formed on his lips before abandoning the
coffee in his hand and making his way towards me. 


	“I’m
sorry, baby.”

	Baby. That word
sounded smooth and sweet coming from his mouth. A girl could get used
to hearing that on a daily basis. 


	He lightly caressed my
cheeks and tenderly kissed me, pulling away far too soon. “You’ve
always slept an hour longer than me. I thought for sure I had plenty
of time to get back to you before you woke.”

	“Must have been
the coffee. You never made it in our apartment, so it never woke me
up before.”

	Cool silk pressed
against my skin as his hands rubbed the outside of my arms up and
down. The friction heated my skin and tingles flitted through my
body, their cool effect surprisingly warm. Wanting more, I leaned
myself into him, not caring that the robe fell open in the front. His
arms wrapped tightly around me, the pressure of his lower half
against mine incredibly arousing, and images of our night flashed
through my mind.

	Nick, leaning over
me, gently massaging my lips with his as our bodies swayed in rhythm.



	Me, on top of Nick,
not caring that every inch of my damaged skin was exposed for his
viewing. It seemed he didn’t even notice, and with his eyes
locked so intensely on mine, how could he?

	For once I had sexual
visuals that didn’t disgust every fiber of my being. I was left
content, yet wanting. And nothing seemed able to break my smile.

	His lips might have
been preoccupied with mine, but his brain still managed to realize
our bare chests were brushing together. Out of nowhere, his hand
cupped and squeezed by breast. Shocking me, I cried out, “No!”
I playfully swatted and squirmed free of his grasp, giggling as he
continued to feel me up until I rewrapped my robe.

	Returning to his
coffee, he wagged his folded up newspaper at me on the way to the
sofa, teasing, “Don’t stand in front of me naked unless
you mean it.”

	“It’s not
me. It’s this damn silk. It won’t stay tied.”

	He crashed on the
sofa, snapping the paper as he opened it up. “Note to self. Buy
Megan lots of silk.”
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Around two o’clock,
Nick was gathering things into his backpack to leave for work. “You
don’t wear regular clothes in that restaurant, do you?”

	“No. I keep my
clothes in my office so I don’t have to wear the uniform coming
and going. The less I smell like food when I get home, the better.”

	“You have an
office?”

	“A small one.”

	Amused, I crossed my
arms and teased, “Small like Paul’s?”

	“God, no. I
don’t know how he does that. But seeing as how I worked there
for free, I can hardly sympathize.”

	The smile fell from my
face. “You didn’t get paid?” I exclaimed. 


	“He couldn’t
afford it and I refused to leave there without a job working
alongside you. Hence the free part.”

	“Nick…”

	He cupped my chin, and
my hands went for his waist. “It’s fine. I wasn’t
going to leave my girl there all lost and alone.” 


	You know that moment
when you know someone truly loves you? That one was mine, and I hoped
the kiss that followed returned the sentiment. 		

	I felt all tingly
inside, but it faded as the realization sank in that Nick was about
to leave me home alone, and that was something I wasn’t looking
forward to. “I feel bad.”

	“About what?”


	“That you’re
going off to make money and I’m just staying home, sitting on
my ass being a total mooch. You just worked several weeks for free. I
can’t just stay home.”

	His eyes rolled
halfway back, fighting the full rotation. “Let me ask you this.
How long did you work at Breenie’s?”

	“About a year
and a half,” I replied. One year, six months, twenty-two
days to be exact.

	“And how many
days did you take off?”

	“I don’t
know. I was sick twice, so maybe four days.”

	“Then you’re
due a vacation. Strip down, grab the chocolate and plant your ass on
the sofa already. And if you feel bad for taking the day off, you can
please me to your heart’s content when I get back.”

	I licked my lips, in
both an attempt to keep my smile from spreading too quickly and to
turn him on for saying that. It worked, but he was better at keeping
a straight face than I was. 


	“Look,” he
continued, “if relaxing drives you up the wall, you can use my
laptop, maybe even look up what you’d need to do to get your
GED.”

	“GED? Wow. I
hadn’t even thought of that.” God, I never finished
high school! 


	Shit!

	“You’re a
smart girl. And you only missed the equivalent of like six months of
classes. You’ll catch up and pass it easily. Of course, that’s
assuming you want to get one.”

	“Yeah, I want to
get it.”

	“Well, okay
then. Find out what type of study materials you need and we’ll
pick them up this week. That’ll give you something to focus
on.”

	I nodded, and solemnly
pressed my lips. Noticing my expression, Nick dropped what he was
doing to ask, “What’s wrong?”

	I dropped my gaze from
meeting his and replied, “Nothing. It’s just weird, you
going off to work without me. I guess I just got used to having you
around twenty-four-seven.” I glanced around the apartment.
Suddenly, it seemed the opposite of warm and comfortable. Not at all
like what I would consider home.

	I must’ve been
an open book, because once again, Nick honed in on exactly what
thought was bouncing around inside my head. “Hey,” he
said, gently holding the side of my face, his thumb trailing back and
forth along my cheek. “This is your home now, and I want you to
be comfortable. You’re safe here. And I don’t want to
make you feel like a prisoner or anything, but do me a favor and
don’t answer the door unless I’m here. Not for anyone.”

	I nodded again. You’d
never catch me arguing that point. He slowly leaned down and kissed
my lips tenderly, then whispered, “I love you, baby.” He
kissed me firmly on the forehead, then grabbed his backpack off the
counter and headed for the door. “I’ll be back in no
time, you’ll see.”

	It wasn’t in no
time, but I survived my first evening without him. I knew it was
silly of me, and that we had to get back to a normal life, but I just
liked having him around. I still didn’t like being alone at
night, even when I felt a sense of safety securely locked away in
Nick’s apartment. I had to turn on all the lights. 


	And I still felt bad
that I wasn’t doing some kind of work, so I spent the better
part of the evening cleaning the apartment. But I probably should’ve
left some of it alone, so I’d have something to do the rest of
the week. Luckily, Nick took me to the library the next day so I
could get a card to check out a bunch of books. Some for pleasure,
some for studying so I could take my GED. Of course, in order for me
to take it, I’d have to clear up this whole Claire Whitaker –
Megan Smith thing I had going on. Which incidentally, didn’t
take as long as I thought it would. 


	I fell asleep on the
sofa long before Nick came home from work and woke me up. He noticed
the excess of lights but didn’t say anything, and instead,
moved silently through the rooms turning them off one by one as we
settled in the bedroom for the night. After coming back from his
second night back at work, he handed me an envelope that had
Philippe’s laboratory name on it. “Wow. That was fast.”
I tapped the sealed envelope in my hand. “Do you know the
result?”

	“Nope. I didn’t
ask, he didn’t say. I thought it best to let you open it.”

	The contents of my
stomach were swirling inside. This was it. This thin little envelope
was going to determine the rest of my life, would tell me if Nick was
truly mine to keep, and if a family would be waiting with open arms
for me to come home. 


	How could one sheet of
paper hold so much power?
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I am Claire Whitaker.
It still felt funny to say that, to even think the thought, as those
words seemed foreign, lost in translation. I am Claire Whitaker.
I was taken from my family, from a boyfriend who adored me, and had
more than my life stripped away from me. Forget the lost memories;
part of my soul was cruelly ripped from my body, lost forever in the
darkness that entrapped me those six months down in that prison of a
basement.

	I told Nick I didn’t
know how long I had been kept there, but I was sure it hadn’t
been that long. After all, I still had enough willpower and strength
to fight my way out. 


	But it was a lie. I
knew exactly how long I had been imprisoned, how long I had been
used. I knew the exact dates of when my supposed-parents died
and when I escaped. Six fucking months. 


	Well, five months,
nineteen days, to be exact.

	But I’d never
tell him that. Better he thought two, maybe three months tops. The
higher the number, the harder it would be on him, and I had already
suffered enough for the both of us.

	And Nick was lying
about completely believing I was Claire. I saw the relief that
flashed through his eyes when I read aloud the DNA results, saw the
way his face softened, and felt how his mouth was particularly
delicate as it explored my body afterwards. I could feel the passion
all the way to the tip of my toes.	

	I think for the first
time since I escaped that hellhole, I actually slept through the
night, and peacefully at that. Nick faced the chilly air first,
jumping out of bed and stepping into his drawstring pants. For the
second time, I got a really good look at the sunburst tattoo in
actual light. I had noticed once before, but he was on the phone
while changing, so we didn’t get a chance to discuss it. Its
core was at least two inches in diameter; its wavy, flaming tendrils
reaching well beyond that, the color splash of reds, yellows and
oranges covering a good part of the right side of his groin, fanning
out high enough to peek over his pants.

	Teasingly, I asked,
“You let a dude’s hand get close enough to make that?”

	“No. I let a
woman do it.” He winked playfully and added, “A really
hot one.”

	I gasped dramatically,
pretending to be offended. Throwing the covers off, I began the
search for my own clothes. That instant chill pierced deep enough to
make me tingle inside, goosebumps sprouting up all across my flesh. 


	“Don’t
even go there. You don’t remember, but you went all googley-eye
for the guy that did yours.” 


	He watched as I pulled
my tank over my head, hunger firing up behind those rich green eyes.
Guess the goosebumps weren’t the only thing showing how cold I
was. “Is that why you found a hot girl to do yours? To get back
at me?”

	Now that I had my boy
shorts on too, his visual was lost, and he was quick to extend his
arm and point at me as he headed for the bathroom. “Hey. I had
them first. Seeing mine is what made you want to get one too.”

	Following him, I
stopped at the edge of the doorway. I watched his reflection throw
water into his hair and comb his fingers through it. “Do you
always tease your girlfriend this way?” I asked, faking
offense, pouting my lips for dramatic effect.

	“Oh, is that
what you’re calling yourself these days?”

	My nose wrinkled. “I
believe I’ve filled out all the necessary paperwork for the
position.”

	“Well, in that
case, application approved.” He kissed me quickly on the lips.
“Now get away from me before we end up in bed again.”

	Alright, we had
been a little attached to the bed since we moved here. Enough we
might as well have been categorized with the newlyweds, because we
couldn’t get enough of each other. I may have only been a few
months shy of turning twenty, but I felt thirty, like I’d been
waiting forever for something this wonderful to come along. And now
that I had him, I didn’t want to let go. And if that meant
spending a lot of time playing doctor under the sheets, then so be
it.

	“You say that
like it’s a bad thing.”

	Chuckling, he tied his
shoes while he replied, “Not at all. But I have to be at work
in a few hours and I’ve got to get a workout in. I did nothing
while we were in Myrtle Creek and I feel like shit.”

	“I thought sex
was exercise.” He pressed his lips tight and shook his head,
refusing to take the bait, so I asked, “Did I ever exercise?”

	“Sometimes you
ran, but you spent most of your free time writing and investigating.”

	“Huh?”

	“You worked on
the school paper. You were going to go to college here and get
English and Journalism degrees so you could work for a magazine or
paper somewhere.”

	“Really?”
Shrugging, I thought on it, saying, “I suppose Journalism could
be cool. But what if college isn’t right for me anymore?”

	“Megan, you keep
worrying about things you don’t need to worry about. You don’t
have to figure out everything right now. Just get your GED and then
decide the next step. I don’t want you to rush into something
because you liked it as Claire. I want you to do what Megan wants.”

	He literally ran off
after that, leaving me to ponder my future alone.
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Today was the day.
Sunday. Time to meet the parents. Funny, I’d always thought
that phrase was meant for meeting your significant other’s
parents, not your own. I’d tossed and turned all night, my
nerves shot to hell and back with worry. I still had no idea who
these people were to me. Not a single memory about my family had come
back to me, even though I’d spent hours this past week
memorizing every photo in that album, trying desperately to associate
a sound, a smell, anything, that would remind me of the moment
it was taken. But I had nothing. Truthfully, I haven’t had
memories involving Nick resurface either, and he was the one I spent
the majority of my time with this past month. 


	What if I never got
any of them back? Then my whole childhood would be lost, leaving me
with nothing more than memories that were falsely implanted in my
mind. I still shivered when I thought of what those handlers must’ve
done to achieve that.

	I took a deep breath
and held my stomach, trying to calm the nausea within. I had already
tried on three of the shirts and was debating on a fourth. Turned out
I was right about being ten pounds heavier as Claire, because now the
clothes in my closet were looser than they should’ve been. 


	Why did I even care?
These people were my family. I was pretty sure I could show up in a
potato sack and they wouldn’t care less. Blowing off the
closet, I grabbed a pair of sneakers and called it good.

	Portland to Seattle
was a three hour drive and my nerves continued to eat away at me.
Maybe I should’ve brought that study guide. At least I could’ve
tricked my mind into concentrating on something else.

	With a smirk, Nick
turned and asked, “You wanting chocolate yet?” 


	“What?”
That question was so left field.

	“You always
craved chocolate when you were stressing.”

	Huh. I hadn’t
really ever noticed that before, but then again I was close to broke,
so chocolate wasn’t something I indulged in often. But now that
he mentioned it, chocolate sounded pretty damn good right about now. 


	“Check the glove
box.”

	With curious eyes, I
pulled on the lever. Amongst the basic car crap you’d expect to
see, ie. maps, pens, extra napkins and a tire gauge, were two
packages of plain M&Ms. “Awesome.” I offered him a
bag but he shot me down. 


	“You’re
probably going to need both bags by the end of the day.” 


	“It’s not
fair,” I whined grumpily, ripping into the bag so I could pop a
few of the hard-shelled morsels into my mouth.

	“What’s
not?”

	“You know me so
well. You know all my quirks. When I’m lying.” Raising
one eyebrow, I added, “My sexual hot spots.” Yeah, that
got his lips to curl a little too wickedly. “I’ve got
nothing on you anymore.”

	His chuckle was just
evil. “I was wondering when that was going to occur to you.”

	“So will you
tell me those things about you now?”

	“Nope.” He
was so blunt my jaw actually dropped. “You figured them out
once, you’ll figure them out again.” I groaned
dramatically when he had the nerve to follow that up with a wink.
That just made me pop a fistful of chocolate. 


	“So here’s
the game plan. We’re going to stop off at my Mom’s first.
I figure she’ll be a good warm-up since you’re still
nervous about your own family.”

	I kind of just stared
at him, completely taken aback. “But you don’t talk about
your family. Ever.”

	Nick’s face
soured, his lips taking on a wrinkled curve. “It’s not
that,” he said solemnly. “I know you tried asking that
first night we met, but you had just told me that those people who
pretended to be your parents died on you, and you were genuinely
upset about it. And I’m sorry, but it just pissed me off. You
had a loving family that bled tears over your disappearance, praying
every damn day for your safe return. You were so brainwashed you
actually mourned for those assholes. So yeah, I really didn’t
want to discuss families with you,” he finished, perhaps just a
little too bitterly. 


	Damn that made me feel
like shit. Suddenly, the M&Ms were having the opposite effect on
me. Grimacing, I tossed the bag back into the glove compartment. “I’m
sorry,” I said quietly. I didn’t even have the courage to
look at him when I apologized. “God, I must be the worst
girlfriend ever.”

	Sighing, he replied,
“No, you’re not.”

	“No, seriously.
I’ve been so self-absorbed in my own problems that it hasn’t
even occurred to me that you may have some too. I’m such a
bitch.”

	“Baby,” he
cooed, grabbing my hand and squeezing it over the center console,
“you’ve had every right to be self-absorbed. Normally I
wouldn’t say that, but you have some fairly significant issues
to deal with right now. I’m not mad at you for that. Shit, I’m
not mad period. We’ve found you, we’ve proven you’re
a Whitaker and today you’ll reunite with your family. I
promise, beginning tomorrow, most of this nightmare will be behind us
and it’ll get easier.”

	“Just one more
day?”

	“Just one more
day,” he parroted. He tried to give me a meaningful look, but
couldn’t hold it long enough, as he needed to focus on the road
before us. 


	Determined to stop
being a completely craptastic girlfriend, I encouraged, “So
tell me about your family. Did your dad really pass away?”

	Eyes fixated on the
road, he solemnly replied, “Yes. When I was sixteen. Brain
cancer.”

	“I’m so
sorry.” I pulled my hand free and used it to gently scratch the
back of his head, for which he immediately acknowledged with a soft
moan of approval. I was only fourteen then, so I knew he hadn’t
met me as Claire when that happened. “I wish I could’ve
been there for you.”

	“Me too. Because
it came out of nowhere and took him fast. And I didn’t deal
with it as well as I should have.”

	“Nick, there’s
no right way to deal with that. We just do it the way that comes
naturally, and that’s however our bodies require us to react to
get through it.” He simply nodded his head. I didn’t want
to push him anymore on the subject while he was driving, so I moved
on to something easier. “So is it just you and your mom? No
siblings?”

	“Just me.”

	Teasingly, I asked,
“Had you and quit, huh? You must’ve been a real
terror growing up.”

	“Or just so damn
cute they only had down to go,” he countered with a grin.

	I chuckled, and the
release felt good, and by the smile lighting up Nick’s face,
the mood was definitely mutual. He spent the rest of the trip telling
me about his life pre-Claire: from playing baseball all his life,
from the arm he broke when he was twelve because he just had to jump
off a massive boulder with his skateboard and ended up tripping as he
landed, falling awkwardly on his upper body.

	Time flew by and
suddenly, we were letting ourselves in through Nick’s childhood
one-story home. He closed the door behind us and called for his mom.
I heard a cheerful voice shout, “Coming!” right before
she appeared around the corner. Her face lit up and a cheerful grin
greeted us. Guess I now knew where Nick got those vivid green eyes
and woodsy brown hair color from. “Hi!” she called
excitedly, wrapping her son up in a hug and kissing his cheek. She
was about my height, so Nick’s six-foot-three height towered
over her a bit, too. 


	Then she turned to me
and her features softened. I had the feeling she was dialing down her
overzealous nature a notch for my benefit. “So I guess we’re
doing this like the first time, right?” She gently shook my
hand. “Hi, Megan. I’m Sam. It’s nice to meet you.
Again.” 


	Call it instinct,
maybe even an unearthed memory scratching its way to the surface, but
I really liked this woman. She was clearly making fun of me, but at
the same time, not a drop of sarcasm tainted her voice, and a smile
naturally lifted my cheeks. “Nice to meet you too, Mrs. Ellis.”

	Fake abhorrence
smothered her features. “Oh, no, honey. No, no. When someone
your age calls me that, I feel ancient. Now I know you don’t
remember this, but you used to call me Mom. But if that’s too
weird for you, just call me Sam.”

	Nick’s hand
reached around to snag my hip and pull me against him. I loved the
feel of his fingers splayed against my body, and the pressure as he
pulled firmly. “Okay,” I replied. “Then we’ll
start with Sam and go from there.”

	“Perfect!”
she exclaimed, eyes wide as she clapped her hands together before
her. If this was her normal behavior, where in the hell did she get
all that energy?

	“Mom?”
Nick asked cautiously. “Are you cooking?”

	Whoops. There went her
ecstatic mood, her smile beginning to wilt as her forehead furrowed.
With a slight tone, she retorted, “Yes, Nickolas. I do
occasionally cook food in this house, but if you’d like to go
inspect it to make sure I’m not going to give myself E.
coli, knock yourself out.”

	The way he pinched his
lips, I could tell he was really trying to stay put, but whatever the
thoughts were shouting off in his head, they won out. Once he was
gone, a quiet chuckle escaped Sam’s mouth. Then she winked and
beckoned me with a silent nod to follow her through the dining room
and into the kitchen. 


	Nick was standing over
the stock pot simmering away on the island, sniffing and tasting what
smelled like stew. “Well, it tastes alright, but it could use a
sprig of rosemary.” 


	Sam’s face
seemed to squish, turning her pressed smile my way. “A sprig.
Did you hear that? A sprig.” Turning her attention back
to Nick, she said, “If you’re not going to be calling the
health department on me, could you back away from the pot and let me
finish then?”

	I tried not to laugh,
I really did. Nick’s hands went up in surrender and he stepped
off to the side. Sam took over at her work station, continuing to
chop carrots and skinned potatoes. “Hey. Since you’re
here, could you work your magic with the guest room toilet again?”

	Groaning, he cried,
“Again?”

	“Always.”

	After rolling his
eyes, he asked me, “Will you be alright for a few minutes?”

	Before I could even
form words, Sam swatted his chest. “Of course she’ll be
okay! What do you think I’m going to do to the girl? Feed her
my cooking?”

	Deadpanned, he
replied, “Please don’t. She’s been through enough
already.”

	I laughed as Sam
shoved her son a little harder, pushing him into motion. “Go
on. Get out of my kitchen and get to work.”

	“Alright!”
Obviously trying to comfort me in case I was nervous, he added, “I’ll
be back in a few minutes.”

	But seriously, what
was there to be nervous about? This woman was a hoot. 


	“Don’t
listen to him,” Sam told me once he was out of earshot, leaning
over the rectangular island that separated us.  “Just between
you and me,” she said softly, “and Claire, because you
knew this before, too. But I can actually cook just fine. Some time
in his early teen years, he got interested in cooking. And the kid
was actually good at it! Call me a bad mom if you want, but I began
faking incompetence in the kitchen. I even threw together a few meals
I knew would stink to high heaven just so I could get him to take
over our family cooking full-time.”

	My mouth fell open as
I gasped, but laughter was soon to follow. “That’s
horrible!” I yelled in a hushed tone, but with all the
giggling, the reprimand got lost. 


	“Yeah, it
probably was,” she conceded, “but hey, he may not be the
chef he is today if I hadn’t done that.” Oddly enough, I
couldn’t argue her logic. “Now that he’s gone, I
have to do my own cooking again. He thinks my turnaround is because
he taught me a few things, so he always likes to tease me when I’ve
got something cooking.” She threw a few handfuls of vegetables
into the pot, her face taking on a more saddened demeanor. 


	“You miss him,
don’t you?”

	“Of course I do!
I know the two of you are only a few hours away, but still, I wish I
could see him more than just once a month.”

	I leaned over the gray
Formica countertop. “You could always move to Portland.”

	“I’ve
thought about it. And I know he’s considering finding a job
back here in Seattle, too.”

	That stunned me. Say
what? “Really? He hasn’t mentioned that to me.”

	“Then don’t
tell him I said that. He’s only considering it so you can be
closer to your family while you’re trying to reconnect with
them. He’s afraid seeing them once or twice a month won’t
be enough to help trigger those memories of yours.”

	I sighed, long and
deep. It was sweet he wanted to take care of me, and I knew he had my
best interest at heart, but I’d hate for him to leave a job he
loved just to do that. Where was the fairness in that?

	A moment of silence
ensued between us before Sam asked me, “So what are you going
to do now? Are you going to go to college?”

	Shrugging and shaking
my head, I admitted, “I have absolutely no idea what to do with
my life anymore.”

	Amused, she replied,
“Well, then college is perfect for you.”

	“How so?”

	“Where else can
you get a taste of every subject there is to offer? You don’t
have to know what you want to do to attend college. Take an art
class, a creative writing class, a business class. Whatever. Try
everything until you find something you like. And if you’d
rather work from home these days, go be a copy editor for those books
you like to read. Or a web page designer or a writer. Hell, go learn
how to write the code for those obnoxious video games the kids can’t
seem to get enough of. Don’t tell me those jobs can’t be
worked from home nowadays.”

	“Sam, you are
just filled with excellent suggestions.”

	She playfully shrugged
her shoulders and tipped her head. “Had to happen eventually.”


	She winked just as
Nick came back into the kitchen, wiping his hands down with dark red
hand towel. “Alright, it’s fixed. Again. Just try
not to use it. The next time I come into town, I’ll rip out the
guts and replace them already.” 


	Her nose crinkled.
“Sounds gross. Is that expensive?”

	“No. I can
probably do it for thirty bucks.”

	“Oh, hell! If
I’d known it was that cheap, I would’ve had you do it a
long time ago!”

	Turning his head, he
not so subtly muttered to me, “I was hoping to get out of it
but apparently, she’s never going to replace the damn thing.”

	With a wink meant just
for me, Sam replied, “Oh, well, you know me. Helpless unless
you do it for me.”
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My heart thumped as
Nick pulled to a stop in front of a white brick, two-story home. I
couldn’t help but grin over the thick, beautiful bushes of blue
hydrangeas that lined the front of the house. 


	“You ready for
this?” he asked me.

	“Sort of. I want
to meet them, I just hope they’re not expecting too much from
me yet.”

	“They’re
not. I warned them you still haven’t remembered anything.”

	I nodded as I released
my seatbelt and slowly climbed out of the car. Nick was by my side in
an instant, already comforting me by squeezing my hand in his, like
he could transfer some of his confidence through our grasp. A young
boy rode up on his bicycle and came to a screeching halt when he saw
me. He was probably about twelve years old and just stood there
staring at me with wide gray eyes. 


	“Who’s
that?” I whispered.

	“I think he’s
one of the neighbor’s kids you used to babysit sometimes. Can’t
remember his name though.”

	I awkwardly waved at
the stunned boy as the front door opened and Mr. and Mrs. Whitaker –
uh, Mom and Dad – stepped out onto the porch patio. His arm was
wrapped firmly around her shoulders. If I wasn’t mistaken, it
was to keep her grounded, because she bobbed back and forth on her
feet, seemingly ready to bolt towards us. 


	“Relax. Your
parents are really great people.” That said, he pulled me up
the walk.

	“What should I
say?”

	“Whatever comes
to mind.”

	I didn’t know
why, but I was absolutely terrified inside. The people standing
before me raised a daughter that was stolen from them, and the girl
coming back was completely different than the one they lost. I knew
they’d always love me, but would they ever love me as much as
they had Claire? How could they not long for the little girl they
carried around in their arms and tucked into bed each night? 


	And how could I ever
hold any of those feelings against them?

	Two years, six
months, thirteen days since I was ripped from their lives, since any
memory of them began to fade into nothingness. 


	Those last few steps
were the hardest. I could now see their eyes clearly – calmness
coming from my father’s brown pair and elation beaming brightly
from my mother’s pair. My father was at least six feet,
somewhere in his fifties and had salt-and-pepper hair trimmed short.
My mother looked a lot like me, but with hazel eyes instead of brown,
and looked to be in her late forties.

	Nick’s hand
released mine as he lifted it to shake my father’s, saying,
“Tom.” I think it surprised us all when he ignored the
gesture and wrapped Nick up in a firm hug instead, patting him loudly
on the back. I wasn’t sure what was said between the two,
because my mother was now free to sob, “My baby,” and
gently wrapped her arms around me. I breathed in her scent –
sweet vanilla. So overwhelmed, all I could manage was a simple, “Hi,”
in return and she responded by swaying our bodies right there for the
whole neighborhood to see.

	A hand firmly rubbed
against the back of my shoulders. I expected it to be Nick’s,
but when I pried my head free from the death-grip my mother imposed,
I realized it was actually my father’s. My mother finally
released me and I was easily transitioned into my father’s
arms, who also leaned more towards a bone-crushing hug.

	“We’ve
been waiting a very long time for you to come home, young lady.”
Tears threatened to shed right then, but what he said next made me
laugh so hard they were completely forgotten. “By the way,
you’re grounded.”

	I pulled back and my
hands swept for tears anyway, and I replied, “Don’t
worry. Nick pretty much keeps me under house arrest.”

	“Damn right,”
Nick muttered, pulling me back to the safety of his embrace. 


	My mother was still
having trouble standing still and she waved frantically, beckoning us
into the house before we caused a scene – that little boy was
only one of five currently gawking. They let me walk in ahead of them
and the first thing I noticed was the strong scent of cinnamon spice.
It both burned and soothed my nose at the same time, and I stepped
farther in, scanning every little detail, praying for something to
stand out and make me remember. 


	The living room was
immediately off to my left and it seemed barely used. Its crisp
colors of whites and beiges made me think it would be the perfect
reading room with all that natural light. The formal dining room was
off to the right, and again, seemed hardly used, the rich, mahogany
table the focal point of that space. 


	I didn’t wait
for an invitation to move farther down the hall and no one stopped
me. They were eerily quiet in my wake, but I was sure they were
speaking a thousand words through their eyes and facial expressions. 


	The hallway wall on my
left soon transitioned into stairs that dropped down into the family
room, with the kitchen and breakfast nook to the right. “Has
anything changed?” I asked to no one in particular.

	“No,” my
mother replied softly. “Does anything seem familiar?”

	The family room was
filled with soft, warm jewel-toned colors. The kitchen was also warm
in tone, with honey-stained cabinets and accessories in greens, reds
and yellows. 


	“Uh-uh.”
My parents were probably a little disappointed, but surely Nick
expected this, given my lack of memory thus far. “Sorry,”
I added softly, turning to face my attentive audience. 


	Nick eliminated the
space between us as my mother waved me off. “Don’t worry
about it, Megan. We know it’ll take time.”

	Megan. She
called me Megan. Nick had asked me the other night what I wanted to
be called now that I knew I was Claire. I had chosen to stick with
Megan, because like I said before, I wasn’t sure if the Claire
inside me would ever make an appearance again, and I didn’t
want to take over something that didn’t feel like mine.
Especially her name.

	She stepped forward
and took my hand in hers. “Come. Help me out in the kitchen.”

	My eyes widened as she
tugged me along, Nick’s hand grazing my waist as I left. “Um,
I don’t know how well I did in the kitchen before, but
nowadays, I’m not so good.”

	She chuckled lightly.
“I’m sorry to say that hasn’t changed then. Just
come keep me company.”

	Nick shrugged with
amusement as I was dragged around the bar and into the kitchen. Then
he and my father disappeared into a room down another hallway. 


	“First things
first. Here,” she said, depositing a ceramic jar into my hands
before leaving to pull more food from the refrigerator. “Eat a
cookie or two. You’re way too skinny.” 


	Letting loose a single
laugh, I curiously replied, “What?” What mother does
that? Encourages their child to eat something fattening, not to
mention right before their meal?

	“Those clothes
never drowned you like that. You were a perfect, healthy weight
before so I know you’re underweight now. So eat.” That
last part was so firm, she was practically daring me to disobey.

	I grabbed two of what
looked to be homemade oatmeal raisin cookies and began to nibble, my
lips curling when the perfect balance of sugar and spice crumbled
onto my tongue.

	“I’m sorry
to separate you from Nick. I can only imagine how attached the two of
you are right now. But your father wanted to speak to him alone for a
bit. We really owe him a lot for what he’s done. He just up and
left everything in his life to go watch over you.” Pausing her
work, she turned directly to me and asked, “How are things
between you two?”

	“Good,” I
answered. She cocked one of her eyebrows and I added, “Amazing,
actually. We’re very happy.”

	That satisfied her and
she continued moving about the kitchen. “Good! I’m so
glad you had someone like him to see you through this. He was always
such a nice young man.”

	“Was I happy
with him? You know, before?” It was a little awkward to ask
that, but I was curious if our relationship had always been this
good. 


	“Very. Oh, we
were a little wary of you dating a guy two years older than you when
you first met, but he grew on us immediately. He always seemed to
dote over you, if that’s what you’re looking for. It’s
not an act because you’ve…had a hard couple of years.”

	That last part killed
her to say, and suddenly, she wasn’t the only one a little
uncomfortable. It horrified me that my family knew exactly what had
happened to me physically; that raw, uncut images were probably
floating around in their heads as much as they were in mine. 


	It was hard to swallow
the bite of cookie in my mouth, but I got it down with a big gulp of
air. 


	“I’m
sorry! I should’ve offered you a drink as well. What would you
like?”

	“That’s
alright. I’d actually like to use your restroom, if you
wouldn’t mind.”

	“Sure, honey.”
My eyes met hers. As naturally as that honey was for her to
say, it felt a little funny on my end. “Why don’t you use
the one that connects to your old room upstairs? Last door on the
left. Take your time.”

	I nodded and quietly
left the kitchen, hurrying my way up the stairs. The second floor
hallway opened up over the family room, so the railings ran along one
side, the rooms and doors on the other. At the top of the stairs,
there was a room to my right and three to the left. I took that long
stroll down the hallway, glancing into the only room with an open
door, the second from the end. Blue and green paisley linens with
floral mums pinned on the wall – Thea’s room. 


	I didn’t really
linger to explore, too curious about my own room. I twisted the
pewter knob and pushed the door open. The room was surprisingly
bright, considering the dark shade of plum on the walls, but the
sheers were white lace, allowing the sun’s rays to shine
brightly through the barest of filters. I didn’t realize I had
held my breath, and a deep exhalation slowly made its way past my
lips. 


	The furniture was all
shabby chic, from the iron headboard on the full-sized bed to the
wooden side table and dresser that were distressed and had the
appearance of chipped-away paint. I liked it, even as Megan, the room
seeming vintage yet fresh at the same time. 


	I stepped in, my hand
trailing atop the dresser, noting its lack of dust. Hanging on the
wall were a few homecoming mums of my own and dried dress corsages; a
collection of metal mirrors in all shapes and sizes; three wall
posters of bands I no longer recognized called The Dandy Warhols,
Jimmy Eat World and Fall Out Boy; and leaning in the corner, a
vintage guitar that had a hard life. Could I even play that?

	Amongst the cluster of
frames on the dresser was the same picture Nick had on his bedside
table. I held the kissing photo and settled on the bed.
Scanning what part of the room I could see, I began to wonder if I
ever kept a diary and where I might’ve stashed it to keep
private from prying eyes. Of course, that would require it still even
being here. Surely my parents, and maybe the police, would’ve
searched my room looking for answers. I wondered if at the beginning,
they thought I simply ran away, or tried to sneak off to be with Nick
for the day. God, I could only imagine the horror of realizing your
child had gone missing, and the worry and utter terror they must’ve
endured as they scrambled to make sense of it all.

	I released a deep
breath, my gaze focusing on the trees swaying in the wind outside the
window. I heard someone padding across the carpet behind me, and
shortly after, Mrs. Whitaker sat down beside me. Mrs. Whitaker.
Funny I still thought of her that way, but calling her Mom just
didn’t feel right. At least not yet. 


	“It’s a
little overwhelming, isn’t it?” she asked softly.

	I agreed with a slow
nod of the head. “I thought coming here would help trigger some
memories or feelings or something, but…”
Nothing. Not even the tiniest tidbit on the edge of my tongue, trying
desperately to come to light.

	“We’d all
love for it to happen overnight, but we’ll just have to take it
one day at a time.”

	But I hated waiting,
hated feeling lost inside my own mind with nothing but false memories
to flip through for comfort. Because how could they ever comfort me
now when I know they’re all just a bunch of lies?

	“So what do you
think of your room?” she asked, pulling me from thought.
“You’re welcome to take any of it with you that you’d
like.”

	“It’s
really pretty. Soothing to the eyes. Maybe I’ll go through it a
little before we leave.” I didn’t have the heart to tell
her that I felt like I was invading Claire’s private space. I
knew these things were mine, I just didn’t feel right going
through them yet, like I wanted to get to know Claire a little better
before I shuffled through the possessions that took her seventeen
years to collect, holding onto only the most important items. These
were her things, her memories. What right did I have to decide what
was important or not?

	Wanting to change the
subject, I asked, “Is Thea coming?”

	“I called to let
her know you were here. She was at the grocery store picking up a few
things for me, so she’ll be here any minute. You probably don’t
know this, but the two of you were very close.”

	“Oh, yeah? We
didn’t kill each other over having to share a bathroom?”
I asked, noticing the partially opened door that clearly didn’t
open into a closet.

	“Oh, no, you
did,” she responded with a smile, most likely recalling one of
those days in her mind. “You fought like all sisters did, but
mostly, you got along well enough to be each other’s best
friend. She fought the hardest to find you. I mean, we all did what
we could to find you, but Thea, she’s a sales rep for a
pharmaceutical company based here in Seattle. Her region covers
several outlying states, and everywhere she went, it didn’t
matter how big or small, she spent all her free time talking to
people and giving out your flyer. Even when she went across the
country for conferences. It didn’t matter where she was, that’s
what she did. Day in and day out.”

	My eyes began to well
with tears and the back of my throat felt swollen when I swallowed.
“I didn’t know that.” I licked my lips and released
a heavy sigh. “I spent all that time wishing I had someone who
loved me who would come bursting through that door to save me.”
But no one ever did. 


	“When I got out,
I thought I was alone in the world, and all I could do was hide.”

	Her hand suddenly
encapsulated mine; it was cool, not unlike my own skin that never
seemed to warm on its own. She sat with me a few minutes in silence,
seemingly just as comfortable with it as I was, and I began to wonder
if she’d ever done this very thing when I was missing.

	I heard quick thumps
ascending the carpeted stairway, and seconds later Thea came to a
halt in the doorway. Disbelief and longing filled her voice as she
smoothly said, “Oh, my God.” Her hands clapped together
and covered her face, her fingertips joining at the bridge of her
nose. “It’s really you.”

	I stood up as she
advanced, her hands reaching out to hug me, tears threatening to
over-moisturize my eyes again as I lightly placed my arms around her.
“I knew it! I knew the moment I saw you that it was really
you.” She continued on, an excess of tears causing her to
blabber her words together, but I was too caught up in something else
to decipher her sentences.

	There was something
familiar about the scent on her neck. I inhaled a long, deep
breath through my nose, my mind dissecting the scent, digging deep
inside my head, deeper and deeper into the recesses, scratching,
scratching, scratching…until it finally found the
corresponding memory. In my mind, I saw a cloth doll, with bright
blue eyes, freckles in triplicate that formed a triangle above her
nose and a smile on each cheek, a red dress with a white frock, and
green and white striped stockings. But something was wrong with it. 


	“Strawberry
Shortcake,” I murmured.

	Thea wasn’t
expecting that, and she pulled away to ask, “What?”

	Still dazed in
thought, I replied, “You smell like a Strawberry Shortcake
doll. But the one I see in my head looks weird. She almost looks like
a boy because her hair is so short.”

	“Oh, my God!”
Thea cried, shaking me roughly with excitement. “That was your
doll! You had Strawberry Shortcake and I had Blueberry Muffin, and
one day you went and got her without permission. I was so mad at you
that I cut all the hair off your doll! I can’t believe you’re
remembering something so small!”

	“Small?”
Our mother burst, standing up to involve herself now. “It
devastated her so much she cried for three days straight and stopped
eating!”  Turning to me, she calmly said, “I wanted to
get you a new one but you wouldn’t have it. You said that it
would be like killing her, rejecting her that way. So I told you that
if you wished hard enough, the doll fairy would come while you were
sleeping and regrow her hair. I spent hours trying to scuff and
dirty-up the new doll so you’d believe that fairy actually
came!”

	Looking back at Thea
with judgmental eyes, she cried, “So it was no little thing for
her to remember. You traumatized her!”

	Appalled, Thea’s
mouth opened wide and her hands went to her heart. “I was
seven! All I wanted was for her to never touch my doll again!”

	The look on their
faces was so priceless I couldn’t help but laugh as the tears
flowed freely down my cheeks. Maybe it was silly of me, but part of
me kept thinking this is weird. I barely knew these people.
Hell, I sort of didn’t know these people. But another
part of me wanted to just let go and accept what the DNA test already
told me. That they were my family, even if I couldn’t remember
the life I shared with them. Was it wrong that I wanted to have my
mother’s arms around me? To hug me and kiss me and tell me
everything would be okay? Because inside, it was what I yearned for.
Family. People to love me unconditionally. And for that, I tried to
lose myself in the moment as much as my heart would allow, trying
desperately to push back the uncertainty that lingered inside me.
Soon enough, I allowed myself to join in on a three-way hug,
listening to them continue to blabber as we wiped away our tears. 


	Our commotion didn’t
break until we heard Nick’s snarky remark. “Oh, Lord. Did
I choose the wrong time to head up here or what?”

	Thea humorously told
him to shut up as my mother made her way past him in the
doorway, still wiping her tears, saying she had to get back to
cooking the meal or we’d never get to eat. 


	Thea then reached for
the side of my shoulder. “I’m so sorry I was such a
bitch. I promise I’m going to make it up to you. I don’t
care if I have to pay a thousand dollars on eBay, I’m going to
replace that doll for you.”	

	My hands going out
before me, I chuckled and said, “I don’t need the doll.
Really.”

	“No!” she
cried back. “You get your first memory back and it’s me
destroying your favorite doll? Hell no! I’m replacing your damn
doll!”

	“You remembered
something?” I had almost forgotten Nick was there, he was so
quiet and still.

	“Yeah,”
Thea said bitterly. “About me being a horrible sister.”

	“Oh,” he
said. “So you just remembered a typical day in your life
then?”	

	“Shut up!”
She hit him on the arm for giving her such a hard time, but the power
behind her punch did nothing. She wiped her cheeks clear of tears and
added, “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go
freshen up.” To me, she added, “Use anything in the
bathroom if you want. I left some stuff here for when I stay the
night, and we always used the same products for everything.”

	I gave her a thank you
and she closed herself off behind the bathroom door. Nick gently
grasped the sides of my head and angled it towards his. “You
remembered something,” he repeated, this time with quiet awe.
Kissing my forehead, he added, “I told you it would all start
to come back.” He gathered me into his arms. “I’m
so proud of you, baby.” 


	I closed my eyes and
fully embraced his hug, like his essence was flowing into me and
recharging my courage battery. When I reopened my eyes, my line of
sight was fixated on the bed, and a smile formed across my face. “So,
is this the same bed?”

	“Yes, it is,”
he said quickly. “Now hush up before your parents hear you.”
He pinched my ribs and I swatted him off me. “So have you gone
through any of your stuff yet?”

	“I’m
warming up to it. Maybe you’ll know if something’s
important to me.” I pulled open the top drawer of the chest and
we peeked inside. I was immediately drawn to a stack of photos and
Nick fingered through a bunch of jewelry in a large, square-shaped
box lined with crushed velvet. 


	“Hmm…”
he said, but it was really more of a groan.

	“What?”

	“The necklace I
gave you for your seventeenth birthday isn’t here. I bet you
were wearing it the day you went missing.”

	“Fuckers,”
I mumbled. Of course they would’ve taken it, that and anything
else on my person that could trigger a real memory. But seeing how I
had no idea what I was missing, it was easy for me to shift my focus
back to the photos. It seemed to be me with various people I couldn’t
recall, save a few with Thea or Nick. “Do you know any of these
people?”

	He looked through a
few with me, saying, “Yeah, these are some of the people you
used to hang with from school. That’s Michelle, Sarah, Winnie.
A few more I can’t really remember anymore. I hardly knew
them.”

	“So where are
they now?”

	Apparently, he’d
rather try to eat his lips than tell me, because it took some time
for his mouth to let go. “I don’t really know. Some of
them continued asking and checking in with your parents, but after a
few months…”

	“They gave up,”
I replied bluntly.

	“No,” he
said softly. “It’s not that they didn’t care,
because I promise you they did. They were just in a better position
to let go after awhile.”

	Everybody kind of
acknowledged that I wasn’t coming back. Except Nick and my
family, of course, who never lost hope. “Oh,” I said
dismally, dropping the stack of those I didn’t know into the
trash. Even if I got my memory back, I had no intention of revisiting
lost friendships with people that would always look at me funny.
Funny. I suddenly remembered my burns and looked to see if I
was exposed anywhere. No one had asked me about them today. They
treated me like they probably always had. Well, maybe with a little
more fragility, but once again, I found people who loved me for me
and didn’t run from the damn burns disfiguring my skin. 


	We rummaged through
the rest of my drawers, my closet and under my bed. Nick pulled
things out he thought Claire would’ve held on to, like
pictures, a certain pink hoodie he said I wore a lot, a few pieces of
favored jewelry that wasn’t missing from the collection, a
soft, wool blanket I loved to cuddle under while reading, and the
stack of books I kept in my closet that he claimed were my favorites.
We tucked them all inside a duffle I found in the closet. I don’t
know why, but I left behind all my old school stuff, including
several yearbooks. Maybe one day though, as it was doubtful my
parents would ever throw anything away. Alas, I never found a diary
or journal, even when I checked under the mattress. I sort of wished
I had one. Who better to tell me what went and on and how I felt
about it all, other than myself?

	Dinner went a little
smoother since I was beginning to feel like I belonged. No one
hassled me with questions of the past or future. Instead, they simply
discussed things they normally would’ve discussed whether I was
there or not, save how I was studying to take the GED. I think Nick
might’ve been responsible for keeping the focus of conversation
off me this trip, and I loved him even more for it. 


	I received several
rounds of hugs and kisses as we made our way out the front door,
which ended up taking thirty minutes in itself. It was all still a
little weird for me, but I didn’t want them to know that, so I
put forth my best smile. My mother told me to eat more, my sister
told me she’d start calling in the evening, and my father
handed me a box that contained every single family video he could
find. I was pretty sure my father and I had been a little more aloof
compared to the relationships I had had with my mom and sister,
because he only offered a side hug. And right now, I was sort of
grateful, because I felt a little aloof about all of this myself. I
could tell it was difficult for him to relay his feelings, but tears
tried to overcome his eyes as I said my final goodbye, so I knew he
loved me, too.

	“Here,” my
mom said. “One more thing for your bag.” With that, she
tucked a sealed envelope into the front pocket of my duffel. 


	“What is that?”
I asked curiously. 


	“Your birth
certificate and social security card. You’re going to need them
to apply for an Oregon ID since we no longer have your Washington
driver’s license.”

	“Oh, right.”
I no longer had any form of ID. My license, my school IDs, everything
I had in my wallet was long gone. I thanked her with a final kiss to
the cheek and followed Nick down the walk. I sighed with relief when
we sat in the car and Nick gripped my hand. “You did it. So how
do you feel?”

	“Exhausted.
Emotionally and physically. And so ready to crash in bed when we get
home.”

	Grinning his
agreement, he started the engine and began the long drive back to
Portland. Truthfully, I was relieved that was over. They were
incredibly nice people and Claire was lucky to have had them. I
was lucky to have them. And I hoped the weirdness inside me would
fade quickly, so I could embrace their love as fully and
unconditionally as they seemed to share for me.
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Nick and I finally fell
into a routine. Every morning we’d get up around ten, have an
early lunch and spend a few hours together, then around two in the
afternoon he’d head off to work and didn’t return home
until after midnight. I was relentless about checking the lock on the
front door and still kept the lights on while he was gone, but I
managed to cut back some, turning on just enough to keep the shadows
away. 


	Thea wasn’t
kidding about checking in every single evening. At first our
conversations were short and involved a lot of silence on both ends,
but the more we talked, the more we began to open up and share. So
now our phone calls typically lasted an hour each night. It was kind
of nice to get the girl’s perspective, especially from one that
had known me my whole life. 


	My parents called
every few days to keep tabs on me.  At Nick’s suggestion, I
began calling them Mom and Dad like I used to. He knew how much that
would warm their hearts, so as long as I wasn’t uncomfortable
doing so, he thought it would be a nice gesture. My first few
attempts saying that felt a little unnatural, but the more I called
them that, the more it began to feel right, so much that the words
just flew out of my mouth second nature. Nick’s Mom called us
during the weekends, when Nick was home from work. Everything was
finally falling into place; my family, my studying (I planned on
taking the GED in just four weeks), and I had applied for an official
name change to Megan (though I kept Whitaker as my last name). It was
almost as if my life seemed normal now.

	So I guess it
shouldn’t have surprised me when I got an unexpected visitor
one night.

	BAM-BAM-BAM!

	My heart went spastic
and jumped at my ribs, the banging on the front door scaring the shit
out of me. Nick was long gone for work and my family wasn’t
expected, so I had no idea who was banging so loudly on the other
side of that door. 


	BAM-BAM-BAM!
“Claire Whitaker?” A gruff voice called through the
door. “This is Detective Alvarez. Please answer the door.”

	Claire? Shit. 


	I carefully pushed
back the chair from the breakfast room table and closed Nick’s
laptop. Inching my way closer to the door, I braved a peek through
the eye hole. I didn’t recognize the man, who appeared
middle-aged, with dark honey skin and brown hair. Whoever he was, he
wasn’t in uniform. Did detectives even wear those?

	BAM-BAM-BAM!
“Claire Whitaker?”

	Tiptoeing along the
hardwood, I snatched my new phone off the kitchen counter and hit the
number two to speed dial Nick. After three rings, I realized it was
already after seven o’clock. Dinner rush. What if he couldn’t
answer the phone? My breath caught in my throat when his end of the
line finally picked up on the fifth ring.

	“Megan?”
he said quickly. I could hear lots of voices muffled in the
background, and also the sound of dishes clanging together. “This
isn’t a good time. Are you alright?”

	“I’m not
sure,” I replied quietly. Another heavy knock, the man
repeating my former name through the door. 


	“What do you
mean you’re not sure? And why are you whispering?”

	“There’s
some detective at the door that won’t go away, like he knows
I’m in here. He keeps asking for Claire.”

	“Don’t
answer it.” I heard his words clearly now, so he must’ve
stepped inside his office.

	“No?” I
asked with relief. 


	“Megan, you’re
clearly not comfortable opening it up for him, so don’t. Just
because a cop is knocking on the door, doesn’t mean you’re
required to open it. You have rights. Let me call Hank and I’ll
have him deal with it. If he’s legit, he won’t object to
making an appointment for us to meet him at the station.”

	“Okay,” I
said meekly. 


	He told me to sit
tight and promised to call when he knew more. I retreated to the
bedroom, closed the door and turned on the TV to drown out the
BAM-BAM-BAM of his fist. Ten minutes later I got a text from
Nick saying the cop left, and that he’d talk to Hank, the
security guy, to find out more once the dinner rush passed. 


	Feeling a little
better, I soaked in the tub for a bit, but my mind wouldn’t
settle enough to fall asleep. By the time Nick got home, I had given
up and crashed on the sofa with a novel. Unfortunately, my mind
wouldn’t let me get lost in the world of paranormal romance
either.

	Usually, I was in bed
by the time he came home, so surprise shifted his face when he saw
me. He immediately came to kiss my forehead. “Hey, baby. Sorry.
I didn’t think you’d still be up, otherwise I would’ve
called sooner.”

	I tossed the book onto
the coffee table, the paperback slapping against the slate top.
“Couldn’t sleep.” 


	Nick made his way to
the kitchen, dumped his backpack on one of the barstools, grabbed a
beer from the refrigerator, then settled in beside me. “Worked
up over the cop?”

	“Just a
smidgen,” I said, pinching my thumb and index finger together
to add my visual representation of a smidgen. “Any idea what he
wanted?”

	He shook his head.
“No. He wouldn’t tell Hank any details but he left his
business card for us. I’ll call him in the morning and find out
what he wants.”

	I leaned my head back
over the cushion. “You worried it has to do with the fire?”
he asked, combing his fingers through my hair.

	“The thought’s
crossed my mind like a hundred times tonight.”

	He was silent for a
moment. “Well, I’d be incredibly surprised if they put
you in that house since no one knew you were there and any trace of
your DNA would’ve gone up in flames. But it’s possible.”

	I groaned, not even
wanting to think of the repercussions of that mess could cause me. 


	“Megan,”
he said in the voice that meant he wouldn’t continue until I
made eye contact. Reluctantly, I rolled my head in his direction.
“You’re not going to jail. Your dad mentioned last
weekend that they told the cops they found you. They’re
probably just following up with you.”

	“Did my parents
tell them what happened to me?”

	“I don’t
know. Probably a little because your file already suggests
trafficking.” 


	I rolled my head back
to stare at the ceiling: white, with a surface I figured wasn’t
too different from what I expected the moon to look like, both
smoothed and cratered. This sucked. Just when I thought I was moving
on with life, trying to let some things from the past go free, I get
sucked right back into the nightmare again. 


	Sensing my continued
stress, Nick began swirling his fingertips on my scalp. It was
heavenly. “Do you want to call your parents and ask if they’ve
been contacted? Now that I think about it, the only way anyone would
know Claire Whitaker was here was if one of your family members told
them that. But even if they did, they obviously didn’t expect
them to come here or they would’ve warned us first.”

	“Yeah, you’re
right. It’s probably just a follow-up.” I rolled back
again. He looked as tired as I suddenly felt. “Will you go with
me if they want me to come up?”

	“Like I’d
let you go alone. No offense, Megan, but it’s doubtful I’ll
let you go anywhere alone ever again.”

	Fine by me. Forcing a
tired smile, I pulled his reluctant body to his feet so we could go
pass out in bed together. 
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I felt like I swallowed
a brick of dry ice. Stomach acid ate away at me, churning madly,
burning the bottom of my throat. Nausea threatened to bring up the
delicious frittata Nick made me for breakfast, one of those filled
with colorful, freshly chopped vegetables. And I really didn’t
want to see what that would look like coming up.

	I leaned my forehead
against the cool glass of the passenger door, hoping the rumbles from
the road vibrating upwards through the car would ease me like they
normally did. 


	A few days ago, Nick
called Detective Alvarez, who so rudely tried to bring down our door
like he was a freaking caveman ready to pull me down to the station
by my hair. He was contacting me for one of the detectives working my
case in Seattle. Apparently, Detective Farrow wanted to follow-up in
person to close out my file. Even though Nick told him I didn’t
know anything that would aid their investigation, the detective still
insisted. There was no way Nick was going to allow me to go alone,
and his only days off were Sundays, which of course was the
detective’s day off, too. Already a little annoyed with
Detective Farrow, Nick told him he could take it or leave it.

	Unfortunately, he took
it.

	Bright side? At least
I’d get to see my family again afterwards, because right now we
were on a schedule to visit every other weekend. That way, Nick got
the chance to stay home and rest all day at least once every two
weeks. I hated that he was forced to do all of the driving these
days. 


	When I asked him what
ever happened to my car, he said that the police impounded it for
evidence. “Good luck getting that back,” he had jested.
And then he brought something very important to my attention. “Can
you even remember how to drive?” After thinking on it…no,
I couldn’t. I mean, I could remember the basics of a car, like
turning the ignition and all, but I think I only remembered that part
because I had seen Nick do it so many times now. The rules of the
road, the little symbols all over the car…I could guess what
they all meant, but I was no longer certain if what I was thinking
was right.

	The bastards took away
my memory of how to drive. Obviously, it was just one more way to
keep me grounded, but seriously, how’d they even do that? Now I
was going to have to learn that all over again, too.

	My eyes were closed
now, as the landscape whipping by in blurs of green, brown and a
bright sky blue, was hurting my eyes. Nick’s hand covered mine
on my left thigh. “Look,” he said soothingly, “even
if they’ve put you in the house that burned, there’s no
way to prove you started it unless you openly admit to it. Right now,
the only people who truly know what happened that night are in this
car.”

	I rolled towards him,
the back of my head never leaving the head rest. “You didn’t
tell my family?”

	“Not that you
started it, no. It’s not my secret to tell. And honestly, the
fewer people who know the better, even when it concerns your family.”

	He was taking the
burden of what I did on all by himself. I of all people knew how that
could eat away at you. I was always afraid it would make him look at
me differently, knowing that I had intentionally allowed someone to
die. I may not have set fire to the man directly, but I knocked him
out, rendered his body useless as the fire consumed the structure
around him. And then I told the fireman the house was empty so they
wouldn’t risk their lives to go in searching. I killed him. And
I was going to have to live with that the rest of my life. Took the
decision for his life to end and crushed it within my grasp like it
meant nothing. He went in a man and came out ashes.

	Ugly, and it
shamed me inside that I had allowed myself to be reduced to something
so low and vile. And I wondered if secretly, Nick thought of me that
way too, even though he acted otherwise.

	“Doesn’t
it bother you that it’s my fault that guy is dead?”

	His facial muscles
stretched and scrunched in all the wrong ways. “Are you kidding
me?” he asked angrily. “What that shithead did to you was
worse than death. So no, I don’t have a problem with what you
did. It was either you or him. I’m proud you had the strength
and courage to do what had to be done. Otherwise…”

	He cut off, but I knew
the rest. …I’d still be there, and he and my family
would still be brokenhearted, desperately praying and seeking me out.



	We sat in silence most
of the remaining drive, and by the time we reached the police
station, my head was pounding, my insides twisting with anxiety. We
were taken to meet Detective Farrow, a man in his forties, with olive
skin, dark brown hair and eyes, natural frown lines and a disposition
that just screamed unhappiness. Even when he introduced himself and
shook our hands, I got the distinct impression he was annoyed to come
interview me on his day off. 


	Well, tough shit. I
didn’t want to be here either.

	“Let’s get
this over with as quickly as possible, shall we? Then maybe we can
all have a partial day off.”

	My eyes rolled toward
Nick. He wasn’t going to get a partial day off for this, as he
would still have to drive back to Portland tonight.

	“Mr. Ellis, if
you’d take a seat here, I can escort Ms. Whitaker to the
interview room from here.”

	My eyes widened as I
met Nick’s gaze. We never considered we’d get separated
and already my insides had hit the panic button. “No,”
Nick replied firmly. “I’ve already promised Megan I won’t
leave her alone.”

	“Well, that
wasn’t your promise to make. My questions are for her and her
alone.”

	Oh, shit. I’d
only ever seen that look on Nick’s face once before, when that
dipshit grabbed my ass at the diner. “Are you arresting her for
something?” he questioned cautiously, memories of the fire
already trying to preoccupy my thoughts.

	“No.”

	“Then either I’m
going with her or this meeting is already over.”

	Farrow’s eyes
intensified, tightening as his eyes shifted from Nick to me. My head
nodded towards Nick. “What he said.” Hell no this man was
getting me alone. I was already an emotional wreck, and given that
state, I wasn’t sure if I could completely trust myself not to
blurt out all the wrong things. 


	Reluctantly, and with
a bitter tone, Farrow muttered, “Fine.” Already walking
away, he added, “This way.”

	I inhaled a deep,
silent breath of relief, and Nick squeezed my hand as we followed
Farrow to an interview room, which unfortunately, looked a lot like
those interrogation rooms you saw on TV. This one even had one of
those lovely two-way mirrors off to the side. 


	We took up the seats
opposite the detective, who quickly had his file open, a notepad and
pen ready to go and was already running his mouth before we even got
comfortable. Or as comfortable as we were going to get in steel
chairs with hard plastic backs. 


	“Alright,
Claire–”

	“Megan,” I
quickly interrupted, and he already looked more annoyed with me. “I
haven’t gone by Claire in a long time.”

	He scribbled onto his
notepad, replying, “Fine. Megan… First things
first. Your parents have already informed us of a few things, but I’d
like to hear everything directly from you. On October 30th,
2010, your Ford Focus was found on the side of Hillsdale Ave at
approximately eight-fifteen in the morning. Do you remember anything
that happened that day?”

	“No,” I
said quietly. 


	“Not the car
that hit you, nor the people in the car? Nothing?”

	“Nothing,”
I parroted. He scribbled on his notepad, but since I had nothing to
offer, I couldn’t imagine what he was writing. 


	“Since you
managed to escape your captors, you must know in which city they were
keeping you. Correct?”

	“L.A. Somewhere
in the hills but I don’t know enough about that area to
clarify.”

	He nodded his head as
he wrote. Without looking up, he added, “Do you remember what
the house looked like?”

	“Other than the
white stucco and bars it had on the windows? No. And there’s no
point since it burned to the ground.”

	That piqued his
interest, and I suddenly wanted to smack myself for saying that.
Breathe, Megan. They can’t prove you started it.

	“Was that the
same day you escaped?”

	“Yes,” I
replied. Underneath the table, Nick squeezed my hand and I released a
breath I didn’t even realize I was holding. 


	“When was this?”
Farrow questioned further.

	Unfortunately, that
day was burned into my brain. “November 2nd, 2011.”

	He scribbled quickly,
then gathered his things and stood up. “I’ll need a few
minutes. Can I get you anything?”

	I shook my head and he
was out the door without another word. I couldn’t help but gaze
at the mirror, wondering if someone was listening, watching from the
other side. Nick leaned over and whispered, “You’re doing
great,” then kissed my forehead lightly. We sat in silence,
keeping our promise to use minimal words so long as we were here, but
Nick continued to stroke my hand to comfort me. I tried my damndest
not to let my mind wander, but speaking of the kidnapping, the
fire…it was difficult to keep the memories turned off.

	When Detective Farrow
returned, he had several sheets of paper on top of his folder.
Settling down again, his eyes scanned the information, but I was
certain he’d already gone over it before he came in. “There
was one fire on the day you stated, where the home had stucco and
bars, and was in the L.A. area. Is this it?” he inquired,
sliding a copy of a picture of the house pre-fire. 


	I actually shivered,
remembering being on the inside looking out, my hands desperately
shaking against the iron bars in the living room, knowing I’d
never bust free as the smoke slipped out above my head. Unable to
find my voice, I nodded. 


	He shuffled through
the pages. “The remains of a man were found in the house.”
He slid another photo my way and I inhaled a sharp breath, jerking
backwards like I’d been slapped. There was nothing but charred
remains, but in my mind, I could still picture the dark, dirty blond
hair and scowling brown eyes, his body far outweighing my own, with
so many muscles I never had a fighting chance. 


	I turned my head away
from everyone, not wanting to see it anymore, and closed my eyes. The
paper was removed, but not by Farrow. Nick must’ve beaten him
to the punch and swiped it for himself. My eyes pinched tighter, my
heart burning at the thought of Nick seeing for himself, knowing that
was the body of the man I left unconscious to burn. I just wanted to
keel over and squeeze myself senseless. Talking about this was far
more gut-wrenching than I thought it would be.

	I heard the paper
crumple beside me. Guess Farrow was going to have to reprint that
page if he truly wanted it. A few seconds later, Nick’s hand
found mine again, squeezing tighter than ever before. 


	“Where were you
kept in the house?” Farrow continued, and my head began to inch
sideways until I saw him again, still too afraid to go farther, to
look Nick in the eye as well. 


	“I don’t
know,” I replied, but I felt so dehydrated it came out as more
of a whisper. I licked my lips and swallowed. “There were no
windows and the door was always locked from the outside.” 


	“What about the
night of the fire? How did you get out then?”

	“I don’t
know,” I whispered. He looked up from the paper he was
studying, his expression clearly not believing my answer. “I
was kept drugged all the time. The nights even more so.” In
fact, there was only about an hour a day where I actually felt
somewhat normal, and I used that time to eat, shower and go to the
bathroom. Except on the last few days, where I worked doubly hard to
get that damn vent off the wall.

	“This man,
Charles Malone, was found dead in his basement. I would imagine that
was the only room in the entire house with a door that didn’t
have any windows, and most likely where you were kept.”

	The detective stared
at me with cold, glassy eyes, but since there wasn’t an actual
question in there, I kept my trap shut. 


	“Were you kept
in the basement?” he pushed. 


	“I don’t
know.” Bitterly, I added, “He didn’t exactly give
me the house tour.”

	“Why the hell
does it even matter where she was kept?” Nick interrupted
rudely. His words gave me the courage to finally his look his way,
but his eyes were set hard on Farrow. “That asshole raped her
every damn night. Who the hell cares which room he did it in?”

	“I’m
required to ask because the death of this man was considered
suspicious by the L.A. police department.” It was incredibly
difficult to keep a calm face, because I knew what was coming. So did
Nick, who continued to keep pressure on my hand, trying to give me
the strength to hold on. “Due to the number of broken alcoholic
bottles in the dining room, where the fire originated, they believe
the fire was set intentionally.” Returning his hard stare on
me, he asked firmly, “So I’m asking, did you start the
fire?”

	Guilt and fear had
been building, my heart beating so fast I thought for sure he’d
see the way my ribs pounded against my clothes. It took everything I
had to say with a steady voice, “No.”

	“No?” 


	I sighed with
exasperation. With a hint of annoyance, I retorted, “You know,
if you’re going to continue to ask me everything twice, this is
going to take all damn day. I meant what I said the first time. It’s
not going to change because you ask me a second time.”

	I heard a soft murmur
of approval come from Nick, and he took a moment to pat my hand
beneath the table. Whether he was saying good job or calm
down, I didn’t know. 


	“Here’s
the thing,” Farrow replied, dropping his pen and crossing his
arms. Shit. Now I’d done it. “You were most likely
kept in the room the owner died in. The window in the dining room was
broken, alcohol was used to spread the fire, and the firemen only
removed one person from that house, a young woman fitting your
description. You tell me that you were drugged and that you were
always locked up, yet the fireman found you upstairs just outside the
dining room. So you tell me what you would think if you were me.”

	I had no problem with
that. With a voice of confidence I didn’t know I had in me, I
replied nonchalantly, “Sounds like maybe there were more than
just the two of us in that house.” Instant smirk-be-gone.
Farrow’s lips actually began to curve downward after hearing
that suggestion. “That maybe he kept another girl like me who
didn’t appreciate the way she was treated. I for one didn’t
like being fucking raped on a nightly basis. Maybe she didn’t
either. Maybe she was kept elsewhere in the house, managed to break
free, set the fucking place on fire, but before she ran off, maybe
she helped get my drugged ass to safety before slipping out.
Obviously, since she would’ve been the one to start the fire,
she would’ve wanted to slip away undetected by the firemen and
police.

	“As for the man,
I haven’t got a fucking clue why he was where you found him. I
was passed out on the floor upstairs. Want to know how I know that?”
I ripped my hand from Nick’s grasp and shoved my right sleeve
up to my elbow. Farrow flinched over my burn, but kept his face
straight. “Because apparently, having your skin melt off your
body is enough to wake your ass up no matter what drugs are in your
system. So I’m sorry if my answers don’t satisfy your
curiosity. But just so we’re clear, I’ll repeat myself. I
was drugged all the time and I hardly remember anything that ever
happened in that house.”

	He watched me very
carefully through my entire answer, but I was filled with so much
confidence and anger now, I could actually feel the smoothness in my
voice as it carried upwards in my throat. And my eyes didn’t
falter. 


	“Then tell me.
Did you ever see or hear another girl in the house?”

	“No. I only ever
saw another man.”

	“And who was
this man?”

	“Hell if I
know,” I blurted. Yeah, I was getting pretty damn annoyed.
“It’s not like I was introduced. Everything was a blur.
Even their faces.”

	Detective Farrow
gathered his things again and stood before us. “You seem to be
getting agitated. I’ll–”

	“Hell yes, I’m
getting agitated,” I cried loudly. I was one second away from
standing to cut off his escape route, but Nick not only reacquired my
hand in a death grip but was pushing the weight of his arm down on my
upper thigh to keep me grounded. “How do you think you’d
be reacting if your ass got kidnapped, got raped every damn night for
months on end, and then, just when you were beginning to put that
fucking nightmare behind you, some weasly ass dickhead sat in front
of you asking questions in a tone that suggested that you were
the criminal here? Huh?”

	For a moment, I
actually had him stunned into silence. He cleared his throat, then
finished, “I’ll give you a few minutes.”

	The door closed behind
him and I ripped my hand out from beneath Nick’s. I leaned over
the table and stroked my brow bones outward profusely, trying to
smooth out the pain behind my eyes. His hand lightly trailed up my
back, where his fingers began to massage away some of the tension. 


	“I’m ready
to go home now. I have no interest in helping this dickwad any
further.”

	“Okay,” he
soothed. 


	We sat in silence for
at least ten minutes, my mind and body slowly releasing the screaming
tension. Everything ached. 


	I almost groaned when
the door reopened, but when I turned to pierce Detective Farrow with
my death glare, my eyes popped wide. It was a female this time,
dressed in a nice pant suit, with long, flowing brown hair not too
unlike my own. 


	“Hello,”
she said kindly, taking up Farrow’s seat and setting a laptop
on the table, connecting the cord to an outlet on the floor. “My
name is Courtney O’Neill and I’m also one of the
detectives working your case.”

	A puff of air burst
between my lips. Loudly. “Where the hell have you been all
day?” I muttered. 


	O’Neill’s
lips pressed tightly, giving me a knowing look. “Detective
Farrow is…how should I put this?”

	“Has a shitty
bedside manner?” Nick offered rudely. 


	“He tries to
disassociate himself from the material in his hands and the people in
front of him. He says it keeps his mind clear so he can focus on the
facts, but it doesn’t always go off well with the people he’s
interviewing. And for that, I apologize. But if you could endure me
just a little longer… First off, did you bring the sample you
used for Claire’s DNA testing and a copy of the lab result?”


	I nodded my head and
pulled them out of my bag, sliding them over to her side of the
table. As she scanned the paper, I asked, “Are you going to run
it again?”

	“Maybe. It’ll
come down to whether or not the lab has the right credentials and the
strength of the probability that you’re one in the same. It’ll
be up to my superiors to decide. If they approve, we’ll contact
the lab for an official report to put in your file. If not, we’ll
ask you for a sample to run ourselves.”

	“Can you get the
sample from her today then?” Nick asked. “We don’t
live in Washington anymore.”

	“Yes, we can.
We’ll just keep it in the evidence lockers with everything
else.” She fiddled with her laptop while Nick and I gazed at
each other. We were both looking weary. 


	“Here’s
the thing I need to go over with you before you leave,” she
continued, looking me directly in the eye. At least she was capable
of being personable. “That man’s case in L.A. is still
open because it was a suspicious death. Personally, if he was the one
that kept you captive, I don’t really care if his case remains
unsolved. Honest truth,” she threw in casually. But even so, my
heart was cringing with fear. “But that’s not for me to
discriminate against. And unfortunately, everything in that house was
lost to the fire. If he was involved in trafficking, there’s
nothing to connect him. The bank account we found is clean, and if he
had a second to fund this type of activity, we have no way to track
it. So we’re at a dead end here.

	“You say there
was a second man that knew about you?” Very carefully, she
inquired, “Am I to assume he was no different with you than the
owner of the house?”

	I nodded my head.
Yeah, that jerk had no problem with what his buddy was doing to me.

	“I’d like
for you to go through some photos in the database and see if any of
them resemble that man.”

	Oh, God... She
saw my hesitancy, and quickly moved to test my guilt. “Megan,
it’s impossible for us to put a head count on the number of
girls who are stolen by traffickers in a given year right here in the
U.S. The number is astounding and very few of you ever escape. We
need to put names behind those faces. With your cooperation, we may
be able to help a few more of those girls get back home again.”

	I sighed and shook my
head in defeat. I knew it was only right to help in whatever way I
could, but I just couldn’t shake the feeling that this was a
very bad idea. Reluctantly, I agreed, and O’Neill explained how
to maneuver my way through the database and how to mark a picture as
a possible suspect or push it into a category for me to review again
later. 


	“Just keep in
mind that people can change their hairstyles, hair color and eye
color relatively easily. So try to really focus in on the shape of
the eyes, nose and mouth.”

	It took hours upon
hours, and several breaks along the way to keep my mind from
collapsing in on me. And poor Nick. He just had to watch the whole
time, or else he fiddled with his phone. Together, the two of us
couldn’t stop fidgeting in those uncomfortable hard plastic
chairs. When I was finally done, Detective O’Neill came to
collect her laptop and thank me for my help. In the end, I had only
marked five possible suspects. It was mostly the curvature of the
eyes that drew me to them, since that was really all I ever noticed
in my drug-enhanced state. 


	“I honestly
can’t say that any one of them is the guy, so please don’t
put too much confidence in my choices.”

	“Don’t
worry. We’ve got a checklist of things we do before we consider
bringing someone in for questioning. And even if we do, it doesn’t
mean we’ll release any information about you being the one that
fingered them. Not unless there’s evidence and we can charge
them with something.”

	Thank God for small
favors. Nick stood, stretching his muscles out, readying himself to
leave, but I remained seated. “Before I leave, please, tell
me,” I told the detective firmly. “Is there anything left
in that file of mine that I should know about?”

	She gently stroked her
chin for a moment, seemingly debating something. If there was
anything of the kind, surely she would be the one to share. “Well,
there is one thing we never told your family.” She paused to
look up at Nick, who had frozen in place, locked hard awaiting her
answer. I wondered if the two had ever met before. “We felt it
in poor taste to tell because it wouldn’t have changed
anything, only made the reality of the situation that much worse for
the family.”

	“What? Just tell
me. After everything I’ve been through, I want to know.”
And seriously, what could she possibly say that could make the past
two and a half years even worse?
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I groaned in pain, my
arms still wrapped around the toilet, my forehead too exhausted to
lift off my arms. My insides were still pinching and twisting madly,
the nausea burning away at my stomach, but there was nothing left to
come up. 


	It was disgusting to
be on the floor of a police station’s bathroom, but what
Detective O’Neill just told me minutes ago sickened me to the
point that my bodily reaction required the assistance of a porcelain
bowl. I actually had to run to make it to the bathroom in time. Like
it could literally reject the disturbing knowledge, my body heaved so
hard I pulled muscles all the way from my belly button up to my
throat.

	Nick cracked the door
three times to call out and check on me. Before he could do it a
fourth time, I managed to stand and clean myself up and bury myself
into his arms. I wanted to sob right there, but I didn’t think
my body had anything left to give. “Nick,” I whimpered,
trying to dig even further into his chest, desperately needing to
escape my horrible freaking reality. 


	“I know, baby,”
he said soothingly. “And I don’t think we should ever
tell anyone. For once I think the detectives were right. No
good can come from knowing that piece of information.”

	I bobbed my head
slowly. “It just makes me sick.” All those poor girls…

	Somehow, although I
felt incredibly dizzy and tired, Nick got me back to the car.
Unfortunately, we passed Farrow on the way and all that anger began
to boil and rise to the surface all over again. 


	Thankfully, I fell
asleep for the short ride, and the next thing I knew we were parked
in front of my childhood home. “Here,” Nick said,
grabbing a box of crackers from the backseat, part of the bag of food
he brought for the trip in case we got hungry. “I want you to
eat a few of these before we go in because you look like death right
now.”

	That made me wonder
what I looked like in that basement all those months…

	I took the handful of
Triscuit he offered and began nibbling away. Oddly enough, the
combination of wheat and salt eased the anger within my stomach, and
I soon felt a little better. Well, I should say my body began feeling
better, my mood however, grew angrier with each cracker that made its
way into my system. 


	Fucking police
department. Fucking Farrow and his intrusive questions. I had never
been so annoyed in my life. “I’m never going back there.
I don’t give a flying flip what they want in the future.”

	“Sounds good to
me,” he answered drearily, rubbing down his face and eyes. This
day hadn’t been easy on him either. And I really wished he
hadn’t seen the photo of that guy’s remains; it was bad
enough he already knew what I had done. “You ready to do
this? Because I’d like to get back on the road already.”

	“Yeah,” I
muttered, opening the passenger door and sweeping my hands together
outside to remove the crumbs lingering on my hands.	

	“So how’d
it go?” my mom asked once Nick and I let ourselves into the
house and found them in the family room.

	“So awesome I
hope to go back, right after I shove a railroad spike through my eye
socket,” I snarked. “SIX FREAKING HOURS! And I still
don’t think I saw the right guy in all those pictures. But
nooooo….they requested my assistance in the matter.”


	Requested my ass.

	I fell aimlessly
backwards, praying the couch was within range like I thought.
“Insensitive jerks,” I muttered, rolling my head back and
crossing my arms tightly over my eyes. Nick sat beside me and dug his
hand between me and the sofa, massaging the kinks in my shoulders. I
had to admit, it was definitely reducing the output on my
bitch-o-meter.

	“That good,
huh?” my mother confirmed.

	 “We won’t
be going back,” Nick replied firmly. 


	I suddenly realized I
just blew up like a spoiled brat on a tantrum in front of my parents,
whom I just re-met not too long ago. Awkward! And I was so wrapped up
in my anger I didn’t even hug them when I came in. And then I
realized I wanted to hug them, something I shied away from
internally the last time I saw them. What a difference two week’s
worth of phone calls could make! But I’d save those hugs for
later, when I wasn’t blushing from the shame of what I’d
done. 


	Somewhere behind me, I
heard clinking, and I knew my dad was making himself a drink. I never
felt so envious in my life, and I sighed heavily.

	“Nick,” my
dad said. 


	“Oh, no thank
you, Tom. I’ll be the one driving back.”

	“I know that,
son. Now pass it to my daughter already.”

	“Oh.” Nick
did, and once the icy rock glass exchanged hands, my dad lightly
whacked him across the back of the head for his moment of idiocy.
“It’s been a long day,” he defended.

	Normally, I would’ve
laughed at that, but I was too mesmerized by the fact that my dad
just purposely gave his twenty-year-old daughter alcohol. I gave him
a strange look, and he merely said, “Try it. It’s your
mother’s favorite. And it’s not like your mother and I
think you’ve never had a drink before.”

	“Hmm…
Have I?” I asked Nick, and he gave me the funkiest look ever. 


	“Don’t be
asking me that in front of your parents.”

	My dad mumbled a
knowing uh-huh and my mother cut in with, “It’s
fine, honey. If anyone deserves a drink around here, it’s you.”

	No shit.

	I sipped at the light
brown cocktail that contained a floating cherry and was pleasantly
surprised by its sweet, yet tart, flavor. I wasn’t used to
alcohol, so my head felt heavy in just five minutes. Nick told them
about our neverending session with our pain in the ass detective,
while I just leaned my head against the crook of his shoulder, his
arm wrapped loosely around me. I closed my eyes, and the
reverberations of his voice flowed from his body to mine, like
osmosis. 


	Osmosis…that’s
a funny word. Ozz…smoooo…siiiiiiis. Yep.
Whatever was in it, that cocktail was ga-roooovy.

	Their voices became
distorted, taking on sound effects that resembled the way Charlie
Brown’s teachers always came off. Whap-whup-whap-waaaaa….
The sounds were soothing as the numbness overtook my body, shutting
down my brain’s ability to decipher the coded commentary around
me.

	It wasn’t until
later when Nick gave me a hard shake that my eyes burst open and my
attention finally snapped to. “Huh,” I immediately
blurted without control. 	

	“How are you
doing over there?”

	I rubbed my eyes and
yawned. I was still feeling a little woozy, but clearer than before.

	Chuckling, he replied,
“Never mind.”

	“Huh?”
Seriously, I think that drink damaged my ability to speak. Note to
self: check for drool.

	Amused, he answered,
“We were wondering if you were up for grabbing an early dinner
before we headed back to Portland, but I think you’d be better
off just passing out in the passenger seat and sleeping it off.”

	Well, apparently, my
stomach had been keeping a generator hidden from the rest of my body,
because it didn’t need to coordinate with my brain to answer
Nick’s question. I’d be surprised if the neighbors didn’t
hear the rumble when Nick said the word dinner. “No,
no,” I said quickly. “I can eat. I’m starving.”

	That being settled, my
parents disappeared into their bedroom to get ready, leaving Nick to
stand me up and get me going again. “You’re not going to
face-splat in your dinner, are you?”

	“I might,”
I teased. 


	He licked his lips and
smiled wickedly. The things that boy could do with those lips. So.
Freaking. Hot. 


	“You never could
hold your liquor. I always had to limit you to two beers when we hit
the parties. Otherwise you’d pass out on me. And apparently,
one small cocktail with partial alcohol knocks you on your ass.”

	“Then why’d
you let me drink it?”

	Whipping me up in a
gentle squeeze, he kissed me before melding our foreheads together.
“Because your parents were right. You of all people deserve a
release. Even if it’s just a temporary two hour one.”
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“Tell me you love
me!” Thea all but shouted with a wee bit too much enthusiasm.
She had called three hours ago to tell me she was running late on her
sales job, and asked if she could crash with us for the night instead
of driving on to Eugene. It was easier for her to get up a few hours
early than to drive those extra hours at night.

	Playing along (sort
of), I answered with confusion. “Um. I love you?”

	Standing there in the
hallway with her rolling luggage propped up beside her and her hands
hidden behind her back, I could only wonder what the hell she was up
to. “Ta-da!” she sang, whipping her surprise between us,
dangling a black garment bag.

	Awesome. Laundry she
needed me to do? “Wow,” I stated with fake enthusiasm.
“It’s a bag.” She threw me a sour look, but hey, I
had to give her a hard time because technically, her so-called
surprise was still hidden. She smacked my shoulder before tilting her
luggage and rolling her way past me and into the kitchen. I
methodically peeked both ways in the hall before securing all the
locks.

	“Hey, great
place. Is Nick home yet?”

	“No. He rarely
makes it home before twelve.”

	Unzipping the bag, she
excitedly pulled out the dress it was protecting.

	“Gorgeous.”
I reached out to touch the white dress with an empire waist. Organza.
It was cut at mid-thigh, backless and had only one strap, but what
really made the dress a beauty was the black lace appliqué. It
covered the strap, flowed down towards the belly button area in true
lace fashion, and wrapped around to the center of the back. So
basically one half was all plain, white organza and the other side
had the material peeking out behind the lace. Bold and beautiful.
“What’s the occasion?”

	“Duh!”
Looking at me like I was an idiot, she said, “To wear to dinner
tomorrow night! I know Nick’s taking you to his restaurant.
Question is, why did I hear it from him and not you?” 


	Ow. She actually poked
me in the chest. Hard. It figured she’d find out through Nick.
Back when I went missing, the pair of them began calling each other.
At first it was just to keep Nick informed of what the police was
telling my family. Then it became necessity to keep the other going,
to know that they weren’t alone in believing they would one day
find me. As the months went by, I think they felt so disjointed, that
by continuing to talk with the other, it made them actually feel like
they still had a piece of me there with them, both completely jealous
of the relationship the other had had with me. 


	Not to mention they
were the same age. They should’ve been able to find some way to
relate. Even today they still continued to talk at least once a week.
And I couldn’t help but secretly wonder what they’re
saying about me now that I’d been found. 


	Shrugging, I replied
nonchalantly, “It’s just dinner. He just wants me to see
where he works.” I honestly didn’t see what the big deal
was. “And my question is why did you bring me a dress
without sleeves?” Seriously. There was no way in hell I’d
show up to the place where Nick worked and expose my damaged skin to
everyone he knew. 


	“Relax. There’s
a black beaded cardigan you can pair this with. Mom says she brought
it over with all the other clothes. Just point me to the closet,
sissy.”

	I pulled her luggage
into motion and beckoned her forward with a nod of my head. “They’re
in the guest room.”

	“Ooh. Free for
all. And the best part of all, your memories are such crap you won’t
even notice if I snag a few pieces.”

	I silently chuckled at
that, and secretly hoped she would help herself to a few of those
hangers. It was way more clothing than I’d ever use, and I
couldn’t believe there was even more to pick through at my
parents’ house. 


	Thea found the beaded
cardigan easily, then I reluctantly got out of my comfy pajamas to
try it on for her. I had to admit, the girl had style and taste.
Glancing at the clock on the wall, I noted the time. Nine-thirty.
“Did you eat dinner yet, because we have some leftovers if
you’re hungry.”

	She eyed me warily,
biting on the corner of her lower lip. “What?” I cried
exasperatedly, my hands moving to my hips, my body arching forward. I
probably resembled a deranged chicken, ready to peck out her eyes
over one wrong word. “Are you going to make fun of my cooking,
too?”

	She laughed, and I
loved the way her light brown eyes lit up as if they were a life
force all of their own. “I’m sorry. It’s just, you
were never a good cook. Even your Jell-o came out hard as a rock.
It’s actually kismet that your soul mate ended up being a chef.
Otherwise, I think you would’ve spent the rest of your life
eating hamburger helper and peanut butter and jelly.”

	And soup. Can’t
forget the soup. “Oh, I hate you all,” I muttered
playfully. “The leftovers are Nick’s, so you’re
sure to avoid food poisoning before your meeting tomorrow morning.”

	I pulled off the
cardigan, momentarily forgetting that Thea had never seen any of my
burns before. The way her eyes widened… I don’t know. I
could only describe her reaction as despair. She took my right hand
into hers, twisting my arm, inspecting every bump and groove with her
fingertips. Only Nick had really ever touched my burns that way. It
should’ve felt odd, but strangely, it didn’t bother me
that she was doing that. 


	“God, Cl–,
I mean, Megan,” she moaned dismally. “I’m so
sorry.”

	I pulled my arm away
and sat down beside her on the edge of the bed, both our gazes locked
on my arm. “It’s alright. I’m slowly adjusting to
it. Nick’s helping me feel comfortable in my own skin again.”

	When I looked up, Thea
was shaking her head, her eyes closed tight, failing miserably at
stopping the streams of tears I never even realized were flowing.
“No. You don’t understand,” she sobbed. “It’s
all my fault.”

	I almost thought I
didn’t hear her right, because there was no way there was any
truth to that. “What? Why would you ever think that?” I
asked with a soothing voice, reaching up to lightly rub the back of
her shoulder. 


	She opened her eyes,
but they sagged, the tan colored irises seemingly drowning. “I’m
sorry, Megan. But that morning…you were running late.”

	“How would you
know that?” I asked carefully. “Mom said no one knew what
time I left the house because I was the last one to leave.” 


	“Because I came
by,” she admitted. “I was the reason you were running
late that day.”

	Shrugging it off, I
asked, “So what if you were?”

	I wanted to say more,
to tell her it didn’t matter what time I left the house, but
she wouldn’t let me. With surprising force, she threw her hand
out between us, begging me to stop. “Just. Please. Let me say
this before I lose the courage.” Biting my tongue, I let her
keep going. “The night before, my boyfriend and I had a huge
blowout. I caught the bastard cheating on me. He kept blowing up my
phone and I really didn’t want to talk to the shithead, so I
silenced my phone and came to the house instead of my apartment. I
guess Mom and Dad never noticed my car because it was parked in front
of the neighbor’s house. 


	“I just wanted
to talk it out with you, but you were already asleep by the time I
got there.” Her tears were stalling, so Thea took a moment to
wipe her face clear, her pale skin looking gray and sickly from
excess moisture. “Needless to say, I didn’t sleep well.
You woke me up in the morning banging all around in the bathroom. I
was just so pissed that I went off on you.” She groaned and
dipped her head. “God, I was such a bitch. I know we were
friends and all, but we were sisters, too, so we were known to have
some pretty epic fights. 


	“Ever the good
sister, you tried to calm me down but I was just so far gone at that
point it was falling on deaf ears. Talking was the last thing I
wanted to do. We went at it so long you were at least twenty minutes
late leaving for school.” Thea began shaking her head again,
her face straining to fight the flow that glistened her eyes again.
“I know…I know you were speeding to get to
school. You had Journalism first period and that class was your
reason for getting up every morning. And I can’t help thinking,
that if I hadn’t come over, or fought with you, or just not
been such a bitch to you that morning, they wouldn’t have
noticed you. You would’ve been blending in with the flow of
traffic. You never would’ve been at the wrong place at the
wrong time. You would’ve missed them altogether, because you
would’ve already been in class, safe and sound. 


	“I did it,”
she sobbed hysterically. “I did all these things to screw with
you that morning, to make myself feel better, and it got you stolen
in return. And I never told anyone the truth. Because I knew they’d
all hate me for it. And I just couldn’t take any more guilt.”

	She completely buried
her face in her hands, crying wildly, choking on the fluid that
rushed and clogged her throat. My own tears had long been flowing by
the time she tried to add, “It’s my fault. The
kidnapping. The rapes.” Her fingers splaying, her eyes focused
on that horrible burn on my arm.  “Your burns. You have no idea
how it’s eaten away at me, knowing I did all that to my little
sister. I was supposed to be protecting you. I’m the world’s
worst sister and I am so sorry.” It was hard to catch all that,
since she was blabbering and gasping for air between syllables, but I
didn’t need to hear every word to understand her, and to
realize how way off-base she was for taking the blame.

	I had to close my eyes
off, the liquid blurring my vision, the light on the ceiling fan
hitting my face at just the right angle to blind me, inducing the
equivalent of a brain freeze. And after all the crying I’d done
as of late, everything just ached.

	Why did everybody
think my disappearance was their fault? First Nick, now Thea. My
parents probably harbored the same thoughts. And the truth was, it
was nobody’s fault. Not even my own. 


	I know Nick and I
agreed it was best to keep what Detective O’Neill told us to
ourselves, but right now, I was seriously doubting that decision. I
couldn’t let Thea keep suffering from these thoughts. So we
fought that morning. It sounded like just another day in the life of
sisters and/or best friends. Nick and I thought keeping this to
ourselves was best because nothing could be gained by sharing, and
that it would never fix anything. Turns out we were wrong. 


	“Thea,” I
said softly, clearing my clogged throat. Her sobs overpowered my
voice, so I said, “Thea,” more firmly a second time.
“Look at me.” When she didn’t, I added, “Come
on. If you think you’re responsible for my messed up life, then
you could at least look me in the eye when I say this to you.”

	Eventually, she found
the courage to raise her head, but it continued to jerk as her chest
began hiccupping sporadically. And I had serious doubts she could
actually see me through that waterfall rushing over her eyes. “They
were following me long before they took me. There was even a tracking
device on my car. They were going to find me that morning no matter
what time I left or where I went.”

	She froze, her eyes
bouncing all over the place like a ping-pong game gone on the fritz.
“Wait… What?”

	“My car had a
tracer on it. Best they can tell, the police think I was the only
girl who was selected in advance.” Detective O’Neill said
it was possible that one of the girls walking could’ve had a
tracer on their belongings, but it was highly unlikely since you
never knew what a person was going to carry or wear day to day. Which
meant I was their priority pick-up. And like Nick had once suggested,
I was meant to be brainwashed and made into more of a companion. “The
cops said I was tagged because I was most likely chosen and sold
before they ever even stole me.” And it was probably my fault
all those other girls got stolen, too. They came to Seattle to grab
me but took several more once they had me. That’s what really
made me throw up that day at the police station. All those girls…who
were most likely still being drugged and raped to this day, were
picked up because of me! I wanted to help them, I really did,
but I knew nothing that would ever help the cops find them. 


	I couldn’t make
myself feel better, but maybe I could ease the guilt suffocating
Thea.

	I wrapped my arm
around her shoulder and pulled us together, grasping her hand with
mine. “Nothing you did that morning was responsible for my
disappearance. If anything, you spared me twenty more minutes from
that life. So please stop hating yourself. And stop crying. Because
you’re making me cry. And I am so freaking tired of crying.”

	Unfortunately, my
words only made us bawl even more, but I think I caught a hint of
relief in her eyes, and our tears slowly became more of a release
than us dealing with the horrors afflicting our minds.
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God, I needed all night
and the next day to recover from that. Just like when the detective
told us at the station about the trace, my insides twisted into a
thousand knots and sudden nausea sent me on vacation with the
porcelain bowl. Luckily, Nick was taking the day off, so I had him
there to help soothe and unclench the grip misery seemed to have on
my body. Thea had left early in the morning, looking like she spent
the night at a noisy, never-resting frat house. Hopefully she’d
be able to clean herself up before her first meeting.

	By mid-afternoon, I
was feeling better, but Nick was still hesitant to take me to dinner.
“We can do this anytime. It doesn’t have to be tonight.”

	“No. God, if
I’ve learned anything from my messed up life, it’s that
you don’t even know if tomorrow will come. So let’s go.
I’m in need of happier memories.”

	He reluctantly agreed,
but I think his hesitance got chucked to the back seat when he saw me
the first time in that gorgeous white and black dress. For the first
time since I went missing, I actually had an occasion to wear heels,
and was completely surprised at how at ease my body was with the
strappy shoes securing my feet. The dress looked far better without
the cardigan, but Nick didn’t seem to know any better.

	I had to do a double
take on Nick too, because I had never seen him in a suit before. And
damn it all to hell, after seeing how sexy he could be all cleaned
up, I really didn’t want to go to dinner anymore. Damn…
I really wanted to head back to my childhood room and toss that place
upside down, because somewhere in there were two years worth of
formal pictures I was missing out on.

	I literally dropped my
jaw over Kettle Fusion. The exterior was nothing more exciting than
the rest of the block, but the inside… Holy hell. It was of
modern design, sleek with steel and filled with vivid shades of
cranberry, midnight blue and dark orange, which were really soothing
to the eyes in dimmed lighting. The seating was so plush it looked
more comfortable than the bed I sank into every night. And the walls
had the strangest art deco from a local artist, who liked to work
with a variety of metals and glass.

	Nick greeted the
hostess Sarah, who immediately sat us. Turned out we weren’t
eating in the dining room, and we were taken up the elevator to a
hidden veranda, where only three tables were available for select
clientele. I wanted to smack myself for scanning as many faces I
could as we passed, always seeking that particular one I never wanted
to see again. And after flipping through so many at the police
station, I confirmed my worst fear: his image was beginning to blur.
I could remember what his distinct features were, but not the
picture itself anymore. What if I did come across him one day? Would
I even be able to recognize him at that point? And it made me worry
more, continually rechecking the men around me, making sure there was
no possible way each and every one of them couldn’t be him.

	I forced a smile to
budge my mind from the thought. Stepping out of the elevator, it was
a short, straight walk to our destination. A structure of glass
protected us from the elements and it was so clean there wasn’t
even the tiniest smudge to distort our view. The other two tables
were occupied, already eating, and they politely nodded as we took up
the third. 


	“Wow, Nick. This
is really nice.”

	“It really is.
Hopefully I can put in a few years here.” 


	My head turned towards
him, but he continued to stare off at the skyline, completely unaware
that his mother told me he was considering a move to Seattle for my
benefit. Little did he know, I’d fight him to the death on
that. He’d already sacrificed too much for me.

	As I scanned the menu
before me, I couldn’t help but notice that the wine section had
three times the pages than the dinner section. And sadly, I had no
idea what was up with the entrée choices. There were foods I
had never heard of before in food, like sea beans, dandelion greens
and Adirondack blue potatoes. And there were descriptions that
explained their preparation, but I honestly had no idea what to
expect if I ordered a meal that included words like reduction, au
jus, or fricassee. I finally cried uncle and told Nick to just order
my dinner for me. He teased me, but obliged my request. I don’t
know what he ordered and I didn’t ask, but when Tara, our
waitress, placed the unusual stack of colors and textures before me
in all its weird glory, maybe I should have. But he had never steered
me wrong in terms of food before, so I reluctantly forced a bite into
my mouth. 


	He actually chuckled
when my face went from cringing, expecting the most God-awful taste,
to blissful elation. Who knew all those funky colors slammed together
would be so yummy? I still didn’t know what it was, but after
reading that menu, I figured it was best not to ask if I was
swallowing pureed duck eggs with a chili hollandaise sauce or
whatever.

	Ever determined to put
some weight on me like my mother, Nick ordered a chocolate soufflé
for dessert, saying we’d share it, but of which he hardly
touched. “Do you not like chocolate?” I asked, because
that soufflé was the best thing ever.

	“I’ll eat
it, but I prefer my chocolate to have more of an espresso taste.”

	Which totally
explained why he’d rather sip on his coffee than indulge in the
plate I was about ready to lick clean. “Ahh, thank God. Because
chocolate’s a deal breaker for me. Diss the chocolate and I’ll
diss you,” I threatened playfully, giving him a little wink. 


	“Don’t
worry. I’ll bake whatever you like. Just don’t expect me
to eat it with you every time.”

	“You mean you’re
going to make me a special chocolate treat and then never try to
split it with me? You’re the best boyfriend ever,” I
mused.

	“You can have
your chocolate. Just give me my coffee and we’re square.”


	“Deal.”

	I was just finishing
up the dessert when a new face entered the veranda, smiling and
making a beeline for us. “There’s a perky blonde heading
over.”

	Smiling, he quietly
replied without turning to acknowledge her. “That’s
probably my boss, Anne. She’s the manager here.”

	She was wearing a
sleek, dark gray, pencil skirt, a black sleeveless satin top with a
scooped neck, and had fancy jewelry draping around her neck and
dangling from her ears. Once she got to our table, her left hand
immediately went to rest on Nick’s shoulder as her blinged out
right hand extended to shake mine. “Hello, Megan. I’m
Anne. So nice to finally meet you.” 


	We couldn’t have
been more opposite. Where I had boring brown eyes, had my brown hair
pulled back in a sleek ponytail, and wore minimal makeup and jewelry,
Anne was a wavy blonde with blue eyes, long legs, a sprayed-on tan
and probably used every product ever made to paint her face. But
still, the whole package was extremely attractive. “Hi. Nice to
meet you, too.”

	She leaned and dipped
her head just inches from Nick’s, confirming that there weren’t
any problems with the meal. Maybe Nick answered, but I was too busy
wondering why she was comfortable enough around him to be leaning
that closely to notice. Determined not to let her attentiveness
get to me, I pretended to be enthralled by the assortment of potted
plants that grew along the glass. When Nick asked, “Right,
Megan?” I whipped my attention back their way. Guessing at what
he asked, I enthusiastically replied, “Dinner was delicious.
The chocolate soufflé was absolutely perfect.”

	I guess I said the
right thing, because her smile lit up even more. And call me slightly
jealous, but her hand was not only still on his body, but had now
drifted closer to the back of his neck. Seriously, I wasn’t
sure how to react. Part of me thought normal girlfriend behavior
would be to get mad or territorial, but one, she was Nick’s
boss, and two, I really wasn’t that jealous. After everything
Nick went through to get me back, cheating on me with a girl that’s
been there while I wasn’t, just didn’t cause a whole lot
of worry on my part. I glanced into Nick’s eyes to ascertain
his opinion of Anne’s actions, and I caught his somewhat
annoyed expression and the infinitesimal head nod that asked me not
to say anything. 


	“Wonderful! I do
hope you come back again.”

	“Oh, you can
count on it,” I replied cheerfully, trying to cover the
disdainful curiosity I felt for her at this moment.

	“Great. Well,
you two have a good evening, and Nick, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	“Good night,
Anne,” he replied cordially. 


	Anne’s hand
finally let go, but only because her body progressed far enough back
it had to if it wanted to remain attached to her body. I planted my
elbows on the table and clasped my hands together beneath my chin,
sucking in the right side of my cheek. He loosely crossed his arms,
his lips forming a less than amused expression. “Is she gone
yet?” he asked quietly.

	My eyes drifted to the
elevator. I kept a smile on my face until the door shut behind her.
“You know, when you said you got the executive position because
your boss loved you, I thought you meant that metaphorically. But
that is a woman with interest.” And a little cheeky too.

	“I’m
sorry. I can’t believe she just did that. Sort of childish, in
fact.”

	“What?” I
asked teasingly. “You really expect me to believe this was the
first time she’s been super friendly with you?”

	Nick sighed. He
clearly didn’t want to have this discussion, but no way I could
let him off the hook now. 


	“She showed
interest when I first began working here and that was the same time I
showed my disinterest. I told her about you and why I had no
intentions of dating anyone else for a very long time.”

	“You didn’t
date anyone while I was gone? Like ever?” Please say no.

	“Are you kidding
me? No!” His arms uncrossed and hit the table as he leaned
forward. “I never… I couldn’t...” He closed
his eyes and groaned lightly. “There were a few people who
thought I should try dating someone. Anyone. They said it would help
me move on.” He shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Dumbasses
didn’t know what they were talking about. It’s not
something you can just move on from. I did well just to get through
the day. If they couldn’t show me a body…then I wasn’t
giving up on you.”

	Great. Now I felt like
crap. Was I seriously expecting a guy I didn’t even remember
seven weeks ago to never date anyone once I went missing? “I’m
sorry. I shouldn’t have asked that. Even if you had dated
someone it’s not really my business. I was gone, and statistics
pretty much prove girls like me don’t come back, so I could
never be mad at you for trying to pick up the pieces and move on.”
Though I probably would’ve hated it if he had.

	“Megan,”
he said gently, reaching his arms across the table. I dropped mine
and placed my hands within his firm grasp. “Had it been five to
ten years or so, yeah, I might’ve tried moving on. But not my
heart, my head or my soul was going to allow me to do that anytime
soon. Yeah, Anne flirted a lot, and I probably shouldn’t have
let her do it. I guess in a way the attention kept me from feeling
dead inside. I was never going to act on it, but I wasn’t
exactly pushing her away either. I swear she hasn’t done any of
that touching crap since we came back to Portland together, so I
don’t know why she did that tonight. Maybe she found you
threatening.”

	Or maybe she thought
that by planting a seed of doubt, she could create a rift between us
and sour our relationship. Anne had probably spent God knows how long
laying the ground work, thinking I’d never come back and
eventually Nick would move on, straight into her arms. And now that I
was back, she probably did find me threatening, because I had so
easily what she had yet to obtain.

	“But you’re
right to be annoyed,” he added, breaking my train of thought.
“I know I am. I’ll make sure she doesn’t do it
again.”

	I nodded reluctantly.
In the span of like ninety seconds, our night fizzled like a sparkler
left out in the rain, so I guess Anne managed to knock us off our
high a little bit after all.

	“Come here,”
he said, beckoning me with his arms. The other two tables had already
cleared for the night, so I had no problem sitting sideways on his
lap with his arms wrapped around me. His hand covered my cheek, his
thumb stroking it in a way that always made me close my eyes and moan
in comfort. “You know I love you, right?” I nodded, my
eyes still closed as I murmured my agreement. In my ear, the finest
of hairs tickled as his breath whispered, “Don’t ever
doubt that.”

	I opened my eyes and
turned his way, my mouth immediately seeking his. We kissed under the
stars for a few minutes, until Tara came in to check on us one last
time and caught us. I’m not sure which of us girls blushed
more, and she excused herself with a huge grin on her face. 


	“What did I do
to deserve you, huh?” I asked, stroking his face. “You’ve
gone way beyond any and all expectations I could’ve ever had
for you.”

	“Simple. You
make it easy to love you.”

	Apparently his lips
weren’t quite sated either, and he kissed me one final time
before leading me back through the restaurant. Settling into the car
and pulling out into traffic, I said, “You know what? You still
owe me that memory of when we first met.”

	A delicious smile
crossed his face. “That’s right. I did promise to tell
you that, didn’t I?”

	I cocked my eyes
suggestively when he looked my way, then curled up in the seat to
listen to his version of our story.

	Heels clacked
across the surface of the floor. Though the locker door blocked my
view, I could tell they were aimed for me. 


	“Hey, Nick,”
a soft voice cooed as I closed my locker and looked to the blonde
cheerleader that wore a hot pink bra under a white v-neck t-shirt. 


	“Hey, Nicole.
What’s up?”

	“Just curious
if you’ve accepted any invitations to the dance yet.”

	Shit. Not
another. I fucking hated Sadie Hawkins.

	“Why?”
I teased, putting on the charm regardless. “Are you throwing
your name into the pool or are you asking for Melissa?”

	“Melissa?”
she snapped, her nose crinkling like she smelled something foul. “She
asked you?”

	Oops. Guess I
wasn’t supposed to mention that. 


	She was clearly
irked, but somehow managed to bury her fury long enough to smile and
sweetly say, “Yeah. I’m interested. Wanna go with me?”

	“I honestly
don’t know if I’m even going yet, so let me get back to
you.”

	“Alright.”
She tried to say it seductively, tracing her fingertips down my arm
as she pulled away. Ten bucks said she wanted me to reach out and
pull her back in a heat of passion. But I didn’t, and she
continued to clack her way down the hall, swishing her hips farther
than natural.

	I sighed, my
attention then moving to the only other body in this part of the
hallway. Switching out books in a locker, a girl shook her head and
rolled her eyes. It didn’t take a genius to figure out why. I
had to admit though, she was cute and had curves in all the right
places, but she was most definitely not a senior.

	Taking the steps to
close the gap, I casually leaned against the lockers next to her.
“What?”

	At first, she
didn’t want to say anything, biting hard on her lower lip, but
she just couldn’t resist voicing that inner monologue of hers.
Dropping her bag to the floor, her hands went straight to her hips.
Somebody should tell her that’ll only give guys a legitimate
reason to check out that part of her body. Then again, maybe she
already knew that.

	“Why don’t
you just tell them no? Why lead them on and make them think there’s
a chance when you know you’ll never take any of them?”

	Sassy. I liked
that. “What makes you think I won’t take one of them?”

	“Because if
even one of them caught your interest, you would’ve accepted on
the spot, before she asked someone else.”

	Sassy and smart.
This was getting better and better. “So…if you
were to ask me to the dance and I didn’t want to go with you,
you’d flat-out want me to reject you?”

	She laughed
uncomfortably, looking to the floor and shaking her head. Scratching
her head, her eyes returned to mine. “Well, I’m not
asking you to the dance so it wouldn’t matter what you’d
say. But yes, a little honesty goes a long way.” Crossing her
arms and regaining her stance, she taunted, “Or are you too
afraid you’ll get knocked down a few branches in the popularity
tree?”

	Was it wrong that I
found her cocked brown eyes and wicked half smile so damn attractive?
Spunky and hard to get was rare in this school and this chick was
oozing with both.

	“So, you
wouldn’t go to the dance with me if I broke the rule and was
the one to ask you?”

	Huffing, she boldly
replied, “And have a posse of Nick-rejectees ganging up on me
in the bathroom trying to stab me in the eyes with their stripper
heels? No, thank you.”

	I smiled. She knew
my name. 


	“What’s
your name?” I asked, and it took her off guard.

	Off guard, but not
stupid. “I’m not telling you my name.”

	“Well, you’re
not a senior, so whose locker is this?”

	Slowly, she
haughtily replied, “Maybe it’s my boyfriend’s.”

	I peeked inside the
locker. “Not unless your man digs purple locker accessories.”

	She slammed the
locker shut and I tried not to laugh. “So, girl whose name I
don’t know, who are you taking to the dance then?”

	“Nobody.”

	“Nobody-nobody?
Or nobody you’re going to tell me about?” She licked her
lips and offered me nothing but a pressed smile. “Are you
always this stubborn?”

	“Incredibly,”
she snarked.

	“Alright,
then. I accept your challenge.”

	She actually looked
taken aback. “What?”

	“You won’t
tell me your name, so clearly, you want to make me work for it.”

	“That’s
not what I–”

	“Tell you
what,” I interrupted, pulling my phone from my back pocket. “If
I can find out your name by the end of the school day, you have to
come have a drink with me.” She was a little hesitant, so I
quickly added, “Come on. There’s only three hours left so
the odds are in your favor.”

	She grabbed her
backpack and slung it over her shoulder. “Fine. But what do I
get when you fail?”

	When I
failed. Cute.

	I shrugged. “The
satisfaction of one-upping me?”

	“No,”
she said slowly, thinking it over. “That comes without saying.”
A larger than life smile appeared, and for a second there, I actually
began to worry. “No. When you fail, you have to tell each of
those girls you’re not going with them.”

	Well…that
sucked. Good thing I wasn’t going to lose this round. I fiddled
with my phone, activating the camera. “Deal. Say cheese.”
I snapped the picture before she could even change her expression.

	“Hey!”

	“Sorry, but I
can’t exactly take the time to draw you, now can I?”

	Eyes narrowed
playfully, she turned and walked away. For once a girl didn’t
clack, but I was too busy admiring the tight curves that filled out
her jeans to notice the specifics of her shoes. Immediately, I sent
her picture to everyone in my contact list for school, along with the
text: Ten bucks to the first person who can give me a name. 


	I slowly walked the
long hallway behind her, the voices in the cafeteria growing as I
neared. Nameless girl turned and walked in long before I got there,
but I was too busy smiling at the text message from Brad to follow
just yet: Claire Whitaker. Friends with my sis. I asked him if
he could get her number and he got it to me in less than five
minutes.

	I turned the corner
into the cafeteria and leaned against the column. I spotted her
taking a lunch tray to a table packed with a mixture of younger girls
and guys. I wore a huge smile as I activated the call, hoping she
didn’t keep it completely off at school. On the third ring, she
realized something was happening inside her bag and reached in for
it. Putting the phone to her ear, she curiously asked, “Hello?”

	“Hey Claire.
It’s Nick.” She stood and scanned the cafeteria with
three quick passes before she spotted me, her mouth hung wide. I
offered her a teasing wave and asked, “Today good for you? I’ll
meet you out front at two-thirty.”

	“So did I
actually show up?” I asked as we pulled through the garage gate
at our building.

	“Of course you
did. You can deny, deny, deny, but you wanted that date.”

	“Like you
didn’t,” I argued. 


	“Hell, yeah I
did. There was a feistiness about you I couldn’t resist. I knew
I was in trouble the moment you put your hands to those curvy hips
and told me off.”

	“Please tell me
you at least gave those girls an answer,” I asked as he pulled
the car into our spot and cut the engine.

	Rolling his eyes, he
moaned, “You. Made. Me. Said you wouldn’t go on a second
date until I did. And by the way, it was just high school! It’s
not like I did anything to make those girls want to ask me out.”

	“Oh, God,”
I playfully teased. “Were you one of those social butterflies
that the girls all swarmed after in high school? Some hottie sports
guy they drooled over?”

	“Shut up,”
he muttered, failing miserably at suppressing that grin.

	I was still laughing
when he made his way over to open my door to let me out, and I gave a
quick scan to confirm we were alone in the garage. “Well, tell
me this.” I let my fingertips trace up his abdomen and chest
until I wrapped my arms around his neck, as his locked securely
around my hips. “Did you kiss me on that first date?”

	A half smile stretched
so far I actually saw dimple. Wickedly, he teased, “Sorry, but
I’m going to hold on to that secret a little longer.”

	“What? Why? It’s
not supposed to be kept a secret from me!”

	Fingers dug in deep
around my hips. “Megan, all you need to know is that the day I
met you, I knew right then and there that you were the girl for me,
and that I was going to do everything possible to spend the rest of
my life with you.”

	Still a little
perturbed over him not sharing the details of our first kiss, I
couldn’t resist pulling on his neck to bring his mouth down to
mine, and I softly caressed my lips against his, feeling the
butterflies come to life in my belly. I could kiss those warm lips
forever, as I could never get enough. Content to just stay in that
position all night, I reluctantly allowed him to lead me on, but
whined my disapproval. 


	I don’t know
what happened next. Before we could even get out from between the
cars, there was a quick sound, like an engine backfiring somewhere in
the garage. I understood why Nick startled, but for the life of me, I
couldn’t figure out why he stopped dead in his tracks right in
front of me.  


	“Nick?” 


	His grip on my hand
loosened. I screamed once I realized he wasn’t just bending,
but keeling over as he hit the car on his way down. Now slumped on
the ground, he no longer obstructed my view and I inhaled so sharply,
my lungs strained in pain.

	Him! 


	How did I miss
that? The garage was empty, but here he stood, not fifteen feet away
with a gun pointed straight at my chest.

	But I didn’t
care. All I could see was Nick crumpled up on the pavement. I fell to
my knees gasping, completely losing it when I couldn’t turn him
around to assess the damage. Was he even breathing anymore? I
screamed, heaved and cried all at once like a fucking tsunami hit my
chest, but I managed to feel the slightest rise when I placed my
hands on his back. For a split second, relief rushed my senses.

	My chest constricted
when a pair of black sneakers stepped before me. I fearfully looked
up, noting the sleek gun held at his side. It was a long look up, and
a blurry one at that due to gushing tears. My head shook endlessly,
completely disbelieving the sight before me. I had been checking
everywhere I went, always looking over my shoulder, thinking that if
I just remained vigilant about my surroundings, then he’d never
get the jump on me. But here that lunatic stood over me with a gun.
And that fucking bastard shot Nick instead of me! In total disbelief,
I somehow managed a strained, “Why?”

	My eyes were drowning
and the world blurred around me. I couldn’t really see him, but
I recalled his most distinctive features from memory: dirty blond
hair, hazel eyes, sharp cheekbones, dimple in the chin. When his gun
angled towards me again, a short squeak of terror burst from my
throat. My heart flat-out quit on me and I froze in fear. This is
it. I’m going to die. 


	Snatching my ponytail
and yanking my neck backwards, he leaned closer, the blurriness
beginning to sharpen, those facial features finally taking shape.
Darkly, he sniped, “You killed my brother and you still ask
why?”

	My eyes bulged. Oh,
fucking shit! I had no idea they were related! 


	He pointed the gun
towards the ground where Nick was lying, and I startled in his grasp.
“Now either you walk willingly to my car or I give your
boyfriend one final shot to the head.”

	My chest panicked,
thrusting uncontrollably. Go with him? And be forced back into
a basement so he could cut me up and rape me without mercy? Fuck
no! 


	Something on his gun
clicked and I wailed without thinking, throwing my hands in the air
as if they could stop all this from happening. “No, wait! Stop!
I’ll go.” I couldn’t believe those words ever left
my lips, but I couldn’t let him shoot Nick again either. “Just
please,” I begged, “don’t hurt him anymore.”

	His head cocked in a
twisted manner and I was yanked abruptly to my feet by the roots of
my hair, a stinging sensation coursing across my scalp. His hand
jerked down to my bicep, where he gripped so hard that I shrieked. I
tried to look back at Nick as we hurried downward to the previous
level, to see if he was stirring, but every attempt earned me a jerk
forward that snapped my neck painfully. 	

	A car was winding its
way up the garage. My captor released my arm and shoved me deep
between two large cars that were parked, his larger, dark clothed
body hiding mine from view. “One wrong move and I won’t
hesitate to go back and finish him off,” he threatened. 


	I believed him,
without a doubt. I was terrified to be taken again; it was what
always frightened me since I broke free from his brother’s
grasp. I wanted to scream for help, to run for as long as my legs
could physically take me, but I’d never do that with Nick’s
life hanging in the balance. And the man before me knew that. I swear
there was a smugness in his eyes that he hid from the rest of his
face, some sort of personal pleasure from being able to force me into
submission while not even holding me down or aiming that gun at me. 


	And it was beginning
to anger me, because I didn’t want to be that girl; the
one that was forced to just go along with what he wanted. I
wasn’t the same girl they stole years ago. Sure, the thought of
this guy chasing me down terrified me to the point that I hid myself
away, but obviously, I was right to be fearful, because here he was
standing before me with a loaded gun. I may not have had my memory
back yet, but I was fairly certain captivity changed me. I didn’t
stand over his brother’s body as he died, but I killed
to get myself out of that life, and somewhere in the back of this
man’s head, it had to be floating around that I had the will
and courage to fight my way out.

	I felt the terror
leave and the anger take over, my eyes tapering sharply during the
transition. Since his pair was already watching mine, he picked up on
the difference as it happened, and the corner of his mouth slightly
lifted, like he found me amusing. Because seriously, I was half his
size and had no hope of maneuvering my way past him. At least not
without the element of surprise. He tucked the gun into the back of
his jeans underneath his jacket, then spread his hands outward,
splaying each against their respective vehicles, a wicked smile
growing deeper, daring me to try it anyway.

	As much as I wanted to
fight my way free, I wouldn’t right now. Not with Nick lying on
the ground unable to defend himself. Not when he had the upper
hand, and a gun within reach. But I swore to God right then and there
that this guy wouldn’t get me for long. I wasn’t
brainwashed. I knew I had something to fight for and I wasn’t
going give that up just because some psycho wanted to steal me away
and finish what his brother started.

	“No?” he
taunted, his eyes still beckoning me to have a go at him. 


	It was at that moment
I knew, that if I could find a way to knock him on his ass like I did
his brother, I could find the strength to leave him for dead, too.
And the moment I got him far enough away from Nick, I was going to
give him the fight he just urged me to give. 


	He gave the car enough
time to turn the corner and disappear from sight. Satisfied I
wouldn’t try anything right now, he snatched my arm and
pulled me down another level, my damn heels making it difficult. 
Please help Nick, I repeated over and over again in my head,
praying the occupants of that car would see him sprawled out on the
ground and find him help. 


	Where the hell was
this so-called security? Were they even watching the camera’s
screen images, or were there so many it was easy to miss what was
going on unless they were directly looking for it?

	It didn’t take
long enough to force me to his car, which was a large, silver SUV
with heavily tinted windows. The rear door of the vehicle was lifting
as we approached, the shade pulled across to hide any personal items.
But there were no items in the back of this vehicle. And before I
could even react to that realization, I was shoved forward and a
sharp pain made my world go black.
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A putrid stench burned
the lining of my nostrils and chest, scratching so intensely my lungs
jerked into hyperdrive, snapping me from a dead sleep. I batted at
the source, a hand in front of me, before keeling over in a coughing
fit. The room was so dark I could barely make out shapes, and my head
felt incredibly dizzy even trying to.

	“Get your crying
done now because we have a lot to discuss.”

	Groggily, I tried to
lift my head, but it strained my neck. I felt drugged, and the side
of my head ached, like something hard had been cracked against it.
And for some weird reason, my burns were really stinging too. 


	NICK! Oh, my God,
Nick! Please be alive, please be alive…

	Practically
choking on the words, I begged, “Nick! What happened to Nick?
Is he alive?”

	“Who cares?”
he replied callously. “Either way, you’ll never see him
again.”

	The only light
came from the hallway, but I could still make out the shape of the
syringe in his hands. I didn’t want to go down the path of
drugs. Not again. I skittered backwards awkwardly, my arms stopping
short, jerked back by an invisible force. I yanked several times,
finding the resistance again and again. Oh, my God, he had my
wrists tied down to something and I was already out of slack!
“No!” I cried out at him. “Leave me alone!”

	“What? This?”
he asked, waving the syringe in the air. “I’ve already
given it to you, love.”

	I gasped, my hand
going to the outside of my upper left arm, where I could now sense
the prick clear as day. Oh, no, oh, no, no, no, no, no! I
wasn’t supposed to be here! I was supposed to fight my way out
long before he got me here! And I certainly wasn’t supposed to
let myself get drugged again!

	He left without saying
another word, turning off the light in the hallway, leaving me in
complete darkness. I couldn’t breathe. What air I managed to
force down burned with each inhalation, like the rawness of fresh
scratches. I was so overwhelmed every muscle in my body strained, my
heart literally feeling as if it was being peeled apart fiber by
fiber. I couldn’t believe I was stuck here. Trapped like a
fucking rat all over again.

	 I could already feel
the drug taking effect. I was getting sleepy, but what really stood
out was the pain beginning to numb. My head was groggy, but it wasn’t
because of the spot that hurt when I touched it, and my burns weren’t
stinging as much anymore. Why were my burns even stinging in the
first place? My tongue was beginning to feel funky, heavy. I
wanted, no needed, to get out of here. I needed to find Nick.
Help Nick. Please say someone found him in time, that he didn’t
just bleed out in the garage, cold and all alone. My eyes already
stinging, tears began to drip steadily at the thought of losing him.
Please, God. Save him. He doesn’t deserve to die because of
me. Not for me… 


	If this psycho thought
I was going to just shut up and take it, he had another thing coming.
There was a good chance Nick was still alive, and I wasn’t
going to live my life without him. 
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Soft hands gently
nudged me on my shoulder until I responded. Soft hands.
Slowly, my eyes assessed my shoulder now that a lamp was on in the
far corner. The dress I had been wearing was replaced with something
that had a thin, silky strap in a pink hue. 


	The hand had a woman’s
fingertips. My body aching, I pushed myself up to a sitting position,
my cheek raw from carpet burn. A girl around my age sat before me, a
shiny slip covering her thin frame. Her hair was blonde, but not
naturally, as her roots hadn’t been done in quite some time.
She had pale eyes, maybe blue, and stared like she saw right through
me. 


	There was something
unnatural about her. She had this weird expression on her face, like
she felt nothing. “Can you help me?” I whispered. Her
head twisted and she cupped a bowl off the floor with both hands,
holding it up to me. It was weird the way she was looking at me, and
I began to wonder if this was what I was meant to be. “Are you
in there? Or are you broken?”

	“Broken?”
he said from the doorway, where he leaned against the frame watching
us in amusement. “That’s an interesting word for it.”

	Seeing him immediately
brought Nick to the forefront of my mind. “Where’s Nick?”
I dared to ask, fearing the worst to be true.

	“Hell if I know.
But seeing as how I’ve had you unconscious for the past three
days, he could be six feet under by now.”

	Three days! I
didn’t know what the hell I was thinking, but his lack of tact
just pissed me off!  All the anger that seeped its way into me at the
garage appeared in full force again, and before I even thought about
my actions, I jumped to my feet. He didn’t flinch, knowing what
I didn’t; that the resistance attached to my wrists gave me
very little slack. Just as well; rushing him would be the stupidest
thing ever – though my anger was screaming to let it have a go
regardless of the beat down I’d surely get in return.

	How the hell did I
get myself into this mess again? I screamed my frustration at the
binds that held me, yanking and pulling so hard my wrists began to
burn. When I finally admitted defeat, my breaths remained heavy until
I calmed. And it didn’t help that I wanted to rip that fucking
smile off his face as he watched my every struggle. 


	Finally looking down
at my hands, I saw leather wrapped around my reddened wrists, a key
needed to unlock the tight straps. The silver chain attached to the
leather threaded through a ring in the floor in both directions,
looping upwards, disappearing into the ceiling for some type of
pulley mechanism. The pink slip I wore looked very similar to the one
the other girl wore.

	My eyes couldn’t
keep from assessing my surroundings, noting I was in some type of
bedroom, nothing like the one I was kept in last time. This one had a
queen-sized bed and large bathroom, a TV with a digital box, and a
large chair with an ottoman next to a bookcase filled with books. But
somehow I doubted that girl ever read any of them.

	He slowly stepped into
the room, sitting on the edge of the bed, far out of my reach. “Now,
if you’ve gotten that out of your system, you should eat
the soup Veronica made you. It’d be rude not to.”

	Rude? He had
the nerve to lecture me about being rude?

	“You didn’t
have to shoot him,” I snapped. “I would’ve let you
take me to keep him safe.” I actually meant those words. I’d
do anything for Nick, even if it meant captivity. Even if it meant I
was right where I was – though I was sure Nick would say the
same thing about taking that shot if it meant keeping me free. I
shook my head defiantly at him, threatening, “And if you killed
him–”

	“You’ll
what?” he threatened as he rose to his feet. “You killed
my brother!” He seemed surprised by the explosion, catching
himself before he could advance another step towards me, his fists
tightening. And I found his behavior completely bizarre for a guy who
kept sex slaves. His brother Charles would have beaten me senseless
had I used that tone with him. With a calmer voice, he continued, “He
may have been a complete asshole who I didn’t get along with
that well, but he was still my blood. Personally, I hope that shot
was enough to give your boyfriend the painful death you gave
Charles. Eye for an eye, I say.” It amazed me how he could say
that so nonchalantly, like it took nothing for him to pull the
trigger. 


	Fucking bastard. With
a slow voice, I asked, “How did you find me?”

	“Sit down and
eat the soup.” The tone he used told me he wasn’t asking,
and that refusing his demand would end poorly for me, no matter the
restraint he seemed to be using. Seeing as I was already chained and
considerably weaker, I chose not to fight this particular battle. If
he wanted me dead already, he would’ve put that gun to my head
in the parking lot or let me overdose on whatever drug he shot me up
with, so at least I knew the soup wasn’t poisoned. And it was
the fact that he wanted me alive that made me a little more
courageous than I should’ve been while chained to his floor.

	I looked down to the
girl. She was still offering the bowl to me, holding it up in the air
where I last saw it. Disturbed, I sat down beside her and she moved
to feed me, holding out a full spoon’s worth. Cautiously, I
leaned forward and took in the soup. Chicken noodle, heavy on the
noodle. She continued to feed me, her movement acknowledging my
presence, but I swear she never really saw me.

	What was wrong with
this girl?

	Sitting down again, he
said, “To answer your question, it’s the damndest thing
finding you after all this time. A little bird within the police
department told me my name popped up on an investigation as a person
of interest. Turns out that accusation came from you. And wouldn’t
you know, they kept your personal information on the electronic file.
Name and address right there for the taking.”

	My entire body
slackened and I left the current spoonful hanging. All I did was
point out a few faces. Nothing concrete. And he knew. He had
people on the inside looking out for him, when they should have been
looking out for people like me and this poor girl! A fury of guilt
rushed through my chest. It was all my fault. If I had just shut my
trap and told those detectives to go to hell, I never would’ve
given them names, never would’ve given this psychopath my
whereabouts. Nick would’ve never been shot and I wouldn’t
have been forced into this guy’s SUV.

	“Don’t
worry,” he added, interrupting my stupor. “My name’s
fallen off that record like it never existed to begin with. I should
thank you, really. It all worked out pretty well in the end, don’t
you think?” 


	God, I wanted to smack
him, or better yet, stab him. But I held my tongue. Veronica’s
hand swayed forward and left the spoon at the tip of my mouth. She
didn’t look like she was going to go anywhere with it, so I
accepted it.

	He leaned forward and
put the weight of his upper body on his thighs. “You know, for
the longest time I was really pissed about what happened to my
brother. But there was nothing I could do about it without drawing
attention to myself. Any information he had about your previous life
went up in flames. I didn’t even know your real name. So thank
you,” he said with a wry smile. “Had you not spoken with
the police, I never would’ve known who you were or where to
find you.”

	My stomach suddenly
felt ten pounds heavier, acid erupting and splashing against the
bottom of my esophagus, threatening to eat away my insides. I knew
this, but hearing the words come out of his mouth made it so much
worse. Veronica prodded with her spoon again and I put my hand before
my face. “Please. No more,” I told her. 


	“Eat,” he
said firmly.

	I shook my head,
pinching my lips. “It’s already trying to come back up.”
I wrapped my arms around me and leaned forward, trying to breathe
slowly to keep from upchucking all over the girl who was deadened
inside.

	“Veronica,”
he said. “Take the soup back to the kitchen, then come back.”
She did what he instructed without hesitation. 


	All I could think as I
rocked back and forth, was that I did this to myself. We could still
be off the radar and sleeping in one another’s arms right now.
“Oh, my God…” I whined with closed eyes, my
stomach pulsating like it was a freaking stress ball being squeezed
repeatedly.

	“How did you get
away from Charles?” 


	I slowly looked up,
licking my lips and swallowing the lump trying to rise from my
stomach. I wasn’t sure I should really tell him, but seeing as
how he’d once cut me up for fun, I knew I was better off
talking to him rather than pissing him off. Self-preservation,
Megan. You’re not dead yet. Just because he hasn’t killed
you yet, doesn’t mean he won’t. Be thankful he only wants
to talk right now.

	But I also feared
telling him, as I did kill his brother. With a shaky voice, I quietly
admitted, “I knocked him out with the vent cover.”

	His forehead furrowed
and my heart jumped at the fear of pissing him off. “The one in
your room? You got to that while you were drugged?”

	I nodded, laying my
head on my knees again. It just occurred to me that I wasn’t
wearing any underwear, and I quickly wrapped my arms around my thighs
in an attempt to cover myself. Stupid, really, since he was probably
the one who dressed me to begin with.

	“Impressive,”
he added. I thought I caught a hint of amusement, but since we were
talking about his dead brother, I refused to take the bait. Veronica
returned to the room and sat beside him on the bed. He began petting
her, stroking her back, leading her to close her eyes in comfort.
What the hell was wrong with her?

	 It was weird looking
at the two of them. If she hadn’t been so out of it, they
might’ve been able to pull off being an actual, good-looking
couple. She was young, lean and judging by the erect nipples through
her slip, either cold or turned on by his touch. He was probably
thirty and ripped all over, with dirty blond hair and hazel eyes. And
it made it all the more gut-wrenching, because this normal
looking guy kept sex slaves hidden away in his house.

	After stroking
Veronica’s hair for a moment, he added, “I always told
him locking you up and drugging you was stupid. I offered to buy you
off him.” My head jerked up and a wicked smile spread across
his face. He knew he had my attention now. “But alas, he was
content with just raping you.”

	Huffing my
exasperation, I snapped, “And you don’t?” I blurted
it before I could stop myself and I regretted it instantly. His eyes
tightened, his forehead furrowing, and he stalked me as I awkwardly
scooted backwards until I hit the wall. Flinching, I turned my head,
expecting him to hit me when he crouched down in front of me. Trapped
like a fucking rat.

	“First off…”
He began, surprisingly calm, and my eyes peeked open, my head
cautiously turning back. With a smile any women but me would swoon
over, he continued, “You’re saucy. And it’s kind of
turning me on.”

	Ugh…

	“But you’d
better keep your mouth in check,” he threatened. He didn’t
have to tell me what would happen if I didn’t, but it still
wasn’t enough to tame the anger that resided deep within me.
“Secondly, have you noticed you’re the only one in chains
here? Veronica is free to roam the house. I don’t have to keep
her drugged and locked down in the basement like my brother. Thirdly,
I don’t rape.”

	Funny, because he had
already drugged and locked me up at this point, and he sure as hell
had no problem raping me the last time I was in this position.

	“Bullshit. I
remember what you did to me,” I whispered, the words scaring me
as the memories of his visits came to the forefront of my mind, and
the knife he always brought with him.

	“Apparently not,
because I’ve never fucked you.”

	“I remember
you,” I said slowly. “I remember you cutting me.”

	He inhaled a long
breath through his nose, eyeing me very carefully. It disturbed me
how gentle he was pretending to be right now, because I knew better.
I knew what he was capable of. “Guilty,” he admitted.
“Cutting is something I lean on when I’m bored sexually.
And Charles kept you so fucking doped up you were nothing but a fish
that flopped around out of water. There’s no fun in that. I
want participation, not a dead fuck.

	“It was a waste,
what he did to you. I told him I could tame you but he still wouldn’t
give you up. Perhaps I got a little bitter, maybe cut you too many
times.” He reached out and brushed his fingers against my arm.
“But then you went and screwed up your body even more, and
although I’m glad you had a constant reminder of what you did
to my brother, these burns need to go.”

	I pulled my arm away,
brushing down the goosebumps that popped up when he touched me. That
was when I noticed it. The wrinkles and bumps weren’t as
profound as they once were, and when I looked to inspect my burn up
close, I realized the contrast in color wasn’t nearly as harsh
anymore either. I pressed down on it and the nerves still felt numb.

	Dumbfounded, I began
inspecting all my spots, not caring that I peeked down my gown with
him crouched just a foot away. All my spots were much smoother, the
color clash a little different, a redness lingering even where there
was no redness before. It was too dim to really see, but normally in
this kind of light, I could easily tell where the borders between
healthy and burned skin fell. Now, not so much, except on my worst
spot. 


	“You’re
welcome,” he said, taking a hold of my arm to inspect again for
himself.

	“How?” I
was almost in awe. These burns had been such a burden on my
socialization; I had no idea there was a way to heal them!

	“It’s
amazing what can be done with lasers these days.” Twisting my
arm to better examine it, he added, “All your spots will need
at least one more treatment though, if not two. The redness will fade
in a few days. It’s just a reaction to the laser.” 


	“That’s
why they were stinging,” I whispered to myself. And I just
realized that their pain was obsolete, as was the ache from the
bruise on my head, where I’m sure he cracked that gun to knock
me out. Damn drugs. They may have erased the pain, but I’d
rather feel it all if it meant I was left aware of my circumstances.

	“I still haven’t
decided what I’m going to do with you yet, but whether I keep
you or sell you, this skin has to go.”	All I heard of that was
keep you or sell you. Haven’t decided yet…

	Oh, God. I was
sitting here having a casual conversation with a guy that kept sex
slaves. What the hell was wrong with me? He knew how to use his face
to his advantage, smiling and shifting his eyes in an alluring manner
that made you forget you were sitting next to a guy that’d cut
you up the moment he got bored. This asshat shot my boyfriend! And I
was just sitting here talking to him like nothing happened!

	I ripped my arm from
his grasp, snapping, “And her? You’re seriously telling
me you don’t consider what you do to her as rape?”

	I knew I was walking a
dangerous line, but I couldn’t let him trick me into feeling
safe. Even if I needed him angry, I needed to be reminded that he was
dangerous, not to be trusted. He fucking shot Nick! He’d
hurt you in a second, too.

	I got my wish as anger
flashed across his face. “What makes you think she’s lost
her free will?”

	“She’s
dead inside. Broken. You said you never raped me because I was
lifeless. How is that freaking zombie girl over there any different?
She’s lifeless, too.”

	I didn’t like
the way he stared at me, and at the same time, I did. Voicing my
opinion was dangerous, but what I said unnerved him, struck a chord
that made him pull back and think. “What?” I asked
sarcastically. “Your zombie playmates have never called you out
on that before? They may be too brain dead to stand up to your
bullshit, but I’m not.” My breaths quickened. It
was still a toss-up if that little remark would be regarded as brave
or dumb as shit.

	“Natalie…or
Megan, or Claire, or whatever the hell you go by these days.”
There was something completely sinister about the way he was eyeing
me, and it scared the shit out of me so much I began to inch away
slowly, but his face seemed to follow and keep the distance between
us the same. Sucking and wetting his lips first, he added, “I’m
really going to enjoy fucking you.”

	I kept a calm face but
I was screaming inside, every part of my body launching into full
panic mode, my legs squeezing together tightly. “Seeing as how
you don’t rape,” I fearfully rebutted, “I don’t
see how you’ll get the chance.” Damn my voice for
shaking.

	“Sure, I will.
Because in just three days, you’ll be begging me to fuck you.”

	It was like I was
slapped. His words caused my head to jerk and my eyes to bulge like
the atmosphere had sucked all the oxygen out of the room. “You’re
as delusional as Veronica is lifeless.”

	“You’ll
see,” he sang with twisted amusement, sliding his hand up my
leg, squeezing just above the knee. My leg jerked and I smacked his
hand away. His hand recovered and slapped my face so fast I didn’t
have a chance in hell to close my eyes or turn away in time. I
gasped, my hands going to protect my face, my skin already burning
like a mother. “That’s your warning,” I heard him
say firmly. “I’ve let you run your mouth a few times, but
don’t think for one second you can hit me in any way. I will
knock you unconscious for it next time.”

	 I could feel him
moving away, but I was frozen with fear, my head pointing in the
opposite direction, my jaw still quivering with aftershocks. He
instructed Veronica to turn in, and what little light we had from her
lamp went away, suffocating the room with darkness once more. It took
awhile for me to come out of dormancy, still caressing my now swollen
cheek. For the first time since he found me, I was stunned into
silence, deathly afraid to utter even the slightest of peeps.   


	But that fear couldn’t
stop the tears. As I spread out on the carpet, I tried for hours to
imagine that Nick was lying behind me in the dark, that there was no
question about whether or not he survived that night, because he was
with me, right here, right now. 


	If only I could fool
my mind as well as those brainwashers had.
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That was the longest
night of my life. My neck, shoulders and back were killing me from
leaning against the wall. I had refused to make myself vulnerable by
sleeping, banging my head each time my eyes tried to close. I didn’t
want to sleep, the memories of him cutting me while I was drugged and
unable to fight still fresh on my mind. It was like that nightmare
people had – asleep but still awake on the operating table,
feeling each sear as the surgeon cuts into them. Only this was worse,
because it really happened to me, over and over again. 


	My mind wouldn’t
shut off, the darkness the perfect backdrop for all the thoughts and
memories it relentlessly flipped through, trying to find the one that
would hurt me the most, punishing me for not heeding its warning, for
getting myself taken once more. For losing the person most precious
to me now.

	Nick. It killed
me that I didn’t know his fate. But I believed he survived. I
had to. How long did he lay there on the cold floor before someone
found him? How long before his mother was contacted? 


	Oh, my God. 


	Sam.

	Nick was all she had
left. And for days now, while I slept, she may have been mourning the
loss of her family, her baby boy. I cried my eyes out for her, but
the tears weren’t even comparable to the number I shed for my
mom and dad and Thea. I was just getting to know them again, hardly
scratching the surface. And they had just gotten me back, given just
a tease of my presence before I was cruelly ripped from their grasp
once more. 


	How did a person
survive that horror twice? I could see my mother right now, sitting
on my bed, holding one of my picture frames to her chest, worrying
and wondering where I was, if it was them that came back for
me, or if it was a whole new threat this time. My father was probably
drinking downstairs, thinking that if he had only forced me home and
kept me grounded, I may not have been taken a second time. But if
that lunatic was willing to shoot Nick like it was nothing, he
wouldn’t have hesitated to grab me no matter where I was or who
I was with. More than one of my loved ones could be dead right now.
And Thea, who already suffered so long thinking it was her fault that
I was taken. She saw me less than twenty-four hours before it
happened again. Always the last one to see me…

	How I wished I’d
spent more time watching those family videos my dad had given me.
Because now I feared those images would begin to wilt away, along
with my ability to keep their faces from blurring and distorting with
time in my mind.

	I banged my head until
the pain was enough to halt my freaking memory bank from finding new
slides for the damn projector. I wished I had never been found. If I
could go back in time and make sure I never stopped at Breenie’s
Diner in Myrtle Creek, I would. Then Paul would’ve never seen
that flyer in Seattle, Thea never would’ve come to check me
out, Nick would’ve never made me fall in love with him all over
again, and my parents would’ve continued going on with life
without me, albeit a little sad. Then the police would’ve never
put my name on that accusation, he never would have found me,
I’d still be free and Nick would most definitely be alive. And
as much as I loved my family, as much as I needed Nick, I’d
give it all up in a heartbeat to just go back in time and alter my
course. I’d sacrifice everything that made me feel whole again,
just to spare them the pain they were going through right this very
moment.

	I don’t know
where my body found the fluid, but long after my chest stopped
heaving and my eyes became raw and irritated, the tears had dripped
for hours. By the time he came back in the morning hours, the tears
had finally dried out and I was exhausted, emotionally as numb as the
burns that were trying to heal across my skin. 


	“That’s
not happiness to see me.”

	“You think?”
I retorted. I cringed, realizing he might just smack me for that.
Luckily, he didn’t. 


	With an amused smirk,
he pushed the large chair and ottoman closer and made himself
comfortable. His gaze was locked in my direction, but I refused to
acknowledge the hairs standing on edge. Veronica stirred, and after
fully waking up, made her way to stand beside him. What happened next
shocked me. She willingly began to comb her fingers through his hair,
and in return, he lightly brushed her arm. Soon after, she silently
climbed onto his extended legs, her arm moving in a motion between
their legs that finally got his attention to focus on her and not me.


	I turned away, not
believing my eyes. Surely I was mistaken. No, this was not
going to happen right in front of me. I fearfully turned back. The
moment I realized her head was in his lap, I jerked back, my hand
thrusting to the air to act as a shield, even though my eyes had
already turned away. 


	“Oh, my God,”
I muttered. His chuckle chilled me to the bone, and I brought my eyes
to my knees, my arms wrapping around my head for extra darkness. 


	“You’ll
have to forgive us, but she likes it best in the morning.”

	With that, I pressed
my hands to my ears. I didn’t want see, hear or even think
about what was going on just a few feet away from me. I tried to
think of a song that I could sing internally, but my mind locked up,
refusing to help as I continually pretended I couldn’t hear him
calling my name. Well, Natalie’s name, actually. 


	I’m not here,
I told myself. I’m home. In bed. It’s Saturday morning
and Nick and I are cuddled in bed watching TV.

	A strange clicking
noise pulled me out of my trance, but not my hold. My arms suddenly
pulled away from my body, stripping my head of its protection. I
twisted, hearing the metal chain clang as it tightened behind me,
pulling itself into the ceiling. When the chain stopped, I didn’t
even have enough slack to bring my hands back to my head, leaving me
open and vulnerable in so many ways that every muscle inside me
tensed. 


	“Natalie,”
he called softly, making my eyes wince shut again.

	It was difficult, but
I turned my head and slowly peeked my eyes open. Veronica was
vertical in his lap again, currently nibbling on his neck, but her
slip had done a disappearing act. So had his jeans. He watched my
reaction intently, enjoying the discomfort he knew he was causing. He
thumbed a few buttons on the cell phone in his hand. Of course
the damn pulley was electronic.

	“Still think I
have to rape her for sex?” His hand rubbed her back, setting
her in motion, and she began to rock up and down against his body. 


	Oh, God. Shoot me
now. Please.

	I turned away, but
could do nothing to block out the grunts and groans coming off the
pair. I didn’t care what he tried to call it. He trained that
girl. Whether it was the time of day, him sitting in that chair, or a
simple touch of the skin that set her off, it was still rape.
Especially since her poor mind was too far gone to realize the
difference.

	“Natalie?”
he called. “Look at me.”

	I shook my head
aggressively. I already had images that would be burned in my head
until the day I died. 


	“I want you to
watch, Natalie. Turn your head.”

	Again I shook my head,
not caring if it pissed him off. What was he going to do? Stop
screwing her to find a way to make me watch them?

	A whole minute went by
before I heard the snap. I gasped, all too familiar with the
sound and the searing pain that always accompanied it, and I swung my
head his way. His arm was draped loosely over Veronica’s
shoulder, a blade flipped open in his hand. “Don’t!”
I cried automatically.

	Smiling, he whispered
in Veronica’s ear and she slowed down their movement. His gaze
never left mine. “I told you. When I get bored sexually, I cut.
However, you and that foul little mouth of yours have turned
me on since I found you. Let me watch you watching us and I’ll
get off without cutting her. Turn away or close your eyes and I’ll
draw blood.”

	At some point my mouth
fell open. I didn’t know what to say to that, or what to do.
Like he did with Nick, he was turning my compassion against me. He’d
already figured that out about me. I’d given him a weakness to
play on. Veronica was a complete stranger to me, yet I still couldn’t
allow myself to go against him, to knowingly turn away and allow her
to be cut. Because even with all the drugs his brother used on me, I
could still feel the sting when that knife cut into me. Veronica had
no drugs; at least I didn’t think she did.  


	My conscience gave me
no choice but to watch. At first, I tried to focus in on the part of
the chair to the left of them. I could still see every bit of
movement, but I wasn’t looking directly at it. But he knew what
I was doing. He snapped his fingers in the air and commanded that I
look him in the eyes for the rest of the game. 


	What I saw filled me
with emotions I couldn’t explain. I felt violated and I wasn’t
even the one being used. From the moment I was forced to lock eyes,
he became more aggressive with Veronica, throwing her off his lap and
onto the ottoman so he could be on top and get his head entirely too
close to mine. His grunts intensified, his hands knuckled deep on her
shoulders, and his body thrusted harder and harder against hers, so
much that her screams were filled with more pain than pleasure, her
head bouncing around uncontrollably as it hung off the edge of the
ottoman. The intensity of his unrelenting stare made me want to crawl
into myself and hide, because at that very moment, it wasn’t
really Veronica he was fucking so roughly, but me.  







[image: 25.jpg]

After thanking me for
the best sex he’d ever had with Veronica, I snapped at him and
told him to enjoy it, because screwing me in his head was all he’d
ever get out of me. He laughed it off and pulled his jeans back on,
leaving Veronica to recover on the bed while he headed across the
hall to get cleaned up for the day.

	I felt so disgustingly
dirty inside. I have to get out of here before he does that to me!



	Now was my chance,
while he was distracted, maybe even getting off in the shower a
little more. I called to Veronica, who I knew was awake, lightly
moaning as she wiggled around in bed. Please tell me she’s
not reliving that nightmare in her head and enjoying it.

	I tried repeatedly to
get her to respond to my voice, but it seemed she only had ears for
his commands. After she ignored my quiet attempts, I finally
yelled, “HEY!” 


	She jumped from the
bed in a panic, fearfully looking between me and the door. Back and
forth, back and forth, unsure what to think. “Veronica! Hey! He
told you to let me out so I can go pee! Why haven’t you done it
yet?”	

	Her head shook
erratically, like she was seriously trying to determine if he’d
ever said such a thing. Thinking she was actually beginning to doubt
herself, I pushed more. “Well? What are you waiting for? Do you
want him to come back here and find me still chained? You’re
disobeying him. Let me out!”

	She was clearly
confused, her eyes blinking madly, but she still made her way over to
me. Grabbing my wrists, she fumbled with the locks. She had no idea
where the key was and tried using her fingernails to open it. 


	“Veronica,”
I said firmly, “go to the kitchen and get a knife.”

	She didn’t.
After breaking a nail, she stuck a second one in and tried again.
Realizing my mistake, I amended my wording. “Veronica, he
said to just get a knife. Don’t you remember? He lost
the key and he wants you to cut the bindings off of me.”

	Finally, she
disappeared out of the room, returning a minute later with a filet
knife. 


	Oh, shit. Was I
really going to let this zombie chick near my wrist with a knife that
would slip through my skin as easily as it would through butter? Too
late to think otherwise, she slipped the knife between my skin and
the leather and cut. At least she was coherent enough to cut up and
not down. Within two minutes she had my right hand free. I took the
knife from her and cut my other hand free in just thirty seconds. 


	I sighed, rubbing my
wrists. “Veronica, he said for you to go about doing your
morning routine.” I wasn’t sure what that entailed, but I
didn’t care. If I got out of here, I could bring help back to
free her. 


	I sneaked down the
hallway, hearing the distant sound of water as I passed the next
door. I rushed down the stairs, and when I got to the front, I was
ready to slam my head against the steel door. Same freaking
electronic keypad system his brother had. My second instinct was to
break the glass in a window, even though there were bars on the
outside. If someone was close enough to the property line, they might
hear me scream. I picked up one of the wooden dining chairs and swung
against the window with all my might. But all it did was bounce back.

	You’ve got to
be fucking kidding me. 


	I scanned the tables
in the dining and adjoining living room, desperately seeking
something small with substantial weight, but there wasn’t
really anything decorative in his house, especially nothing that
would have the power to smash a window. “Guess I’m stuck
with fire again,” I muttered to myself. Running to the kitchen,
I spun until I saw the stove. Groaning over the fact that he had a
ceramic flat top that wasn’t going to catch anything on fire
anytime soon, I began yanking drawers open, seeking something that
could strike a fire.

	“Natalie.”
I startled when I heard his voice, my breath quickening, my heart
pounding so loud it echoed in my ears, and I quickly spun to face
him, keeping my hands hidden behind my back. “A few things you
should know about my home.” He rubbed the top of his wet head
with a hand towel. His gray t-shirt was damp in places, showing he
had dressed in a hurry, so I already knew what one of those things
would be. “One. Each room has at least one hidden camera.”


	Yep, I figured cameras
were to blame for him finding me so quickly. 


	“And two,”
he continued, throwing down the towel as he stalked me, and me being
trapped in the corner of the kitchen, I had nowhere to flee. But he
stopped two steps in, eyeing me curiously. “Show me your
hands,” his deep voice commanded. 


	My heart pounded even
harder inside my chest, my hand gripping the filet knife tighter.
When I didn’t answer, his attention drifted to the knife block.
Obviously, there was one missing. Part of me screamed inside, wanting
me to stab him, but the other part of me knew that was incredibly
stupid. He wasn’t close enough. And though I had managed to get
the jump on his brother, I wasn’t going to here. There was way
too much distance between us to get in a shot before he reacted. And
no way would I win in a physical struggle if he wasn’t injured
beforehand.

	“What do you
think you’re going to do with that?” he asked, reaching
behind his body, pulling out his gun, rotating his wrist so I could
take in its every curvature. “You know that old saying, don’t
bring a knife to a gun fight? Drop it on the floor.”

	Reluctantly, I did,
and it fell beside my feet. 


	“Kick it to me,
slowly.”

	I did it incredibly
slowly, trying to recall if there was anything in the drawer behind
me that could be used as a weapon, but the only thing with a point
was a pen. Even if I got it to break skin, all I’d achieve is
seriously pissing off a man with a gun and a grudge.

	Guess he wasn’t
going to risk bending over to pick it up, because he simply kicked it
to the corner of the kitchen farthest from me, then continued moving
towards me again. Standing before me, with a good six inches on me,
his arm reached between my arm and my hip and pushed the drawer
closed. “You’re not going to find anything to start a
fire within this house. I even had the gas stove replaced with an
electric. You see, I’ve learned from my brother’s
mistakes. Non-breakable windows, bullet-proof even. There are no
matches, no lighters, no flammables or anything else of questionable
nature, that’s not under lock and key. Even the chemicals in
this house are non-toxic, just in case you’re considering
poison for something in the future.”

	That just…sucked.
And was going to make getting out of here really difficult.

	He leaned forward and
reached around me, entrapping me, gripping the edge of the granite
counter tops. All I could do was lean back too, my own hands grasping
the counters to steady me. I was waiting for him to snap or yell or
hit me or something. 


	In that eerily calm
voice of his, he asked, “How did you get loose?”

	My jaw opened several
times, debating what I should say. 


	“Did Veronica
let you out?”

	I nodded weakly, still
afraid to speak, in fear he was about to unleash something nasty on
me, like the calm before the storm.

	As if she heard her
name, Veronica entered the kitchen. She was dressed in a clean yellow
slip and moved around the kitchen pulling groceries for breakfast,
completely oblivious to the tension in the room. 


	“How?” he
pushed.

	Whispering, I
answered, “I told her to get a knife.”

	“You told
her? And she did it?” Now he was pissed. He didn’t
even wait for an answer. He pushed off the counter and used the
momentum to turn himself towards Veronica, who had just closed the
refrigerator, pulling out a container of eggs and a package of bacon.
He moved so quickly there was no way to warn her, the power of the
gun across her face so violent she collapsed to the floor
unconscious, cracked eggs scattering across the floor.

	I screamed for her,
then quickly blurted, “Don’t! I tricked her. She didn’t
know any better.”

	Still angry, his head
rolled dramatically my way. “How so?” he asked slowly,
his words dripping with venom.

	“I told her that
you said to get the knife and cut me free, and that you’d
be pissed if she didn’t follow your orders.”

	He let out a long,
annoyed sigh, his lower jaw jerking back and forth. Licking his lips
and shaking his head, I yelped in pain when he snatched a
bone-crunching grip just above my elbow and dragged me out of the
kitchen. “Clever girl.” 


	He didn’t take
me back to Veronica’s room. Instead, I got pulled into the
master bedroom, the one I heard running water coming from just
minutes ago. On the opposite side of the large room was another set
of chains on a pulley. He threw me down on the furry rug atop the
carpet and fastened the leather straps to my wrists again, pulling so
tight I could feel the beat of my heart in the blood vessels.

	Bending down, he
brought his eyes an inch from mine, then darkly said, “Last
pair. Break out of these and you won’t like how I tie you up
next.” I didn’t even get a chance to think on that
threat, because the next thing I knew, my world went black.
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I moaned coming to,
stretching my arms out, seeking the body that always kept me warm.
“Nick?” I murmured, my eyes still closed. When I didn’t
find what I was looking for, my body shot to attention. 


	In a flash it all came
back. My body a little slower to announce its pain, I crouched over,
finally slumping back on the floor. The left side of my face ached
and my burns felt like tiny pins and needles were poking them. My
body felt groggy, too sluggish to be natural. That freaking jerk
drugged me again and I must have been coming down from the high. I
had no idea what time it was, but the room was pitch black. Had I
slept all day and night? I groaned right there on the fur rug, every
muscle in my body so lethargic it hurt.

	When his lamp turned
on and his feet hit the ground, I could barely react. I was just too
tired to bother. His knees landed next to my head and his hand
reached out to brush the hair off my face. Trailing his finger across
my cheek, his touch stung my skin, making me jerk out of his grasp. 


	“For the
record,” he said calmly, “I prefer your body to be
perfect. And contrary to what you probably believe, I don’t
like to hit. So don’t make me do it again.”

	My hand went up to
caress the side of my face, to instinctively protect it from him. I
just wanted to curl up and pass out again. 


	“I can give you
a shot for the pain, but only if you’ll receive it willingly.”

	My eyes rolled his
way, inducing more strain behind them, increasing the ache to my
face. “How do I know that’s what you’ll give me?”

	His expression seemed
almost annoyed with me, despite the calmness of his voice. “Because
if I wanted you dead, you’d be dead already. Now do you want it
or not? Last chance.”

	I nodded. I knew it
was stupid, that nothing he said or did was trustworthy, but I
believed him when he said he didn’t want me dead. He’d
had so many opportunities by now, and for some reason he was going to
the trouble of fixing my skin. Who the hell would do that just to
turn around and kill you? 


	I flinched when the
needle pierced my arm, but felt its effects soon enough. Honestly, I
didn’t care what it was I just allowed him to shoot me up with.
Whether it brought me relief, knocked me unconscious or freaking
killed me, it couldn’t be any worse than my current reality.
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My face stung from
something cold. I reached to remove the source, a cool compress, and
tossed it away. The curtains were pushed aside and direct streams of
light filtered through and shot down onto the floor. I sat up, my
fingertips softly exploring what I expected to be swollen, but my
skin was too numb from the cold to feel any pain.

	He didn’t
come around for the morning hours, but Veronica did, once again
forcing food down my throat that I had no desire to eat. She seemed
to be functioning better with the bruise across her face, and it made
me worry that she was used to being beaten by him. 


	As the hours passed,
the drug wore off and my body began to ache, but it was nothing like
the night before. Now it just felt like I was sore from a workout,
and my face didn’t sting nearly as much either. Veronica kept
refilling my cold pack, and with nothing better to do, I sat there
keeping my face numbed all day. 


	At least something
could still be numbed. I was half tempted to start putting it on my
head to see if I could get that to shut down for awhile too. About an
hour after Veronica fed me a sandwich for lunch, he cursed me
with his presence again, a wicked smile spreading across his face. 


	“And how’s
my lively little sex tart doing today?” 


	I glared up at him.
“Don’t you have a job to go to or something?”

	He smirked, ignoring
my question about his personal life. “Bath time,” he
announced, unlocking my wrists with a key he had in his pocket. The
disgust on my face must have been priceless, because it earned me a
bout of laughter. “Relax, Natalie. Veronica will take you in.”
Lifting his eyes, he added, “Unless, of course, you’d
like me to be the one to watch you.”

	I stood to my feet and
looked him square in the eye – the one that wasn’t
winking at me. “No, thank you.”

	He laughed again,
grabbing my arm to lead me to Veronica’s room. She was already
in the bathroom, which had an oversized shower area. He rifled
through her dresser and came back with two slips. He handed a satin
slip in kelley green to her, and a black satin to me, which had
see-through lace on top that left very little to the imagination. Not
fearing a use of attitude, my hands went to my hips and I glared at
him, refusing to take it.

	Amused, he instructed,
“Either you come out wearing this, or be prepared to go
without.”

	Veronica tugged on my
hand, trying to pull me into the bathroom. I begrudgingly snatched
the slip. Before I could turn away, he grabbed my arm in warning.
“Behave, or I’ll be the one watching you shower
next time.”

	He released me and I
stumbled back, letting Veronica pull me the rest of the way in. I
closed the door behind us and moved to lock it, but it didn’t
offer that function. Of course...

	Veronica immediately
stripped and stepped into the large walk-in shower, extending her
hand back, inviting me to join her. There was something very innocent
about the way she looked at me. Like a child, almost.

	I was about to pull my
slip over my head when I stopped abruptly. Each room has at least
one hidden camera. 


	Oh, hell no!

	I scanned all the
nooks and crannies, my eyes not finding anything obvious. Hidden
camera. I knew that for a man where money was no issue, anything
could be turned into a high tech camera. Screw it. I grabbed
everything that wasn’t attached and tossed it under the
cabinet, even her toothbrush and soap dish. No peep show tonight.
I paused when I noticed my reflection in the mirror. The swelling was
gone from my face but the skin was discolored a bit, the swirls of
pinks and purples not much unlike Veronica’s. And my hair was
just nasty, my scalp matted down with God knows how many days worth
of oil.

	I pulled the slip over
my head and stepped into the shower. I half expected him to come
bursting in on us now, but he didn’t. My eyes did a double take
as she leaned into the water to rinse her hair. Her chest and abdomen
were covered in scars, just like the ones he gave me. Looking down at
my chest for the first time in bright light, I realized they weren’t
really there anymore. The pale, thin scar lines had done a better job
of disappearing with just the one laser treatment. As I looked back
at Veronica, I wondered why he was going through the trouble of
improving my body when he left hers looking like a litter of cats
attacked it. 


	I didn’t dare
linger in the shower, in fear he’d just walk in on us. Once
dressed, I viewed myself in the mirror again and groaned, feeling so
exposed through the barely-there lace on top. Fucking bastard. I
hadn’t even worn this sort of thing in front of Nick yet. 


	Yet. 


	God, how could it not
be at the forefront of my mind that he was shot by the man who had me
dressing provocatively and kept me chained in his bedroom? It’s
all I should ever be thinking about anymore. I slid to the
floor, tears breaking through once I allowed myself to worry about
him all over again. And I knew that if he was alive, he was just as
worried about me. 


	Veronica didn’t
know what to do, other than stand there watching me. I gave myself a
few minutes to really cry it out before standing up and trying to
clean up my reddened face – I didn’t want him to
see how easily he made me cry.

	I found a hair dryer
in the cabinet and blew my hair dry. Veronica watched in awe, like
she’d never seen one before. What did they do to screw her
up this badly? I pulled her in front of me and began drying hers
too. Her eyes remained widened the whole time, staring at herself
relentlessly through the mirror. 


	I wondered if she even
recognized herself. 


	Before I could finish,
he opened the door. I had prolonged this time for as long as he would
allow, so I turned the dryer off and passed it to Veronica, who
numbly placed it on the counter like she’d already forgotten
what it did. 


	“Times up,”
he said, leaning past me, noticing how clear the bathroom was of
clutter now. With a wry smile, he pulled me away, stating, “Guess
I shouldn’t have told you about the cameras.”

	The last thing I
wanted to discuss with him were the words nudity, shower
and watching, so I kept my trap shut. After planting me on the
rug in chains again, he said, “By the way, you didn’t
find it.” He winked and left me there dumbfounded, but not
before assessing my assets and whistling his approval. 


[image: divider.jpg]

I must’ve finally
gotten a little sleep, because when I awoke, it was dark, nothing but
a lamp lighting the room. Also, for some reason, Veronica was asleep
with her head on my lap as I leaned against the wall. I never even
knew she was there. 


	I felt so bad for her.
She seemed so carefree lying there, completely oblivious to the
horrors that happened to her every day. Was this what I was meant to
be? Broken? I sat there stroking her hair while she slept, trying not
to think about anything and everything and failing miserably at it.

	He came in a
little later, probably seeking Veronica out, and ended up sitting
beside me on the rug. 


	“She seems taken
with you,” he noted lightheartedly.

	Annoyed, I looked him
in the eye and snapped, “You speak of her like she’s a
fucking dog or something. She’s a girl, probably not even
eighteen. She could’ve been something great in life. Now she’s
just a dumb piece of ass.” I knew I needed to rein in my
attitude around him, but so much of what he did and said just pissed
the shit out of me.	

	“What makes you
think she’s any different in here than she was out there? Lots
of girls like to screw around.”

	“Are you saying
you chose a ho on purpose?”

	He shrugged
nonchalantly. “Hell if I know. She was clean. That’s all
I cared about.”

	Clean. That repulsed
me. Was he even clean? Did he go around spreading disease to
all his sex slaves without a freaking care in the world? Or feed them
birth control so they wouldn’t have to seed his hell spawn? 


	Bitterly, I asked,
“How did you get her? Did you pluck her off the street when you
saw her, or did you practically run her off the road like they did
with me?”

	“Neither. I
bought her at auction.”

	Curious, my head
whipped his way. I hated talking to him like he was a decent human
being, but I was sure he held answers no one else could give me.
“Auction? Is that how I got stuck with your brother?”

	His face tightened. He
didn’t like my tone of voice when I said the word brother.
Still, he let it go and answered, “No. My brother put in a
special request for a girl with your features. He never knew I knew
this, but you’re very similar to a girl he had a thing for in
college. Someone he wanted, but who didn’t want him in return.”

	Special request.
Mother fucker. The police were right. I fit the profile for that
creep, so he could play out some sick fantasy with a girl that knew
what a piece of shit he was even at a young age. And if he was angry
with her, it explained why he was always so rough, why the bruises
took up permanent residence during my six month imprisonment. My head
slammed back against the wall, the sharp pain a welcomed distraction.
“You said your brother didn’t know how to handle me. Was
I supposed to be like Veronica?”

	He chuckled. “You
mean broken? Yes, to some degree. Though different handlers
get different results.”

	My stomach soured. I
knew that was supposed to be my fate. “Why wasn’t
I broken?” I asked quietly, remembering Veronica asleep in my
lap. “Did my handlers really die?”

	“No.”

	No? NO? You mean those
shitheads that led me to believe they’d loved and cared for me
since birth were still alive? My jaw tensed so much I thought the
pressure would snap the bone right off.

	“You were
stubborn and my brother was impatient. It took six months to strip
and begin replacing your memories. He refused to wait any longer, so
the stuff about your new life wasn’t all there yet. Then,
instead of taming you, he just threw you in the basement.” He
caught my rolling eyes. “What? Still think you can’t be
tamed?”

	“Why even
bother?” I asked rudely. “Why haven’t you just
thrown me back to the brainwashers?”

	Something about that
amused him, and his lips curled into a sinister grin. “And lose
that spark inside of you? You have no idea how delicious you’ll
be to me tamed. Because whether you love or hate our relationship,
you’ll have emotions coming out of you that I just can’t
get from the broken girls.” His eyes fiery, he looked ready to
devour me right there, and my insides squirmed in a bad way. “No,
Natalie. I don’t want you broken.” He quickly snatched my
wrist and I cried out as he gripped it too hard. The next thing I
knew, his other hand forced mine to grab his cock through his jeans,
and I felt firsthand how stiff he was. “That spunk inside you
has me throbbing with anticipation, and it’s driving me fucking
nuts.”

	It was scary the way
he looked at me, and I worried he’d alter his ways to
accommodate raping me right this very second. So I did the only thing
I could. I turned away, refusing to fuel the fire by letting him
connect with my eyes, which he always seemed to seek out. Laughing,
he released me.

	“You’re
wasting your time,” I said tiredly. “I’d rather be
brainless like Veronica. I won’t give you want you want. Not
willingly.” Raping me was bad enough. I didn’t think I
could handle the traumatic mental damage that would come along with
it if I was sound of mind. Just break me now.

	“If you
say so,” he replied condescendingly.

	I sat there with my
mouth shut, completely uncomfortable. I was sitting in a slip that
gave a clear picture of my breasts to a man that was proving to be
just as sadistic as his brother. Maybe more so, because he was able
to hide behind good looks and twisted concepts. 


	“Veronica,”
he called firmly, waking her from slumbering in my lap. “Come.”

	Oh, no. She
obediently climbed onto his lap and began necking him.

	“You want to get
in on this, Natalie?”

	My stomach did a
flip-turn. That question had zero humor behind it. I most definitely
did not want to get in on that. I ignored him and kept my gaze
straight ahead. Sighing his disappointment, he dug for something in
his jeans. That all too familiar snap made me jump when he
popped open his knife. Veronica, however, was completely oblivious.
Hadn’t she learned to recognize that yet? To fear it?

	“You remember
this game, don’t you?” he teased darkly. 


	“Just cut her,”
I said heartlessly. “I’ve seen her body. There’s no
point in stopping you. You’re just going to do it again in
twenty minutes anyway.”

	“Touché,”
he commended. Unfortunately, my revelation didn’t stop him from
slicing a one-inch cut on her shoulder. What was surprising was that
she actually moaned in pleasure, not in pain. Son of a bitch! She
got off on the cutting! He languidly licked at her cut, sucking
and wiping it free of blood. Gross.

	“Veronica, I
have a special toy in my bedside table. Go fetch.”

	Worry crushing my
chest, I dared to watch and see what she retrieved. It was some type
of collar, and I instinctively tried to slide sideways, but his hand
reached out and gripped my knee.

	“Relax,”
he said in a soothing voice, “it’s for her.” 


	I could feel him
staring at me, but I couldn’t stop staring at his hand, fearful
of what that collar could do. 


	“Unless you’d
like it, of course.” His hand slid up my thigh and this time,
he let me squirm free. He ordered her to lift her hair, which she was
more than happy to oblige. Like a fucking dog, he secured the collar
tightly around her neck.

	Finally finding some
courage, I meekly asked, “What is that?”

	“Something I
haven’t used since my last house guest.” He waited for my
gaze to connect with his. With a look of humor, he explained that she
was very disobedient. Was that a shot at me? Perhaps a warning
of a possible future? “It’s a shock collar.” 


	He waved the remote in
the air. “Come play with me, Natalie. Maybe you can shock some
of the sense you say she’s lacking right back into her.”

	I shot him a look of
loathing but he only fed off my anger. “You’ll end up
making her worse. I thought you didn’t like dead fucks?”

	Ignoring me, he
remarked, “Let’s try the lowest setting, shall we? One.”

	I heard a weak buzz. I
startled when she yelped, jumping right there in his lap. She patted
at her neck, understanding that the source of her discomfort began
there. It was over as soon as it started and Veronica forgot about it
immediately, already tending to the far side of his neck again.

	He held the remote
between us. “Press two,” he commanded.

	“What? No!”

	Firmly, he stated,
“Press the two, or I’m going to press the four.”

	Don’t do it.
He’s going to do it whether you play the game or not. You’ve
already proven that.

	“No,” I
whispered.

	He didn’t
hesitate to press the number four. She screamed and actually grabbed
for the collar this time. I bit my tongue to remain quiet, but I felt
awful for what he was doing to her, and she was slower to recover
this time. 


	Holding out the remote
again, he repeated, “Press two, and before you say no, I’m
going to tell you that we will be shocking her four more
times. If you hesitate or refuse, I’ll punish her with a much
higher number. Now, either you press two or I’m pressing six.”

	“Six!” I
bellowed. 


	“She’s
getting shocked either way, love.” I cringed when he called me
that. “Will it be a two or a six?”

	He was dead serious. I
didn’t want to play this horrible game, but I didn’t want
her to suffer because of me either. This wouldn’t even be
happening if I hadn’t gone to the police and let him discover
my location.

	I took a deep breath,
and with a shaky finger, I pressed the two. Veronica jumped, but like
the first shock, it scared her more than hurt her and I sighed in
relief. 


	“Time for the
six.” He buzzed her before I could object. She really screamed
this time and my hands went to cover my mouth.

	“Whoo!” he
hollered. “Even I felt the jolt that time. Veronica, get off my
lap and lie on the rug.”

	Shit! She
actually did it. Lying flat on her back across from us, her gaze only
had eyes for him. I cringed when he held the remote out for me again,
making me wait while he decided on a number. 


	“Hit the eight.”

	Eyes bulging, I
screamed, “What? You said I’d be the lower number!”

	“You are,”
he replied matter-of-factly. “I’m about to hold the eight
down for five seconds. You’ll be doing her a favor getting her
used to it.”

	My jaw quivered,
anticipating the pain an eight would cause. He was heartless, staring
coldly at me like that. 


	“Please,”
I begged, a single tear trickling down. “Leave her alone.”

	Clearly disappointed
in me, he held the eight down. I yelled my protests but they were
drowned out by her screams. She writhed around on the floor, trying
desperately to remove the collar, not understanding that she couldn’t
even if she could comprehend how to unlock the latch.

	Those were the longest
five seconds of my life and I wasn’t even the one in pain. That
round took a lot out of her and she lay there whimpering and crying.
Zombie or not, she could still feel pain, and because I hesitated, I
increased her trauma. Her tears instigated mine and she looked up at
me pathetically. 


	“Last one.
What’s say we go out with a bang? Hold the ten for ten
seconds.”

	“Fuck you!”
I screamed. “Look at her! She could barely take the last one.
You want her drooling into a damn cup for the next week?”

	He dangled the remote.
“Do it. Or I’ll hold it for a minute.”

	“You wouldn’t
dare,” I snipped.

	He tilted his head at
me, accepting my challenge. “Now you have to hold it for twenty
seconds.”

	Gasping at his
brutality, I smacked the remote from his hand, knocking it clear
across the room. My face constricted, the muscles in my body cringing
all over, expecting to be slapped at any moment. At least if I was
unconscious, I wouldn’t have to partake in this cruel game
anymore.

	But he surprised me by
smiling. Unnerved, I didn’t know what to expect. “Now
that’s going to cost her the whole minute.”

	My heart beat
furiously as he collected the remote, then pulled my ass away from
the wall so he could sit behind me. He wrapped around and grasped my
hands in his, trapping me. 


	“And you’re
going to be the one to do it.” 


	I knew the moment he
surrounded me that he was going to say that, but I still wasn’t
prepared. I broke down right there, my hands shaking violently in
his. I shook my head. “No. You can’t make me do it. I
won’t do it.”

	“Oh, you’d
be surprised what I could convince you is in your best interest to
do.”

	He easily, and very
painfully on my part, squished my finger down on the ten. I tried to
wiggle free, tried to block out the blood-curdling screams I was
inadvertently causing, but I couldn’t do either. All I could do
was close my eyes off to the jerky, seizure-like movement before me. 


	He counted in my ear,
releasing me after just ten seconds. Veronica collapsed lifelessly to
the floor. I trembled in his arms, refusing to ask why he stopped
fifty seconds shy of the one minute mark.

	“Let’s
give her a minute to rest.”

	How could he say that
so calmly? It just sickened me how one minute he could seem caring,
then cruel the next. “Why?” I croaked, drainage clogging
my throat. “Why are you doing this to her?”

	His mouth nuzzling my
ear, he whispered, “There’s a way you could end this
right now, if you’re interested.”

	Shit. My head
fell forward. 


	“You know I’m
going to fuck her after this regardless. I’ll drop the shock
therapy if you’ll help me get off again.” 


	I closed my eyes and
rolled forward in his grasp. My intestines ached from all the heaving
I’d done the last two days. Was this the whole reason for the
damn game? To get me to watch again? To get me to play? 


	I looked to the
remote in my hand and considered my options. Always two fucking
options with him. Watching her have sex, which she seemed to
enjoy for some horrible, unfathomable reason, was definitely the
lesser of two evils here. 


	“Natalie?”
he asked, pushing a decision out of me. Weakly, I nodded my head,
already filling myself with regret. 


	The bastard didn’t
even let her recover. He leaned over and stuck his fingers inside
her, her eyes opening so wide she looked like a freaking cyborg being
activated for the first time. Veronica didn’t seem to mind
though, already enjoying the attention. 


	Fucking sick. 


	He played with her a
bit, literally shaking the wooziness from her body. I couldn’t
watch as he stripped off his clothes and pulled her on top of him.
She must’ve been anxious to get going because he instructed her
to wait. 


	Then he called for me.
When I forced my head to turn, it confused me as to why his hand
reached towards me. “Come sit in front of her.”

	“What?” I
cried sharply. Hell to the no! 


	He waved the remote in
the air, reminding me of what he could do if I backed out of our
agreement. “She’ll do all the work but you’re the
one I want to see.” Coldly, he added, “Now climb on or
I’ll zap her until she’s fucking comatose.” 


	My mouth fell open and
my body froze in shock. I couldn’t move. What he wanted
absolutely horrified me. And unfortunately, I was close enough that
all he had to do was snatch my wrist and yank me towards him. Next
thing I knew I was forced to straddle him, my wrists kept prisoner
within his hands as their movement began around me. 


	Damn tears.
Everything about this place, this man, made me cry. I wanted to kill
him for this. For humiliating me in a way no other had ever done. His
hands slid up my slip and dug roughly into my hips, forcing me to
move in sync with Veronica. He may not have been penetrating me, but
he was screwing me with those hazel eyes. I was the one he was
trying to ram harder and harder against his body. 


	I had to close my
eyes. I wanted nothing more than to shut out the world and think of
Nick, but there was no way to escape the sounds and movements around
me. The jerk had put me smack dab in the middle of their orgasm! 


	When they came, he
shooed Veronica out of the room but refused to let me out of his
grasp. He pulled me down, holding me flush against his chest, his
hands stroking my back roughly through the satin. He felt up my hips
and cupped my ass, still trying to rock my body against his, and I
immediately felt him stiffen between my legs. Denied panties since
the moment I woke up here, panic overtook me, and I tried to wiggle
off him, inadvertently rubbing myself against him even more.

	“Anything I can
do for you, love?” he teased. He knew I was trying to break
free, but enjoyed the way my struggle rubbed his cock along the very
entrance I was trying to avoid.

	“Let me up,”
I grunted, struggling against him.

	“Don’t act
like you didn’t enjoy it.” One arm wrapped tightly around
my waist, keeping me grounded, as the other roughly squeezed my ass.

	“There’s
no act.” I pushed up against my knees with all my might, but
all I got in return was his amusement.

	He rolled us so fast I
couldn’t find my bearings, and I ended up flat on my back with
his weight pinning me down, his fingers pushing deep inside me. When
my legs kicked wildly, he prodded even farther. I gasped, screamed,
and probably even cried. I was helpless, trapped. There was no way I
could stop anything he wanted to do to me right now. 


	“Oh, yeah? Then
why are you soppin’ wet? You think I didn’t notice you
dripping all over my stomach? I had to hold you down just to keep you
from sliding off.”

	He was rubbing inside
me now. “Get off,” I sobbed, my lower body trying to
thrust and twist under his weight, trying to squirm away from his
hand, but it was impossible.

	“Really? Is that
all you’ve got? Because I don’t think you mean it.”
He propelled in and out and my muscles spasmed around his fingers. 


	“You said you
wouldn’t rape me!” I screamed awkwardly, hoping the
reminder would get him to pause, but he was still playing between my
legs. 


	“Yes. And by
that, I meant I won’t shove my dick inside you. Hands, however,
are fair game. My house, my rules.”

	I had so many emotions
and feelings going on inside me, that I didn’t know what to
think or say. What could I do? He was bigger, stronger, and got more
aggressive the longer I fought. Tears dripped from the corners of my
eyes as I ran out of steam, finally lying there whimpering, no choice
but to let my body rock within his grasp. 


	“It’s okay
to want it,” he tried to soothe, his voice so smooth it
sickened me. “I mean, seriously.” He pulled his fingers
out and showed me the glossy liquid coating them. “Your body is
screaming for it.”

	My hands went to cover
my eyes, to block the horrible scene happening between my legs. “Oh,
don’t hide, love. I like seeing your face.” When I
refused to obey, his hand pulled away momentarily and I heard that
awful clicking noise again. And I knew that in any second, my arms
would be forced away from my face. I only cried harder when they were
extended behind my head, completely useless to me now. He pulled on
my legs to stretch me out, eliminating my ability to fight against
him, then forced his way between my shaking legs. I let out a
blood-curdling scream the first time he licked me, pinning my legs
apart with so much strength, my thrusting did nothing to move me even
an inch.

	I tried to go numb, to
tell myself over and over again that it was just my body, that he
wasn’t getting any part of me that truly mattered. Not my mind,
my heart or my soul. Those all belonged to Nick. What he was
doing to the shell that housed all of those things meant nothing. It
was just a body. Just a body.

	But it was a hard
sell.

	He watched me intently
as his tongue and hand violated me over and over again, tears
drowning my face, my body so conflicted as my mind, heart and soul
vehemently objected, but my outer shell throbbed and got off until I
came on him. When he released me, I curled into a ball and completely
broke down, the pain from my reddened wrists not enough to distract
to me from the endless throbbing down below.

	He slackened my chains
and abandoned me on the rug to cry it out. Sometime later, I heard
Veronica’s footsteps padding across the carpeted floor. I
actually had to pry my eyes open, because the number of salty tears I
shed had completely encapsulated them. She curled into me on the rug
and closed her eyes to fall asleep.

	A fire still raged
inside me. I was so angry. I’d gone out of my way to save her,
to keep him from hurting her, and my compassion got me violated in
return. I was the one being damaged. She got to live in
freaking zombieland, forgetting the bad as soon as it happened to
her, while my sound mind was left to suffer, the images continually
flashing before my eyes, haunting me. I could still see him towering
over me, watching my every reaction, getting off on making me squirm
despite my disgust. I could still feel him inside me, making
my insides twist in ways that made me want to retch, a desperate plea
to expunge him from my body.

	And she freaking laid
there without a care in the world, having the nerve to inch closer,
seeking the comfort of my touch, possibly even my protection.

	“Get away from
me,” I muttered angrily, my voice raspy. She didn’t,
unaffected by my command. My head pounded, pain radiating out from
behind my eyes, and I still throbbed between my legs. I pushed her,
commanding her again, but she simply rolled back. 


	“What the hell
is wrong with you? I said get off!” I was screaming now,
sitting up and pushing against her. She was finally getting the
picture and fearfully crawled backwards before running out of the
room. I fell over my knees, burying my forehead in the blanket of
fur, crying all over again. I had cried way too much in this house,
so much it was as natural as breathing now. 


	I could hear his
footsteps long before he entered the room, pounding and echoing
against the floor, quick and heavy, determined. His path deadlocked
on my spot, I scampered until I ran out of slack. He roughly grabbed
my throat and yanked me to my feet, so high my toes could barely
scratch the floor. For that split second, when I took in the rage on
his face, I understood the meaning of pure terror. My heart stopped
as my entire body froze, even the air within my lungs too afraid to
escape. 


	His voice deep and
dark, he slowly asked, “Did you hit her?” 


	“No,” I
squeaked, his hands tightening more around my throat, so hard it
minimized my air flow.

	“If you’re
lying, I’ll only hit you harder.”

	“I didn’t,”
I whispered painfully. 


	He dropped me like a
sack of potatoes and headed to the armoire. I bent over and heaved,
trying to catch my breath. Inside, a collage of small TVs cycled
pictures and he typed something on his keypad to get the feed for
this room to rewind and replay. I heard myself yelling, the struggle
as we scuffled along the floor and then her feet thumping out of the
room. Then he closed the armoire and crouched before me. He grabbed
for my chin, but this time with a gentler hand, lifting it to inspect
my neck. I doubted he was capable of sorrow, but the way he looked at
me made me think he regretted being so rough. He twisted my head in
both directions, probably assessing the redness he surely made on my
skin. Releasing me, my head fell downward and he sighed heavily.

	“So what am I
supposed to do with you, huh? Keep you or sell you?” When I
didn’t answer, he added, “Just so you know, tomorrow I’m
holding an auction and I’m only going to keep one of you.”
 


	My head jerked up, my
eyes widening before I could control my worry. 


	“I’d
rather have you, but you know the stipulations for being my house
guest. So you’d better figure out what you want quickly,
because at this moment, Veronica’s literally got the jump on
you.”
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Night three sleeping on
the floor sucked worse than the first two. I had a hard time figuring
out if he spoke the truth about there being an auction today, or if
it was just another ploy to literally screw with me. I wanted to go
home. To Nick, because I refused to believe the worst possible
outcome of that night. Until proven otherwise, I would believe he was
safe, waiting for me to find my way back to him again. At least this
time I knew there were loved ones looking for me. And I think they
were the source of my courage these days.

	I just wanted to be
home. And this was certainly no home. Even if I were able to have
free access like Veronica, I’d never be free to do anything, to
go anywhere, to be something other than a sex slave. I’d only
have the options he offered me, which always consisted of what he
wanted from me and something so cruel he knew I’d never choose
it. So he got what he wanted every time. 


	Trapped like a fucking
rat. 


	When he woke up I
tried not to move. He slept naked at night, and had no problem
meandering through the room before pulling on jeans and a t-shirt he
grabbed from the closet. Coming my way, he didn’t touch me or
even bend down to my level on the floor. He just simply asked if I
had had my epiphany yet. I sighed and tucked my head farther into my
body. 	

	Bitterly, he snapped,
“Tick tock, Natalie. Only ten hours to choose.”

	His steps were heavy
going out the door, my head vibrating with each pound. I pinched my
arm until it bruised. I’d click my feet in fucking red shoes if
I thought it would help. This couldn’t be my life! Nineteen and
already abused by two who thought they had the right to own me, to
use me for their pleasure, to lock me away as if I’d committed
some atrocity that earned me this death sentence.

	 Veronica came to feed
me cinnamon raisin oatmeal, but I wasn’t hungry. After she
refused to acknowledge my many refusals, I finally told her he
said I didn’t have to eat if I didn’t want to. She seemed
completely unaffected by our altercation last night. I couldn’t
help but pity her – and envy her all at the same time, because
she was able to forget the horrors as soon as they happened. So maybe
she was the luckier of the two of us after all. 


	Several hours later,
he was back, looking none too happy with me. I wanted to panic and
skitter backwards, but there was really no point. I knew that now. 


	Ruffling a stack of
papers in his hand, he said with an annoyed tone, “Thought
you’d like to start sifting through your list of suitors for
tonight, maybe choose one in advance so I can tell him how much you
hope he wins the auction.” He held the first one out. From my
spot on the floor, I could see a picture of an older man, maybe in
his fifties, and a bunch of notes written off to the side. “Here.
This one’s fat and ugly.” 


	He threw it down and
it lay beside me. He was right. Fat and ugly. 


	“This one’s
fat and ugly, too. And I suspect Russian mafia. Good luck with that,”
he snapped maliciously. “Ah! This one’s actually young
and good-looking like me, but watch out because he’s hardcore
S&M. Fat and ugly. This one’s so fat he’ll probably
have a heart attack raping you, so I suggest you do whatever’s
necessary to be on top.” With pinched, angry eyes, he added,
“Wouldn’t want him to squish you to death in the
process.”

	I had been snatching
all of the pictures as they fell, but I no longer cared. The pictures
alone were making me queasy, my mind disgusted with the thought of
any one of them touching me. But it was the next one who was the
worst of the bunch. 


	“This one’s
not fat or ugly, but he writes those torture porn movies, so I
suggest you don’t piss him off. Ever.”

	He stopped there,
tossing the stack into the air, letting them float randomly down
around me. Crouching down, he looked me dead in the eye, but I was
too numb emotionally to feel the need to shrink back. As coolly as he
could, he said, “This may not be your ideal situation, but it
is your reality. These men will treat you no better than my brother,
some worse. Very few owners will allow you to live freely within the
house like I do. Granted, you won’t earn that kind of freedom
right away, but it is there for the taking, should you be willing to
abide to my rules.

	“Veronica can
give me sex. But I want more. I want something only a non-broken can
give me. Sensuous sex. Lust. And it’s something I’m
willing to give in return.” His hand swept the floor, sending a
few of the papers sliding. “None of these men will give a shit
about how they treat you. You’re disposable to them and will be
treated as such. You want to go and be raped by one of them? Fine. Go
to auction. If not, you can stay here, but I demand the sex between
us be consensual.

	“Now what’s
your decision?” he beckoned firmly, his jaw twitching from the
tension. 


	I really wanted to
tell him to go get a fucking girlfriend if he wanted intimacy. Being
the fucking rat, neither of his choices seemed a viable option. I
swallowed the lump in my throat and weakly said, “I need some
time to think it over.”

	“You have four
hours before I come to get you,” he deadpanned. “Think
hard and fast.” He reached to remove my bindings, tucking the
key back into his pocket. “Veronica will be taking you to the
shower soon. Stay here until she comes for you.” Getting up to
leave, he reminded me not to do anything stupid. “I can still
throw you to auction whether you want it or not.”

	After showering and
drying my hair, Veronica led me back to his room and sat me on the
rug. She lay her head down in my lap and stayed for ten minutes, but
I was in no mood to pet her. So I lay there, my back up against the
wall, completely jealous that she lacked the mental capacity to deal
with this type of dilemma. She just did what she was told. I’m
not sure what she could’ve had to do, but she up and left me,
leaving me unbound on the rug. 


	Part of me wanted to
get up and make another attempt at escape. But the other part of me
knew what a stupid idea that was. This house was exactly like his
brother’s place. Same electronic keypads, same bars behind
glass panels that were apparently unbreakable now. Same steel doors
that weren’t going to unlock without help from the people
monitoring the security system. And if he truly had learned from his
brother’s mistake, they’d probably been instructed never
to unlock the system unless he called in for it personally. 


	There was no way out
of this fortress. 


	I began to wonder if
he left me unbound on purpose, to see if I’d learned my lesson
from the first time, to see if I’d behave and stay where I was
told to stay without snooping or trying to flee. 


	Great. Now I had
become the fucking dog. 


	And as much as that
pissed me off, there was nowhere to go, no way to leave. So I did the
only thing I could think to do: weigh my options. Stay here or be
sold. Let him rape me or let some out of shape, middle-aged,
three-hundred-pound lardass rape me. Neither was acceptable, but I’d
be lying if I said there wasn’t a difference in the level of
disgust between the two. But then there was the fact that he shot the
only guy I ever loved and left him for dead. I knew what he was
capable of the moment I defied him. I imagined the others were
probably guilty of similar crimes too, particularly the mafia ones.
And torture porn guy? Shit. It was like he intentionally invited the
worst of the worst to this auction. 


	My head dropped back.
Always two options. The one he wanted me to choose, and the
one so cruel he knew I’d never choose it. He was playing me
all over again. Was there even an auction, or was he just trying to
rush my decision? And if I chose against him, would he quickly turn
around and create an auction? Just to punish me for denying him?

	Diabolical. 


	After about two hours,
no one had come back. My legs were cramping, my bottom bruising from
doing nothing but sitting for days. I saw no reason why I couldn’t
stand on my feet. Had I still been chained, it was something I’d
have more than enough slack to do. So I stood and began pacing
circles on my rug, my arms wrapping around myself for extra warmth.
Looking to my burns, the redness was fading fast. The areas still
felt numb but visually they were smoother and less pink. All except
the spot on my right arm; it was still pretty red.

	Luckily, I was able to
go through Veronica’s drawers on my own this time, so I avoided
wearing another see-through slip. I also dodged the more scanty
lingerie I found in there. It sickened me, especially after that
speech of his. He wanted lust from me, which basically meant hot and
heavy sex normally reserved for your significant other. And he was
most definitely not my significant other. But I knew the
moment I opened that drawer, that if I chose to stay here, I’d
be expected to wear things far more skimpy then the slips I was
currently getting.  


	I needed to pee, but I
didn’t dare go into his bathroom without permission. I didn’t
dare go anywhere. I’d seen the way he beat me and Veronica, and
felt the terror shivering all the way to my bones when he choked and
threaten to beat me senseless when he thought I had simply lied. I
didn’t want to do anything that was going to leave another
painful welt across my face or leave me unconscious and at his mercy.


	I slowly, fearfully,
walked to the door, stopping before I could enter the hallway. I
peeked my head out, looking both ways and finding nothing. I didn’t
want to delay, in risk that he knew I was moving. Certainly he was
able to watch his hidden cameras on his cell phone too. “Hello?”
I called. 


	About thirty seconds
later, he climbed the stairs and came to me, the slightest smile on
his face. He was probably commending himself for training me so well.
“I need to go to the restroom.”

	It wasn’t what
he wanted to hear, but he acknowledged me with a nod anyways. “You
can use Veronica’s. Go back to your spot when you’re
done.”

	I nodded and passed
him in the hall. I hated doing my business when I didn’t know
where the hidden camera was. Not daring to linger, I left Veronica’s
room. He wasn’t in the hallway or his bedroom, so I was left
unchained again. 


	Nothing left to do but
lie down and wait. 
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It was funny, but once
unchained, my body relaxed enough to finally sleep. The next thing I
knew, he was stroking my arm to wake me up, calling out Natalie
repeatedly.

	I groggily sat up and
rubbed the sleep from my eyes as he went to grab something off his
bed. He held up a red dress by his index fingers, swaying it back and
forth before me. 


	“What is that?”


	He knew I was stalling
and ignored my question altogether. “In my experience, red
always seems to entice the men more. Maybe it’ll help fetch a
higher price.” 


	Was he seriously
continuing with this messed up game? I wasn’t some dumb zombie
girl. I had the brains to figure out what was going on around me.

	But the seriousness of
his face scared me, and made me think otherwise. Was he seriously
selling me? He freaking tracked me down, shot my boyfriend to avenge
his ass of a brother who totally deserved to die, then began the
process to wipe my skin clear of scars and burns, just to turn around
and sell me to make a little money? What the hell? 


	He waved that silky,
slutty dress in front of me with a low cut top and slits all the way
up both thighs and I was freaking screaming inside! 


	“Don’t
make this difficult, love. I can see your face flushing so I know
you’re thinking things you shouldn’t be.”

	Oh, I had every
intention of making this difficult. When I didn’t budge, he
calmly laid the dress on the bed, but his demeanor changed for the
worst when he stalked me, backing me up against the wall. Panicking,
I began to realize the stupidity behind my resistance. There was
nowhere to run and he had a heavy fist.

	I gasped when he
snatched my jaw, squeezing down to the bone with such force that I
cried out in pain. My hands went to his chest in defense, but I
didn’t dare put any real force behind my push. 


	“You have two
options right now,” he threatened, yanking my jaw until I
looked him square in the eyes. “Either put the dress on
yourself or I’m taking you downstairs to meet your suitors
naked.” He threw me back against the wall, releasing me, and
then, like nothing had happened at all, turned and walked out. “I’ll
give you two minutes to decide.”

	My jaw shuddered,
aching where he had held me so roughly. I could already feel the
bruises starting to form. I rushed to throw on the dress. I didn’t
have a lot of options, and naked wasn’t going to be the one to
win out.

	I was still shaking
when he returned, clearly pleased with what he saw. His fingers
traced down my bare arms, assessing me, a sense of longing in his
eyes that disturbed me so much I had to look away. Next, he played
with my hair, fixing my part and combing his fingers through my messy
hair.

	A single tear fled
down my cheek. Nick had always done the same. He loved how wild my
hair looked when I woke up each morning.

	“There,”
he said softly, wiping my tear away, “now you’re ready to
make me some money.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me into
motion. “Come. Our guests will be arriving any minute.”

	Oh, my God. He
wasn’t screwing with me. He was actually going to do it. He was
going to sell me to some dirty, fucking sleazeball.

	And I thought I was
shaking before! It started off as a shiver, quickly progressing to
something more intense. I did not want to go back to that
life. Locked away with no hope in sight, possibly no drugs to dull
the pain or cloud my mind. As much as it disgusted me to think it,
the man holding my hand was by far the better deal. I’d seen
firsthand how Veronica got to live. 


	“Wait!” I
shouted, pulling him to a stop. “Please,” I begged.
“Don’t sell me.”

	Amused, he smiled and
pulled me along again, his grip slipping to my wrist and tightening
fast. “You had your chance, Natalie. Time’s up.”

	“No! Don’t!
I’ll do anything you want!” 


	My insides twisted
into knots when I said those words, bile burning the bottom of my
throat, threatening to rise as my anxiety level jumped off the chart.
I’d just sealed my fate.

	“Prove it,”
he said darkly. “And I won’t sell you.”

	Backtracking to the
bedroom, I flat-out panicked like never before, my lungs just shy of
hyperventilating. The words taking a few seconds to come together, I
finally blurted, “But you said they were almost here.”

	A smirk overtook his
face. “I lied. We still have an hour.” He released me and
disappeared inside the room. “Come along, love.”
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He fastened the chains
to my wrists. I couldn’t look at him, couldn’t bear to
acknowledge what I’d done, what I’d done willingly.
His words haunted my thoughts. In just three days, you’ll be
begging me to fuck you.

	It sickened me. I
sickened me, and I lay down on the fur rug, curling myself into the
fetal position. I was dressed in my slip again, but I still felt
naked, could still smell the scent of his skin on mine. 


	He kissed on my neck
and shoulders, probably thinking he could comfort me, but mentally,
his touch had the opposite effect. Unfortunately, he hadn’t
ignored me the way he did Veronica. My defiance, my snippy retorts,
the fact that my body could react when he touched me – it
turned him on, and he eagerly used his hands and mouth all over my
body to make me squirm within his grasp even more.

	“Don’t
beat yourself up, love. You did the smart thing tonight.” I
felt him rise beside me. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have
to go get Veronica ready for the auction.”	

	Grabbing the red dress
that he’d stripped me of and tossed to the floor, he added,
“I’m going to lock you in. With all these buyers in the
house tonight, you’d be smart to remain quiet.” With
that, he left, and I heard electronic beeping outside the door.

	My chest hurt from the
number of heaves my body jerked over the next half hour. I cried for
Veronica, whose poor mind was so far gone she didn’t even know
what was happening, that her world was about to get far worse. And I
did that to her. 


	I cried for Nick. Who
wanted nothing more than to protect me. Who could have died
protecting me for all I knew. It was Nick I tried to imagine beneath
me as I was forced to ride him, so he could prove that our sex was my
choice, and that I had all the power. He even kept his hands
laced behind his head in the beginning so it could better sink in
that I was screwing him and not the other way around. But my lack of
enthusiasm didn’t offer him enough aggression, so he soon
flipped our positions. And the way he kissed and licked me so
greedily, made it extremely difficult to pretend it was Nick.

	But I had no power,
other than determining my fate. And it sickened me that I threw
Veronica under the bus to ensure my own survival, to make certain I
wouldn’t have to endure the life I’d suffered before. I
could only pray she truly had no comprehension of what was happening
to her. But nothing would ever replace the horrible fact that I knew
someone would always be using her, and that there was nothing I could
do about it. We were both being used in some way; completely
helpless, hopeless. 


	I don’t know how
much time passed until he came back, hours maybe, but the room was
pitch black before he did. I continued to lie there once the lamp was
on, even though my body ached to move about, afraid the tiniest
movement would remind him I was there. 


	As if he’d ever
forget. 


	He began unbuttoning
his shirt, directing his gaze towards me. “Sorry it took so
long. Turns out Veronica is quite the people person. She was more
than happy to go about the room getting to know each of the buyers
intimately before the auction. She created quite the bidding war.”

	My hands smothered my
face in shame, as I rolled my body tightly inward. I did that. I
did that to her.

	He disappeared into
the bathroom, leaving me to wallow in agony as he took his shower. My
head rolled his way when I heard footsteps. Oh, no. He was
coming for me, not even a towel around his waist, a body so curved
and ripped I wouldn’t have even a tenth of his strength.

	“Ready to
celebrate our newfound relationship?” he asked, rolling me on
my back and climbing on top of me right there on the rug. He didn’t
even unbind the leather around my wrists. He just pushed my gown
above my head, the straps removed from my arms but still trapped by
the chains. I had no choice but to lie there and let him do as he
pleased, knowing that if he didn’t beat me to death, he had the
power to sell me off like he did Veronica. I’d forever be
forced to bend to his will. 


	He’d tamed me.
Just like he said he could. And it only took him three days. No
drugs. No knife to my throat. Just persuasion, fear of something
worse.

	My fucking body
betrayed me again. As much as my mind opposed what was happening, it
didn’t keep my body from becoming aroused in a twisted manner
and allowing him to slide easily inside me. I wasn’t able to
control all the tears, and a few trickled out as he used me for the
second and third time that night. But he didn’t care, saying
that with time, I wouldn’t find the need to cry anymore, that I
would come to enjoy our time together. He merely licked the tears
away, his eyes boring hard onto mine, silently declaring you’re
mine now.
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A piercing alarm
snapped me out of sleep. It was completely dark when my hands clamped
over my ears. Feet hit the floor hard, needing just three steps to
reach the cabinet and throw open the doors. The collection of TV
screens lit up the room with a white glow, his body blocking my view
of what they showed. 


	He bent over and
quickly tapped something on the keyboard. The alarm disarmed, the
master door slammed and locked automatically, and a portion of the
wall slid open. His shadowed face turned to me. “Sorry, love.
But I’ll need a little time before we can continue this affair.
But don’t worry. I’ll bring you home again.” He
snatched a bag inside the armoire and ducked through the wall bare
ass naked before it closed behind him. 


	What the hell just
happened?

	My eyes returned to
the screens, but they were filled with black and white static now.
The house was suddenly filled with loud thumping and shouts I
couldn’t understand. Scared and chained to the floor, I scooted
back until I hit the wall, watching the far end of the room,
following the sounds until they stopped outside the door. 


	Ten seconds of
silence, then a boom shook me where I sat. My head still
vibrating, my eyes tried to peek open, but all I could make out were
the streams of flashlights searching the room and the white letters
that spelled SWAT across the uniforms of the black figures scattering
about.
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Sleep hardly came to me
anymore. Not only because of the horrors stored within the dark
recesses of my mind, but of the darkness that hid the world outside
my window at night. 


	I’ll bring
you home again.

	Zander Malone. That
was his name. I only learned it after I was rescued. The wall he fled
through was reinforced with steel, so by the time SWAT was able to
get through, Zander was long gone from the tunnel that led to a
garage off property. It was no wonder he didn’t drag me along
or knock me out and carry me. I only would’ve slowed him down,
possibly gotten him caught. 


	I’ll bring
you home again.

	One of the police
officers in L.A. had infiltrated that part of their organization, and
was invited to the auction. He was one of the buyers, one of the men
that allowed Veronica to sexually please him before sending in the
squad to intercept her new owner and rescue her. Though I understood
he couldn’t break cover, I was still repulsed and couldn’t
have him anywhere near me while I was being questioned afterwards. 


	I also told the
detectives and their investigation into that slave ring to go screw
themselves. I had tried to help and all it got me was stolen and
raped again, in a way more mentally terrifying than ever before. I’m
sure they got what they needed raiding Zander’s home, and if
not, there was nothing I could tell them about his role in that
operation. Best I could tell he was just a buyer, sometimes a seller,
though he clearly knew others like him willing to share services to
improve their girls. I had the proof of that on my body, my burns
still pale pink.

	And because that
officer took his sweet time organizing the raid, Zander got to use me
three times that night, got to put his lips on every square inch of
my body as if he had the right. Sometimes I still felt the things he
did to me, like little aftershocks, my body twitching as my
traumatized mind tried to make sense of it all, constantly trying to
rewind the footage, to see where my decision-making had gone wrong.
It constantly debated that if I had said no and gone to
auction, that I would’ve been the one rescued in-route, and I
never would’ve allowed him to touch me that way. But I was a
fool to think that because of what happened to Veronica on the
auction floor. Who was to say I wouldn’t have been forced to
treat all the men before the auction as well? That could’ve
been far more traumatizing.

	There was no win-lose
in this situation, just lose-lose. Veronica and I both lost the
moment we were taken. I just didn’t have the damaged mind to
protect me from the nightmares that plagued me every time I shut my
eyes. So I rarely slept, until I passed out from utter exhaustion.
Only then was I able to sleep without dreaming.

	Forty-one days
since I was rescued, since Zander Malone promised to find me again.
How long did I have? A week? Two months? Half a year?

	For hours now, I’d
been lying on my side, waiting for the sun to rise, slowly lighting
the forest that surrounded my new home. I couldn’t stay in that
apartment any longer. Not after what happened. Though the one-story
home I now resided in outside of Seattle was probably less safe than
that building, I could never forget that Nick was shot there. Because
of me. Even with the security personnel, the cameras and extra effort
they put in to make that place safe, it was no safer than anywhere
else. My best option was to just hide. 


	Head down. Stay off
the radar.

	The house was put in
someone else’s name, a name no one outside my family knew
about, as were all the bills, erasing the paper trail to my name. All
because I didn’t trust the police anymore. Not after Zander
told me how they were filled with corrupt individuals aiding their
organization. I wondered exactly how much money someone made at my
expense. How much did he or she make to strip me of my freedom? To
sell my sexuality without a care in the world? Exactly how much money
was enough to make them erase the guilt of damning my life?

	I tried closing my
eyes once more and rolled away from the morning light. My hand
fanning out, the bed was cold and empty beside me. I scooched to the
middle of the king size mattress, until I settled against warm flesh.
My presence made him shift, and my eyes opened, wondering if I woke
him up. Nick lay on his back beside me, his head turned away,
seemingly asleep. My gaze fell upon his chest and the red scar that
was forming on the area that continued to heal. 


	Now we were both
imperfect. 


	Had the bullet hit
just three centimeters downward, he wouldn’t be with me here
today. I reached out to trace the scar over his heart. Funny how such
a small entry wound could be so detrimental. Such a tiny piece of
metal. 


	He slept better than I
did these days, but only because I lied. I was gone for about a week,
and he was unconscious for most of it, going in and out of surgery,
barely hanging on to life. When I was rescued and taken home to my
family, I feared the worst, to be taken to a grave to say my goodbye.
But Nick was still alive and finally gaining consciousness again. And
once I made it to his bedside and he saw that I was alright, his
guilt relented and his will to survive increased. 


	So I didn’t dare
tell the truth. I told him the same thing I told the police. That
Zander had taken me hostage, but only intended to clean me up and
sell me off for profit. I told them Veronica was his chosen piece of
ass, and suggested that they probably rescued me right before he
intended to begin with me. I said that because I didn’t think
Nick could take thinking he had failed to protect me twice. He’d
be forever damaged inside.

	Like me. 


	But he knew that
horrible truth now. I had managed to keep the rapes secret up until
last night, when we tried to have sex for the first time since being
ripped apart, but I broke down crying as soon as he pushed inside me.
I tried to fight the horrible feelings and memories rising inside me,
tried to tell myself that it was Nick who was trying to love me. But
I couldn’t stop picturing Zander on top of me, couldn’t
keep from crying or pushing Nick off of me. But I didn’t really
have to push, as my crying was enough for him to pull back out, fear
overtaking his eyes as they settled above to connect with mine, and
that unspoken truth came to light.

	Embarrassed and
terrified, I had wiggled free of his entrapment, laying with my back
to him, so close to the edge there wasn’t an inch to spare. He
hadn’t said anything. I hadn’t said anything. But he laid
behind me, close enough to keep my back warm, yet far enough away
that nothing touched. It had to have killed him, but he knew he had
to let me be, allowing me to sob, allowing my body to shake, with
nothing but my own arms to wrap me up for comfort. Because he feared
I couldn’t handle his touch at that moment. And he was probably
right. 


	It seemed he couldn’t
handle the rapes either, because shortly after, I heard glass
breaking in the living room. Lots of it. And I was pretty sure the
thunk I heard was his fist punching through the drywall. And I
felt so guilty for not telling him sooner. I was a fool to think he’d
never figure it out.

	But I never had this
problem the first time around. I knew I had been raped, could feel
the damage when the drugs began to wear off each afternoon before the
next dosage took effect, but I was so out of it when Charles violated
me, that I didn’t remember the actual rapes as they happened.
But with Zander, I remembered everything. Every touch, every kiss,
every disgusting lick his tongue made, the way he sucked on the
tender parts of my body. Worst of all, I remembered the way he felt
inside me. And it was all too much. My body had cringed and tightened
in all the wrong ways, as that night of horror cruelly replayed
itself over in my mind.

	For the first time
since Nick came home from the hospital, we slept apart all night, but
it was more my doing than his. He had wanted to comfort me, but I
silently shrugged him off. Several hours later, I still didn’t
know why I did that.

	 “Come here,”
he murmured in his sleep. His arm reached out to pull me closer, and
I lay my head on top of his chest, his hand lightly stroking my back.
“I’ve told you. You won’t hurt me.”

	He was too asleep to
remember what happened last night. For now…	 


	“Did you sleep?”


	“Yeah,” I
replied. 


	“Liar.”
Somehow he always knew. “You need to suck it up already and
take the sleeping pills.”

	I murmured, “Uh-uh.
I don’t want to become addicted.” Another lie on my part.
Truthfully, I feared being so out of it, that when Zander did come
for me, I wouldn’t be able to put up any kind of fight.

	His eyes shot open and
his body jerked shortly thereafter. Now he remembered, and for
a moment his arm retracted from around my body. I guess he realized I
wasn’t shying away from contact anymore, so his arm slowly
returned to offer a softer hold. He was hesitant, but I knew what was
coming before he even put together the words. Resigned, his head fell
back. “Why didn’t you tell me? I never would’ve…
I thought we were waiting because of me. Not because…”

	I buried my eyes into
his chest; my stomach was tightening, my intestines knotting. 


	“God, Megan.”
Combing his hand through his hair, he hissed, examining the cuts that
mostly surrounded the knuckles of his right hand. There was no
telling what household items he destroyed last night when the anger
took over. And though he was calm and soft with me right now, I knew
it was a front for a crapload of emotions that were plaguing his
insides. But at least he didn’t pull out the gun he now kept in
his bedside table and take it out on the trees outside – like I
did when he first brought it home. “I was afraid to be with you
back when you had a year and a half to try to cope with it. I never
would’ve done more than kiss you had I known. Hell, I probably
wouldn’t have even been kissing you.” His arm wrapped
more tightly around me. “Six weeks is not enough time to deal
with this.”

	“Nick,” I
whispered with an exhalation. “It’s not you, I promise.”

	“I know it’s
not me,” he soothed, though traces of pain came with it. “But
you’re not ready. Why would you even let me touch you that way?
How long were you uncomfortable before you began crying?”

	“I thought I
could work my way through it. It was you, and I knew that. I
thought I could mentally convince myself that it was okay to let you
touch me that way.”

	“But it wasn’t,”
he stated. “At what point should you have stopped me?” he
asked again.

	The kissing was fine,
because the past month I had mostly kept my eyes open to keep the
horrible flashes at bay. It was once his face left my sight that my
insides began to panic. “I think it was the darkness. When I
couldn’t see your face anymore, I could no longer convince
myself that I was here with you.”

	He sighed, his free
hand pinching the bridge of his nose. “Today I’m putting
a dimmer on that ceiling fan. I don’t care if we have to sleep
with the light on the rest of our lives, you’re not sleeping in
the dark anymore. It’s probably one of the reasons you can’t
sleep, right?”

	“Maybe.”
Yes. Darkness was definitely an issue with me.

	“Damn it,
Megan.” His body pulled out from beneath me, leaving us lying
side by side. I extended my arms and laid flat out while his upper
body arced up on his arm. His hand settled on my waist, his eyes now
noticing that I had put my clothing back on sometime during the
night. His face was so void of expression I was afraid he was annoyed
or mad at me, but the tone of his voice eased that fear. “I
know it hasn’t been that long, but will you please tell me what
really happened?” 


	Oh, God. How
could I ever tell him that it was my choice to stay there and be
raped by Zander? I knew it was manipulation and that I didn’t
have a better plan at the moment, but still…it was disturbing,
and I knew I would take that awful secret to the grave. 


	It took me awhile, and
he waited patiently, but all I gave him was a deadpanned, “Rape
is rape. I don’t need to talk about the how or the why. I just
need to tell you two things.”

	“Okay,” he
acknowledged, worry tinting that word.

	“First off, I’m
always going to be looking over my shoulder. I did it before, but
being around you made me feel so safe that I began to neglect my
surroundings a little, and look what happened. There’s no way
I’ll ever feel safe in that aspect ever again. So please don’t
take that as an inability on your part to make me feel safe. Because
I do feel safe with you. I’ve been taken twice and been
threatened a third. I will never stop looking for danger or checking
the locks ten times before we go to bed, and I need you to just
accept that and not try to fix me.”

	He pressed his lips
together tightly, signaling his disapproval, but he nodded
regretfully anyway. 


	“Second, I need
you to fix me.” He looked at me confusedly. “I mean in
another way.” I hitched my neck up on my hand like his. “I
know you think it would be bad to touch me, but I do want to be
touched by you. I need for you to build it up. I want to be so
overwhelmed by your hands, your lips, your smell, that it’s
impossible for me to focus on anything else. I know it’s not
going to happen overnight, or even in the next few months, but I want
to get back what we had.”

	His hand reached out
for my face, his thumb momentarily stroking my cheek before tucking
my stray hairs. “I’ll do all this for you, but you have
to do something for me too.”

	“What?” I
asked warily. 


	“I want you to
start talking to Dr. Vitriz about the rapes. I don’t want you
doing this alone anymore. Not when my touching you made you break
down like that.”

	I groaned and shook my
head, but before I could contest verbally, he cut me off with, “No.
You’ve been keeping things from me, and I understand why. I
don’t like it, but I won’t push you if you don’t
want to share with me yet. But you have to start telling your doctor
about this. I don’t want you trying to do this on your own this
time. You need this and you know it.” 


	I did know it. I knew
I should’ve seen someone the first time around, but I didn’t
want to truly admit what had happened to me. I just let time heal my
wounds as best they could. But this time was different. I didn’t
have vague memories that were nothing but a blur. What Zander did to
me was front row center, the picture and sounds so crystal clear it
was high definition echoing around inside my head. And it had damaged
me even more than I originally thought, because I wasn’t even
able to be intimate with the man I loved anymore.

	“Are you
comfortable with her?” he asked.

	Dr. Heather Vitriz. I
began seeing her a month ago for my memory loss. Using hypnosis, I
actually began getting a few memories back, including ones that both
Nick and my family were a part of, but I still had a long way to go.
For some reason I thought it would be like a veil, and once lifted,
everything would come pouring back. Instead, it’s been more
like chipping away at a block of ice, freeing memories one sliver at
a time. But I’m still hopeful that one of my sessions will be
the one and it’ll all come rushing back at once.

	And was I comfortable
with Dr. Vitriz? Yeah, I thought I was. She was gentle and respected
my wishes to not unearth the memories around the time I disappeared.
I just wasn’t ready to handle those yet. And most importantly,
she was a woman, so it was just easier for me to talk to her. “Yeah,
I like her.” Breathing deeply, I took my time letting it back
out again, enjoying the way Nick’s fingertips lightly dug into
my skin. Even now, he was trying to secure me in his arms,
continuously trying to protect and keep me safe. “And I’ll
try to talk about…it.”

	“Good. Because I
want to be with you forever, but we can’t move forward with
that until you begin to heal yourself.”	

	I inhaled another deep
breath as his hand caressed my cheek again.  “Forever? That’s
a long time. You sure you want to put up with me that long?” My
left hand snaked up his body and caressed the side of his face.
Trying to lighten the mood between us, I added, “I can be
incredibly stubborn at times.” 


	His cheeks pinched as
his lips extended outward. “I’m willing to embrace your
imperfections.”

	 His eyes immediately
shifted to the hand securing my head, scanning down to my where my
burn was. None of the burns had faded completely with just the single
treatment. But even if they had, even if those spots had blended with
my skin, they’d never be completely invisible to us, a constant
reminder of the past. 


	Another forever. One
of the more painful ones. Maybe I’d look into continuing the
laser treatments, maybe I wouldn’t. The tables had finally
turned. Where my burns used to bother me more than the rapes, the
rapes now bothered me more than the burns.

	Nick reached out and
pulled me over him as he rolled down on his back again. I loved lying
within his tight grip, the side of my face flush against that spot
between his chest and shoulder, my breaths adjusting to match the
rise and fall of his lungs. He didn’t have to tell me that he
loved me, nor I him, because it went without saying.

	I kept telling myself
that all Zander got was my body, just a shell that protected my mind,
but I was lying. He’d managed to rip my soul in ways that still
continued to sting, because in less than three days, he had managed
to break me in ways I never thought possible. I could only pray that
Nick could bring me back from the darkness a second time, because I
was in deeper now, more traumatized than ever before. 


	I didn’t know
what was to come of us, what tomorrow would bring. Or if the constant
worry inside my head would ever play out in reality. I just knew that
Nick and I could always move, could always find new jobs, could
always find new starts in life, and we’d do anything necessary
to make our life together work. So when the night brought out the
darkness and its shadowy tendrils tried to ensnare me once again, so
long as his arms were wrapped tightly around me, keeping me safe and
warm, I knew I’d always find the strength to face those
nightmares head on.

	And that was a forever
I could hold onto.
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*Due to high levels of
under-reporting, the number of sex-trafficking victims worldwide is
impossible to determine. The US Dept. of State estimates that in the
last decade, 20 million women and children across the world have been
forced into the sex trade industry, which generates more than 32
billion dollars annually. 
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