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Love is a sweet tyranny, because the lover endureth his torments willingly.  ~Proverb





 

 



Chapter 1

Something’s wrong...something’s missing...I just don’t know what it is. Everything is foggy. I can’t focus...the annoying whispers behind the shadows of this ER room won’t be silent long enough for me to understand what the doctor is saying to me or my mom.

I never should have trusted Bianca...‘No big deal – just a few people. Your mom will never know’...Why did I give in to her? I felt like I had a reason – that I had a plan, and somehow my plan went wrong – real wrong.

I wanted my headphones. I needed my music to block the whispers so I could hear what my mother and the doctor were saying about me. I could see both concern and anger in my mother’s eyes. I had never once dared to defy her, to step out of the safe ‘glass box’ she kept me in. I did what I was told to do when I was told to do it. I’m not a pushover – too weak to think for myself; I just knew that very soon...just months from now, I would leave her...I didn’t want to leave her with bad memories of me...to let her think that she was not a good mom - because she was.

I furrowed my eyebrows as a memory flashed before me. I was sitting on my bed with Bianca, listening to music, and she started to talk about our summer trip to Cancun. Cancun? Was I going to Cancun with her? No, no way. If I was planning to – I was going to get out of it. Why would I agree to go anywhere with her? I shook my head from side to side and tried to focus. The last thing I clearly heard my mother say was that I was never going anywhere near Bianca Nathenson again. I sighed, feeling relief in knowing that I could hide behind that threat and avoid any trip with Bianca.

I looked at my mom and pointed to my hoodie on the chair, which had my phone and headphones in it. She shook her head no, then continued to focus on what the doctor was saying. I let out a frustrated breath, then scooted toward the end of the table to climb off so I could get them myself. My mom causally raised her arm to tell me to stay put.

I heard the whispers laugh at me, then start to say my name over and over again. I closed my eyes and tried to remember a sound, one with a screaming guitar, one that could take me above this menacing sound. I started to move my fingers against the table, somehow mocking the sound my mind had captured in my memory.

I’ve always heard sinister whispers around me, ones that stifle the real sounds of the world. When I was little, my mother had my hearing checked over and over - only to find that I was normal. Whatever that means. You would think that hearing strange voices taunting you would be terrifying; they didn’t scare me - but the shadows behind them did, though. At times, I swear the darkness in the world is the voice I hear. When my music is playing in my headphones, the whispers fade and the shadows of the world lose their eerie stance. That is the only time I can truly hear – well, it used to be the only time...oddly, I never hear them around my friends Bianca and Britain. Maybe that’s why I put up with them.

Bianca and I have only been close friends for a few months. She was kicked out of private school for bad grades. I’m sure her father could have found a way to buy her back in, but she told her dad she wanted to go to public school, that it would be an adventure. The only reason we became friends in the first place was because we sat next to each other in every class. Bianca was a smart girl but entirely too spoiled, which made her lazy. Being lazy and smart gives you reason to develop an even more sinister personality trait; she was a fantastic manipulator, and her beautiful, seductive nature helped her do just that to everyone - not just boys.

Honestly...I never really liked her, but I found comfort in the saying ‘Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer.’ Oddly, right now…I can’t remember why I didn’t like her…it was like part of me was telling me I had to protect myself and others from her, and the other part of me was telling me that I adored having her around me. It was like someone was in my mind, turning my thoughts against one another. I let every memory of Bianca rush through my mind as I tried to understand why I didn’t like her. Who was I trying to protect? I couldn’t come up with anything.

The only other friend I had besides Bianca and Britain was Madison…she wasn’t even here; she was back home in Salem. She had met Bianca before, and it was more than clear that they weren’t fond of each other. One thing’s for sure, Madison didn’t need anyone to protect her – she was fearless. The first chance I got, I was going to call her…Madison had a way of making me understand myself, she had a way of helping me find the answers that were always there.

I’m sure Madison would be furious when I told her how stupid I was tonight, but I also knew she would get over it and help me figure out what I was missing.

Yesterday, Bianca came up with the grand scheme to have a party at my apartment. She had overheard my mom’s housekeeper making plans to have dinner at her daughter’s, which was outside of the city, meaning she would stay the night. She knew my mother was on a business trip and we had just taken the last exam of our high school career. All that was left was a walk down the line on Saturday.

I clearly remember telling Bianca no party; just a few people over for a few hours, and from what I remember, she agreed. In fact, she offered just to let Britain and I have the night alone. I remember considering the idea – not because I liked him…that’s not it…I think I wanted to talk to him – to convince him of something – I just couldn’t remember what right now.

Britain went to Bianca’s old school, and she insisted that he was perfect for me. I met him on her first day at my school; he picked her up and offered me a ride home, too. I said yes. I never say yes, especially to people I don’t know – at this moment, for the life of me I could not remember why I let myself do something so stupid.

Throughout that day, I’d grown addicted to the nothing I could hear around Bianca – it made listening to the teachers so much easier. Imagine how astounded I was to find that not only was it silent around Britain, too, but it was almost like I felt protected – like the whispers and shadows were afraid of him.

You would think the effect he had on my surroundings alone would make me want to be with him, but it didn’t. Britain has the all-American image: tall, short blond hair, steel blue eyes, athletic build – honestly, he wasn’t really my type; more like the total opposite of what I like in a guy. Bianca thought that if I dated someone like Britain, my mother would open a window or two in my glass house. I could not understand the purpose in her plotting. I would be eighteen in October, and at that point I was going to take over my life. I had focused intently on school just to graduate a year early – just get out on my own sooner...I only had to get through the next four-and-a-half months.

I don’t remember much of anything that happened tonight…all I could remember was suddenly feeling so sick…out of control...and… afraid…of what, I don’t know. What I do remember is Britain carrying me to my room. I remember the concern I could see in his intense blue eyes as he leaned over me – it was like he was afraid something was seriously wrong with me.

From my vague memories I could recall that he was tracing my cheek bone, whispering my name, when my mother charged into the room.

I still don’t know why she came home early. I remember not being able to focus on her, slipping in and out of consciousness. I woke up here with a splitting headache and my furious mother arguing with other parents in the hallway. I gathered from the muffled conversation around me that each of us had some form of a date rape drug in our system, even Britain - which, in my opinion, made him innocent. Why would he give me the drug, and then take it himself? Seriously, what was his motive - to take a nap with me? I was more than sure it was all Bianca’s doing. I was starting to think that Britain was who I was trying to protect from Bianca…but even that didn’t make any sense. Britain has this dominant energy that seems to pour from him. The head-spinning confusion I was feeling was causing the worst headache I’d ever had.

The doctor took out a small flashlight and looked into my eyes, then she listened to my heart and had me take in deep breaths.

“Does anything hurt?” the doctor asked me.

“Just my head,” I said under my breath.

The doctor nodded. “That’s normal. I’m sure everything is a little foggy right now. It will take a few days to completely overcome this experience. You need to stay hydrated and get substantial rest. I’ll schedule a follow up with your primary in a week.”

The doctor entered a few notes into her computer, then looked at my mom. “I’ll look at the test results again before I send the file to her doctor, but I do not think she ingested very much. The effect on her was powerful because she is so petite; if she weighed twenty pounds more, it would not have affected her at all.”

I rolled my eyes; I was barley five foot - 120 pounds was a far cry from any weight I’d ever reached. I was sick of people hinting that I needed to gain weight or looking for signs that I had some kind of disorder. I mean, could someone not be small without all the accusations?

“I’m going to let her go home…” the doctor said, looking at me again. “Are you sure there isn’t anything else troubling you?”

I heard the whispers laugh, and my cheeks blushed with anger. As if my mom could see me struggle, she reached her hand for the side of my face and cradled my ear. “She’s not acting like herself…she seems timid...afraid - and my Charlie is not afraid of anything. Could these drugs have affected anything else? Is she going to remember tonight? Will she be able to tell me who did this to her?”

“It’s hard to say,” the doctor said as her eyes filled with sympathy. “Our mind has a way of blocking out trauma. I assure you, her body was not hurt on any physical level. The others that were with her are suffering from the same aliments. She may have gaps in her memories, but they will come back. Keeping her in the routine of her life will stimulate them. Charlie and each of her friends are very lucky you came home when you did…before you know it, your Charlie will be back.” The doctor smiled slightly before she turned to leave.

Once she closed the door, I scooted off the table, pulling the IV with me. I wanted my headphones and clothes, and I wasn’t going to wait for some nurse to finish her coffee break and decide to take it out of me.

“Sit down,” my mother said firmly.

She walked over to the chair and picked up my skirt and top and tossed them at me. I slid them on, then reached for my hoodie, pulling my phone and headphones out. My mother shook her head as she watched me hit play and sigh.

“I cannot believe you. Have I not taught you anything?” she asked, reaching to turn the volume down before sitting down and crossing her arms and staring at the closed door.

“You’re in trouble now,” the shadows whispered over and over in the most annoying hissing sound.

I shook my head in anger. “Whatever,” I mumbled to them before turning the sound up again.

“Don’t ‘whatever’ me, young lady. Do you have any idea how hard I work to give you the life you have, the sacrifices I’ve made? The nights I’ve spent alone, not living any kind of life so you could have at least one parent that was there for you?”

I bit my lip. I knew if I told her that I was not talking to her – that I was talking to some invisible darkness she would think I was insane. I had no choice but to act like I meant to say that to her.

“Sorry… maybe Dad should have died before he got you pregnant - then you wouldn’t have had to worry about raising me.”

She had crossed the room and slapped my face before I had the chance to say I was sorry for my last remark. I held my cheek and looked into her disbelieving eyes. She had never hit me in my entire life. I knew I must have hurt her. I could not stop the angry tears that swelled in my eyes. She must have mistaken them for grief because she pulled me to her and rocked me from side to side. “You’re our love…you’re my gift,” she whispered in my ear.

My father was a gorgeous man - at least, that is how I see him in his pictures. He was a divinely talented musician, but knowing how to play every instrument was only one amazing part of his gift; it could not compare to his voice, which was simply hypnotic. I love listening to his tone, the poetic lyrics that could range in almost any direction. I’d only seen a few clips of his live performances, but it was clear that on stage was where he belonged. His audience would embrace every emotion he conveyed and scream for his attention.

My mother met him by chance at an acoustic show he was performing in her hometown of Salem. Her friends had thought she needed a night out, that she needed to feel alive - if only for a few hours.

You see, life had dealt my mother a cruel card more than once. When she was seventeen, she fell in love and found herself pregnant with my sister, Kara, who is now twenty-eight. Kara’s dad left my mom and never looked back. Eight years after that, she had put herself through school and was completely devoted to Kara, not even taking a moment to breathe.

My father was her prince charming; my mom’s friends told me every girl fought for my father’s attention, but the only girl he could see was her. It took him almost a year to convince her to fall in love with him, and another year to put a ring on her finger. He promised her that he would stop touring and only produce music, that he wanted a family.

He was on his way home from his last tour when his bus crashed, killing everyone except the driver. My mom was seven months pregnant with me, and once again she was left alone to raise not only a twelve year old, but also a newborn.

This, in my opinion, made her crazy. She locked Kara and me away. Our house was silent; no music, no laughter. I was never allowed to do anything that might have any element of danger, meaning sports, riding the bus – not even sleepovers. I considered myself lucky that I was allowed to go to school. I was sure my odd way of locking myself inside of music – of avoiding silence so I could hear - made my mother more determined to protect me.

I’d stopped talking about the whispers when I was thirteen; by then, I’d discovered how to muffle them: headphones. In the beginning, it was only when I listened to my father’s music, but as the months and years passed, I found that almost any music – at least music with a guitar - could hinder the fearful sounds around me.

The nurse walked in the door. Interrupting my mother’s embrace, she took out my IV; the moment I was free, I rushed to the door.

“I have to get out of here,” I said to my mom, holding her stare and ignoring the random shadows from the corners of the room.

She nodded. “I want to ask the doctor a few more questions and make a phone call…wait for me in the lobby. I’ll make sure you are signed out,” she said, balling her fist and crossing her arms.

I shook my head, then pulled the hood up on my hoodie and walked out of the room as fast as I could. I have never been able to handle hospitals very well. The smell and the sick people were nauseating to me, and the ER had to be dirtiest place on Earth, in my opinion. The lobby was swarming with people. There was nowhere to even stand.

A sick feeling came over me. I felt like I was in trouble. I’ve never given my mother a reason not trust me, and I was furious that I messed up this bad – this close to the end.

I fumbled with my phone, fighting with my trembling hands as I found Madison’s name and texted, “Are you up?”

She texted back immediately, “Yeah!! I was on my way there but your mom told us to stay here –are you on your way home – I’m freaked out for you.”

I furrowed my eyebrows as I read her text. Why would I go home to Salem? It was hours away, and I had graduation in just a few days. I couldn’t figure out why she was ‘freaked out’; I thought she would be mad. I figured my mother had told her what happened – and more than likely made it worse than it was.

I texted back, “Home – what? No – the only the only place I’m going is to bed.”

A second later, my phone rang; it was her.

I answered and said, “Hold on, it’s loud in here.”

I saw a cop outside the door and figured I would be safe close to him. It was the dead of night, and a breeze was blowing. As I felt the wind, I saw the shadows across the ground begin to move – almost slither- in my direction. The stress of everything I’d been through tonight allowed me to be angry, not afraid. I pulled my shoulders back and glared at the ground, refusing to run from them.

“Are you there?” I said as I put my phone to my ear.

“What do you mean ‘it’s loud’?”

“I was in the lobby of the ER; I couldn’t hear over them,” I said in an exhausted gasp.

“Is it quiet now?” she asked in a concerned tone.

I looked to the shadows across the ground and heard their echoing laughs. I tried to remember if I had ever told anyone about them or not. I couldn’t recall – and I knew if I started to talk about them now, they would think the drugs in my system were causing me to go insane.

“Not really…but I can hear you,” I mumbled

She hesitated before she said anything. “Your mom said she thinks something is wrong with your memory.”

“When did you talk to her?” I asked, confused.

“I didn’t – I overhead them talking about you a minute ago.”

“Who?”

She didn’t say anything for a minute or two; I thought I heard her whispering to someone, but I couldn’t understand what she was saying.

“Madison – I’m tired; I’ll just call you tomorrow.”

“No – wait. I think we should come get you. They’re talking to your mom; I’m trying to see what she says.”

“We? They? What are you talking about? You’re not driving two-and-a-half hours in the dead of the night to see me. I’m fine. It was no big deal; I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Did you seriously just ask me who ‘we’ was?? Oh my God, you really are messed up. Wrong place? You were at your house.” She paused, and I heard her open and close a door, then she began to whisper. “I told you this was a bad idea – that you needed all of us.”

I squinted my eyes closed and tried to remember what she was talking about. “Madison…I don’t remember much of anything now…I mean, I feel like I was trying to convince Britain of something – like save him – but I don’t know why – did I tell you?”

“Yeah…and I told you to stay away, but you didn’t listen to me - and now look at what has happened.”

“Just tell me what I told you. I feel sick – like I’m in trouble.”

“You are in trouble. That girl has messed with your mind.”

My phone beeped, and I looked at the screen to see Bianca’s name pop up on the ID.

“Charlie? Charlie, where did you go?” I heard Madison say.

I pulled the phone to my ear, ignoring the incoming call. “I’m right here. Bianca was beeping in.”

“Don’t talk to her,” Madison said firmly. “If this girl wants to play mind games, then she is going to have to play them with all of us.”

“’All’ – there you go again with the plural words – does my mom know what I was trying to do tonight? Just tell me.”

I heard a young man’s voice in the background around Madison; she must have pulled her phone to her chest because the sound muffled and I heard her say, “Nichole was right – it’s bad – just give me a second here.”

Nichole is my mom’s name. I had no idea who Madison was talking to, and it was making me mad.

“Madison!” I whispered harshly.

She came back on the phone. “Listen to me…I’m not talking to you about this over the phone – I’m just going to come…I’ll come by myself – I’m not going to break a promise to you, even if you don’t remember me making it.”

“No…just forget it – I just need rest, and I’ll figure it out. I don’t want you driving all the way here this late.”

“Then I’ll come in the morning,” she said shortly.

“Madison, you have graduation in a few days – just let me deal with this. I really just wanted to talk to someone. I messed things up with my mom…I guess I just wanted to hear you say it would be OK.”

“Graduation is the last thing either of us care about – I can only hope you remember that. You’re going to be OK. Don’t worry about your mom. I don’t think she completely understands what you went through; if she did, she wouldn’t have left your side. It’s time to come home.”

I felt the knots in my stomach tighten. I had no idea what she was talking about, and it was terrifying. The whispers began to hiss louder, and the shadows started to move closer. I held my finger tips over my other ear and closed my eyes, hiding from the shadows.

“I can’t come home, Madison…something is telling me not to…I feel like I have to stay here – at least until I figure out what I can’t remember.”

The whispers became so loud that it became pointless to try them block out with my fingertips. I let my arm fall and balled my hand into a fist.

“When you’re home, you’ll figure it out – this has gotten out of control,” Madison said in a frustrated tone.

All at once, the whispers became silent and the shadows took the normal shape they were meant to. I felt someone gently put their hand on my shoulder.

“Charlie.”

I looked up to see Britain standing beside me.

I smiled slightly, then let out a breath. “I gotta go,” I said into the phone. “Britain just got here – I have to figure this out.”

“No!” Madison said in a desperate tone. “Lost cause. Charlie – I swear, if you had just read your freaking horoscope you would have known to stay in the bed today – stay away from him.”

“I don’t believe in that crap – it’s well past midnight; I’m sure today has a better forecast. I’ll text later.”

“Charlie I’m calling your mom if you hang up with me.”

“Do that,” I said just before I hit ‘End’ on my phone. I doubted she would call her, but even if she did, that would only mean I would get home faster – I just wanted to go to bed.

I looked up at Britain’s questioning blue eyes.

“Bianca?” he asked.

I shook my head no. “Madison.”

A mischievous grin came to the corners of his perfect lips as he stared down at me. He only met Madison once, and I have yet to figure out if they liked each other or hated each other. By the comments Madison made at him, I wanted to say hate – but when I remembered the awkward stares I caught them in that day…I didn’t know what to think. There was no doubt that Madison hated Bianca – she made that very clear every chance she got.

Both Britain and Bianca’s families were exceedingly wealthy, and in their mind there were boundaries – things that should not be said openly. Madison only met them once, but she made it a point to push the boundaries Bianca drew. It was almost as if they enjoyed not liking each other.

“And what did Madison have to say about our night?” he asked, resting his hands on my hips as he pulled me closer.

I gently put my hands on his and brushed them away. “That my horoscope said to stay in bed.”

“You believe in that stuff?” he asked curiously.

“Maybe I should have today,” I said, looking away from the pull of his eyes. “I just don’t remember much,” I answered quietly.

“I don’t either,” he said, leaning his forehead to mine.

I looked down and pulled slightly away in fear that my mother would walk out of the front door at any moment.

“Charlie, I swear I didn’t know – I didn’t do this,” he pleaded.

“I know,” I whispered.

He furrowed is eyebrows like he was confused about why I was being so distant.

“Mom’s coming,” I whispered.

He nodded, understanding, but he refused to give me anymore room.

“Bianca told her dad the Chinese delivery guy must have given it to us – she claims he was going to come back and rob us.”

“And your high-powered defense attorney father believed that?” I asked sarcastically.

“I’m sure he didn’t, but her version leaves us all innocent,” Britain said as he dared to smile, enhancing each of his alluring features.

“’Innocent’ is not a word in my mother’s vocabulary; she isn’t going to buy that story,” I complained.

“She made that obvious,” he said, raising his eyebrows and trying not to laugh.

“What?” I asked, dreading to know what the whispers had covered in the conversations I tried to hear earlier.

“She threatened to sue both Bianca’s and my parents, but they countered that they would sue her for hosting the party. It was a screaming match, but once my father started siting case history, she stopped arguing and went back to you.”

I felt my stomach turn. I could only imagine how my mother felt standing up to those men. We did not come from a silver spoon like they did. We were just a middle class family from Salem. Everything we had came from my mother’s strives in the business world. She had literally climbed every ladder there was in her company, and now holds the title of CEO, which was great - except I never saw her; even when she was home, she was working. I’m sure she felt belittled by them, and I would bear the brunt for that as well.

“Perfect,” I said sarcastically, stepping away from him.

He closed the gap between us and put his hands on my shoulders, trying to get me to look into his eyes.

“Why are you so mad? This is not our fault; she’ll get over it,” he said.

I looked up at him and furrowed my eyebrows. “What did I want to talk to you about tonight…why do I feel like I need to reach you?”

He didn’t answer at first; instead, he let his eyes dance across my face. “The only thing I wanted to talk about was us…that’s all I can remember right now.”

“There isn’t an ‘us’…we’re friends. I’m really confused right now. I want to be mad at Bianca, but I can’t hold on to that emotion. I want to convince you of something, but I don’t know what.” I looked at the ground at the shadows that were mocking an innocent shape. “All I know is that I have bigger problems right now.”

“Whatever your problems are – I’ll take them away. I’ve promised you that a thousand times.”

I looked back into his eyes. “I think that is what scares me about you…”

“That I want to take care of you?” he asked in a confused tone.

I moved my head from side to side as I struggled to find memories that were absent. “That you take them away,” I said in voice just above a whisper. I believed what I said, but I didn’t know why. I didn’t know why it would be so bad if he could bring me silence. For a second, I even let myself believe he was an angel sent to protect me, but then a sick feeling in my stomach took that thought away.

“Charlie,” I heard my mother sternly say.

I felt her clinch my wrist before I could respond.

“What has gotten into you?!” she asked, appalled.

She looked at Britain. “Step away from my daughter before I give your father a believable excuse to sue me.”

Britain raised his hands defensively, and my mother pulled me away. I looked over my shoulder at him. He smiled slightly. I felt foolish – what could I protect him from? He was strong, dominant; he had a way of demanding respect from everyone around him – even Bianca. I knew that the Britain I knew - the one that was compassionate and tender - was one that was only revealed to me. It didn’t make any sense that I could save him from anything…I’m so confused right now.

As we walked away from him, the whispers made themselves known by echoing a mocking laugh. I fumbled to turn my music up and put my headphones in as my mother hailed a cab. When we got in, I noticed the clock on the dashboard. It was almost four AM. I don’t think I’d ever stayed up this late in my entire life. My eyes were burning, but I did not want to close them until I had a shower and was in my warm bed.

I didn’t even try to talk to my mother. She was texting at the speed of light on her phone. I assumed she was talking to my sister Kara. I could only hope Kara would prove to be the peacemaker she always was. My mother and I have never spoken the same language – Kara was really our only way to communicate. She seemed to understand us both and closed the gap between us slightly. She hadn’t lived with us for years, but she made it a point to call me every day. I’m sure she talked to mom just as much.

My phone vibrated, and I looked down and saw a text from Madison. “I called her.”

I texted back, “I know.”

“I’m staying here – get some rest I’ll see you soon – stay away from that girl.”

I didn’t respond. I was too tired to comprehend what she was not telling me. A second later, another text came in. It was from Madison; she had pasted the Libra horoscope to the text. I didn’t bother to read it. I really never cared for the idea of the stars plotting my path. Madison’s was a Scorpio, and from what I understand, they love the unexplained element the stars have. I had too much to worry about without adding in a prediction that may or may not come true.

Bianca had sent a text asking where I was, if I was OK, and wanting me to call her.

I let out a breath as I responded, “I’m in trouble and I’m tired – I don’t want to talk now.”

She responded immediately, “Rest – we have all summer text me when you wake up.”

I rolled my eyes and hit the ‘Sleep’ button on my phone. I stared out the window, trying to understand why I would have agreed to go anywhere with her – especially Cancun; it was so far away. I was determined not to go, and I knew my mother would have no issues canceling any plans I may have made. I wondered if I agreed to go because Britain was going – but then again, I didn’t remember Bianca saying that he was. Honestly, I barely remembered planning the trip before yesterday.

When we reached our apartment, I went straight to my bathroom and took the hottest shower of my life, determined to burn off every icky feeling that the ER gave me. Once I was dressed, I put my headphones in and turned on every light I could in my room. I had never been able to sleep in the darkness – I didn’t trust what I couldn’t see.

My room was a disaster. It usually was, but not like this. I always had organized plies of my things. The paramedics had managed to disturb the balance I liked.

I knelt down and started to put my things back in order. I made a pile for clothes I wanted to wash. I put my books in front of my window. I pushed a few graduation presents I hadn’t opened to the to the center of the room and tossed cards next to them to remind myself to send thank you cards as I opened them.

I sat down in the center of my floor and stared at my bed through heavy eyelids. I wanted to figure out what I was missing. The song on my phone shifted, and the hypnotic voice that was entangled with a beautiful guitar made me feel safe - but at the same time, the voice made me feel sad, so sad that I felt my heart breaking. Angry tears came to the corners of my eyes. I felt so lost and alone.

I crawled into my bed and reached to pull the plug on the clock that was screaming ‘Five AM’ at me. I didn’t want my alarm to wake me from the deep sleep I was about to fall into. As I laid my head on my pillow, the alluring aroma of Britain’s cologne surrounded me. I struggled to remember any moment alone with him. I could see us together, but I couldn’t remember the words we said to each other; all I could feel was frustration – like I wanted to see something within him…but I didn’t know what.

I was too stubborn to let this go. I grudgingly reached for my charger and plugged my cell phone in. I then scrolled through to find his name and texted, ‘it smells like you’re still here.” I moved my music back to the song that had made me feel safe a moment ago and hit ‘Repeat’, trying to capture that emotion and ignore the heartbreak it seemed to bring as well. A second later, the silent vibration of the phone ringing caught me off guard; I didn’t expect him to call – I figured he would text. I crawled out of my bed and went to my closet, turning the light on before I opened the door.

I answered in a whisper as I closed the door and walked to the back of the closet. I was sure my mother could not overhear me from where I was hiding.

“I can come there now if you want me to,” Britain said in a tender tone.

“No…you can’t…I’m sure my mother would kill you.”

“Well…we can just talk until daylight, then you can leave for breakfast and I’ll meet you and take you away from all of this.”

I hesitated before I spoke. “Did I have plans to go to Cancun?”

I heard him laugh slightly under his breath. “You really are tired, aren’t you?”

“Did I?” I asked, ignoring his comment.

“Bianca had plans – and yes, you were included in them.”

I furrowed my eyebrows. “I’m not going,” I said quietly.

“I didn’t think you would – you don’t strike me as a beach person.”

“Were you going?” I asked, still trying to understand this absurd plan.

“I’m going wherever you go.”

“Stalker,” I said in a sarcastic tone.

He laughed at me. “Guilty as charged. I can’t help it…you bring that element out in me…it’s your energy – its addicting. That and the fact that I have never had to try this hard to get a girl’s attention.”

“That means that when or if you finally get my attention, you’ll get bored and leave.”

“Is that your fear?” he asked tenderly.

I bit my bottom lip and clenched my hands into a fist before I answered. “I’m afraid for you, but I don’t know why.”

“I’ve told you before, nothing can hurt me – not with you at my side.”

My eyes moved to the shadows beneath my clothes. I could just faintly hear the whispers behind them. “I don’t remember you ever saying that – what was I afraid of?” I asked, wondering if I was the only one that knew of the darkness I fought.

“I’m not sure…I could just see the fear in your eyes.”

“Well…I need to figure it out…I’m running out of time.”

“Why do you say that?” he asked.

“I’m leaving soon.”

“For?”

I started to answer him, but my mind was blank. I knew without a doubt that I was leaving, that I had planned to say goodbye to my mom and Kara – but right now, I don’t know why. I suppose it was so I could figure out who I was and what was haunting me, but I couldn’t explain that right now.

“A new life,” I said under my breath.

“We can have that together.”

“You just met me. We’re not to the point of ‘together’…I don’t think we will be… not now.”

“I met you months ago, and I’m at that point - and I’m waiting on you to get there.”

I let the silence take over for a moment as I struggled with my emotions. My stomach was tying itself in knots. Talking to him felt so wrong – all of this felt wrong. “I can’t talk about this right now…I’m tired,” I said quietly.

“K…sleep for me, Charlie.”

“Bye,” I whispered as I pushed the ‘Sleep’ button on my phone, then turned my music up. I took in deep a breath as I heard the voice that had calmed me before. I looked down to see who it was as I walked back to my bed, but all I saw was a track number. That didn’t surprise me; most of my music was indie, so it was hard to keep up with who I was listening to.

My phone vibrated again as I laid down; it was a text from Britain that read, ‘Go to sleep my sleeping beauty I’ll take all your fears away.”

I shook my head as I closed my eyes. I needed sleep if I was going to figure him out.



 




Chapter 2

I felt a splitting headache and heard the annoying whispers long before I opened my eyes. I was still tired, but I was so thirsty I couldn’t lie still anymore. I sat up and blinked a few times. I couldn’t understand how it was still dark outside. I looked at my clock, only to find it unplugged - just the way I left it. I felt around my sheets for my phone, wanting to drown out the whispers around me, but I couldn’t find it anywhere. As I focused my eyes, I realized my room had been invaded, meaning someone had cleaned it. I shook my head, furious. The only right I had in this apartment was that Rosa, my mother’s housekeeper, was not allowed to enter my personal space. It was a stupid rebellion, I’ll give you that, but it made me feel in control of something. Everything I had grouped together was gone, and my room was spotless – basically empty.

As I started to wake up, I realized that it was probably my mother that cleaned my room. I knew she was looking for something, anything, to explain my out-of-character defiance. I hesitated as I tried to remember more details, what I was missing - but everything was just as foggy…it almost seemed worse than it was before I went to sleep.

I took a deep breath, then tore through my covers looking for my phone, hoping I’d simply pulled my headphones from my ears in my sleep. Anxiety started to come over every part of me when I realized my phone was nowhere to be found. I heard the whispers laugh. I furrowed my eyebrows in anger – but it was just an act; I was terrified.

I closed my eyes and started to remember the song I’d fallen asleep to – the voice that made me feel safe. I could barely hold the memory in my mind, but it was enough to give me the courage I needed to look calm in front of this darkness.

I sighed and went to find something to drink, hoping that my mother had simply taken my phone to get my attention – to make it impossible for me to hide in my room. The apartment was dim, but I could see the light from the TV in the front room at the end of the hall.

I crossed the hall to my mom’s room to see if she was asleep, slightly hoping that Rosa was the one in the front room. I found her bed empty, still made. The clock on her night stand said twelve AM. I turned on the light, too afraid to cross the dark room without my music. I walked to her bedside table to look at the date on her phone that was by the charger; it was Saturday – or at least it had been for the last minute. How did I sleep all the way through Friday? I searched her bedside drawer for my phone; not finding it, I knew I only had one choice: to ask her for it. I debated on just going back to my room to somehow hum myself back to sleep – but then the thirst that had woken me in the first place made itself known as I tried to swallow.

I stepped into the hallway and reached for the light, turning it on before I began to walk toward the front room. I watched as the shadows of the hall snaked themselves against the wall, avoiding the lit path I’d given myself. Walking down the hall, I tried to prepare myself for the lecture that was sure to come from my mom. I loved my mother – but one thing is for sure: we are complete strangers. She had never even tried to understand who I was…what I was really struggling with.

Before stepping into the living room, I reached my arm around the corner to turn on the light, then quickly walked to the kitchen, which was on the left. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my mother raise her head from her work and silently watch me avoid a darkness that only I seem to be able to see.

Normally when I’m in trouble, my heart races, my ears burn, and I feel horribly guiltily - but not this time. My head hurt too bad to care – I was in a fog.

The main light in the kitchen was on, but I went out of my way to turn on the one above the sink and the stove. I heard the snickering from the shadows as they subsided away from the new light. “Laugh all you want,” I whispered at them. I could see my mom out of the corner of my eye at her desk by the window. She shook her head as she saw me counter the whispers.

The TV was muted. I had no idea why she even bothered to turn it on sometimes. I had almost devoured an entire bottle of water before she finally followed me. She walked over to the cabinet and pulled out a bottle of Tylenol and handed me two pills. I took them, thinking I may have overestimated her ill mood.

“If I fixed you something to eat, would you eat it?” she asked.

“Eat, Charlie...,” the whispers taunted in an annoying, overlapping sequence.

I shook my head no, determined not to eat simply because they wanted me to.

“You’re not hungry at all? You missed three meals – and you’re not hungry?” my mother said.

Seeing that this was going to lead to a conversation about how I should eat more and gain a few pounds, I chose the lesser of the two evils and reached for my box of cereal that was on the bar. She opened the refrigerator and pulled the milk out, and I ate as slowly as I could, hoping she was getting too tired to discuss anything with me.

“Your gown and dress are hanging in your bathroom,” she said as she pulled a bottle of water out of the fridge.

I nodded and continued to eat my cereal in silence.

“Come, Charlie, we need you,” the whispers begged.

“Everything else of yours is packed and in your sister’s trunk,” my mother said just before she casually took a drink of her water.

I almost choked on my milk. Once I coughed myself through that, I looked at her like she was crazy. “Kara’s here? What?! Why are my bags in her car?” I whispered harshly.

“Noooo,” the whispers hissed.

Their disapproval brought a smile to the corners of my lips. Sometimes doing the opposite of what they say makes them silent, and not having any idea where my phone was – I needed silence if I was going to stay sane.

I loved my sister, don’t get me wrong; I just knew that Kara’s house was hours away. She lived outside of Salem in the house I was born in. It was paid for with some of my father’s royalties. Kara and her husband Robert lived there now – well, Robert was always gone; he’s a journalist covering some war somewhere – I forget where. Once we moved to the city, mom convinced them to move in there. She told them the market was all wrong to sell it. Kara and I both knew she just wasn’t ready to let it go; it reminded her of my dad, and it was the first real house she ever had. Kara didn’t mind. She was a writer and enjoyed the solitude.

“Where did you think you were going to spend the summer?” she asked bleakly.

I stared blankly at her, knowing if I had the audacity to say “Cancun”, I would pay the price – so I didn’t say anything.

She sighed and looked down. “You knew Kara wasn’t going to miss your graduation.”

“Um…yeah…I guess, but why are my clothes in Kara’s trunk?” I asked, halfway smiling as I heard the whispers begin to quiet themselves.

She looked up at me, then hesitated as she searched for words.“This city is not good for you,” she said, looking down quickly as she stood up straight. “I thought you’d be fine…but I guess I was wrong…I don’t even know you anymore….you’ve forgotten who you are - right when you need to remember. I don’t understand what Bianca and Britain have done to you, but we have to end this.”

“I’m fine, mom. I’m not going with Kara; I need to be here.”

I held my breath and prepared to fight with her. I had a fear of going home – it wasn’t that it was bad there – I loved Salem…I just felt like right now it needed to be a secret. I didn’t want what I’d forgotten to be led there. I would rather know I had a place to run to if things got as bad as I could feel them getting.

“This is last place you need to be – you need to get away from those people. I thought about skipping your graduation…but I didn’t raise you to be a coward and run – we’re leaving the moment you walk that line.”

“Mom – seriously – you don’t understand...I can’t right now – I’m not done.”

“Done with what?” she asked shortly as she crossed her arms.

I bit my bottom lip as l let my spoon fall into my bowl. I didn’t know how to answer her. I didn’t understand what I was trying to say to her…I couldn’t remember…I just knew that this sick feeling…my stomach tying itself it knots was a warning, and I had to stay here.

“I don’t know right now…I can’t take this back to Salem with me,” I answered finally.

“You are going to have to give me a better reason than that to let you stay here – you’re playing a dangerous game, Charlie… and you don’t need to play it alone.”

“If you don’t want me to be alone, then ask Madison to come here for the summer – that’s a compromise.”

My mother’s face flushed, and she turned white as a ghost. “Madison? Is that the only person you want me to ask to come here?”

I looked at her like she was crazy. “You can ask Kara to stay, too, if you want – she wouldn’t notice where she is; all she cares about is having time to write.”

My mother took in a shaky breath, then turned to put her water back in the fridge. As she closed the door, she looked back at me. “You’re going to them. I don’t know what Britain did to you, but I want you home where I know you’re safe.”

“He didn’t do anything to me, mom – he’s not the problem...I can feel that. I have to protect him.”

“From?” my mother asked, encouraging me to find the answer to my random thoughts.

“I don’t know… something, though.”

“He thinks you’re a couple – is that true? Are you hiding something from me, Charlie?”

“We’re just friends – nothing else.”

She slowly moved her head from side to side as her eyes stared vacantly at me. “I don’t know, sleeping beauty – he has a different perspective, and that’s dangerous, very dangerous.”

“Your read my texts?! That’s uncalled for!”

“How is it uncalled for? I read a text on a phone that I paid for, in an apartment that I paid for.”

“Right,” I said, rolling my eyes and refusing to let her pull me into this argument.

“The texts today have been entertaining, to say the least,” she said in a concerned tone.

“Let me guess: I’m grounded from my phone.”

“I haven’t decided yet,” she said, raising her eyebrows the way she always does when she contemplates her next move.

“I need it, mom,” I said in a more approachable tone.

She walked slowly to the bar where I was sitting and leaned forward, holding my stare. “You don’t need the music, Charlie; all you need is this,” she said, pointing to my temple.

“Mom, please don’t make me explain why I need it – not now – I’m tired.”

She tilted her head. “I need to know that if you were put in a position where you did not have your music, you would be fine – this is the first step to making you stronger – to bringing my Charlie back.”

“It’s not a step, mom – it’s a leap – it’s unfair. You hate music, so you want me to – if you only knew what I did.”

“I know what you know and so much more – you’re not going to spend the rest of your life with headphones in your ears.”

I held in a breath, trying to block the rant that wanted to escape. I knew whatever life she had imagined me having was nothing close to what I would want. I would rather fight the whispers and shadows than continue to fight with her.

“Mom, we’re both tired – I don’t want to fight with you. Just let me stay here…at least until I feel better.”

“Charlie…I think you are really confused right now…and I don’t know how to help you…you need to go home.”

For a second, it looked like she was holding back tears,but she was too strong to cry. I knew I must have really hurt her by doing this to myself – having that party - and that made me feel horrible.

I started to say I was sorry, but she held her hand up to stop me. “I want you to play for me…I want to hear you play.”

I felt the air leave my lungs. My heart started to race – it was like I had yearned to hear her say those words, but that didn’t make any sense to me. “I-I-I don’t know how.”

Her body tensed, and fear consumed her expression. “Well….,” she said, looking down, “maybe it’s time for a fresh lesson.”

My mouth dropped open – was she telling me to play music? She hated music – she hated sound – what had triggered this desire? Fresh lesson? I’d never played – I’d never done anything like that.

All at once, flashes of memories of me playing a guitar came to me. I couldn’t breathe – what did those drugs do to me? Was I going insane? I swallowed and looked up at mom with pleading eyes. I wanted to tell her everything - about the whispers, the shadows, these fears for Britain I had - but I couldn’t find the words; all I could do was try and hold on to the these vague memories of me holding the one instrument that I absolutely adored.

An odd calm seemed to come over the room, and the sinister whispers fell completely silent. I furrowed my eyebrows as I tried to understand how the mood around us could change so quickly – what was causing the silence.

My mother’s eyes seemed to sparkle as she raised her head and looked at the thin air before her. “You can play for me in your father’s studio,” my mother said, smiling slightly.

My eyes raced all over her expression, then to the blank space in front of her. It was like she was not even there anymore; she was somewhere else. I watched whatever fear she had for me wash away from her expression. She let out a deep breath, then walked toward her desk.

I followed her in a stunned trance, trying to understand why she thought I could play – why I had those memories…they were so distant…so distant that I didn’t think it was possible for them to be real.

“Mom, I don’t want to go with Kara. Summer is all we have before…,” I stopped, not wanting to bring up the fact that I was leaving as soon as I turned eighteen – that it felt like I’d plotted that day for years, and it was a big part of the wedge that seemed to be between us.

She sighed and tilted her head.“If I remember correctly… two days ago, you were planning on spending the summer away from me.” She closed her laptop down, then reached to turn her lamp off - but she hesitated as she glanced at me. She left it on, then walked past me to her room.

I wasn’t brave enough to follow her. I didn’t understand what was wrong with me. I thought about waking up Kara. I assumed she was in the guest room, but I didn’t want to sound insane. I walked slowly back to my room, ignoring the shadows as they reached out from the dark corners of the hallway.

I crawled back into my bed. The moment I noticed the whispers were still silent, they slowly began to show themselves again. I started to hum to myself as I imagined playing – I imagined how powerful it would feel - to create the only weapon I had against the darkness: music. I fell into a vacant dream, thinking tomorrow everything would be clearer.

It felt like only a second before I felt the weight of a body leaning across me. Startled, my eyes flew open to find my sister, Kara, leaning across me. Her bright blue eyes were sparkling, and her long blonde hair was tied to the side. She looked just like my mom, only younger. Some people have a hard time believing I belong to this family at all, simply because I’m so short and my hair and eyes are jet black. I looked like my dad – well, except for the short part. I think the only reason I’m small is because I was premature, but who knows how genes work anyway?

“Today is your big day, Charlie bug,” Kara said, grinning widely.

“Charlie, we need you…come, Charlie,” the whispers taunted.

I shook my head, ignoring them.“I hear I’m in your custody,” I said, wiping the sleep out of my eyes.

Her eyes grew concerned as she looked over me.“You want to come home, Charlie.” she said quietly.

“I can’t go, Kara…help me talk mom out of this.”

Kara’s eyes filled with concern as they danced across my face. “Charlie…you need to be home now. I’m taking mom’s side on this.”

“This is the one time I need you to take mine…I’m scared, and I don’t even know why – going home is a bad idea. I have to fight my demons where I find them.”

“What demons are we talking about, Charlie?” Kara asked as she leaned back.

I pulled myself up and stared blankly in the distance. “I don’t know…just fears…isn’t that what demons are?”

“You would know,” she said under her breath as she stood and started to pace beside my bed. “I don’t know why you’re trying to fight this fear on your own…this is the one time you should be reaching for the one who makes you so unique.”

I furrowed my eyebrows as I listened to her – who was she talking about – my father? How could I reach for him? I started to ask her what she was talking about, but then I remembered my mother telling me she wanted me to play for her. My heart started to race as I heard her words in my memory again. I assumed Kara wanted me to come home so I could teach myself to play. She knew I depended on music to make me feel safe…as far as I could remember, I never told her why I needed the music…about the whispers, but there was no doubt she knew I hid behind the gift my father carried in his life.

“Mom asked me to play for her…how crazy is that?” I mumbled as I let my legs fall to the side of the bed.

Kara sat down next to me, and I could see relief starting to come over her. “How did that make you feel…to hear her say that?”

I slowly moved my head from side to side as I felt the emotion again. “Strange…like I yearned for those words…but that doesn’t make any sense…I’ve never played.”

Kara took in a deep breath, and the relief I saw before vanished. “I’m really worried about you, Charlie – everyone is – but I’ve been assured that letting you find your way back to the Charlie you were before those drugs – or whatever happened to you - is the only way you’ll get better.”

“I’m fine…just a little foggy,” I said quietly as I looked down.

“I think I could find a stronger word than that.”

“You’re a writer – I’m sure you could,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“Fair,” Kara said as she twirled her wedding ring on her finger. “I just think you need to listen to yourself right now, to the emotions you’re feeling. I think that will be the fastest way to make you better.”

“I agree – and the emotions are telling me to stay here. I can’t explain how strong those emotions are to you right now.”

Kara leaned forward on her knees as she contemplated my words. “The only problem is….you were acting strange before this…and you didn’t tell me what was wrong. The only person you told was Madison…and if it was up to her, you would already be home…my emotions are telling me to take you there.”

“What if something bad happens?”

“Worse than this?” Kara asked, looking over me.

“I’m alive – it was a stupid mistake; it’s not like I died or something.”

“Maybe not…but you are missing a big part of who you are…you’re missing your confidence.”

“I’m confident that I want safe haven – that’s Salem.”

“You need to feel safe in your own skin, Charlie,” Kara said, standing. “Mom is following us back this afternoon just to make sure you’re settled, and to have a celebration lunch.”

I bit my lip and felt the anger blush in my cheeks. I felt out of control and hated every second of it. I figured I could go home for the weekend or something, then find an excuse to come back here. At least that way, everyone would get what they wanted.

“Charlie, please come – please,” the whispers pleaded.

I shook my head from side to side.

“Can you at least get my phone back?” I asked pleadingly.

“I’ll try. If not, I’ll let you use mine.”

“I want if for my music, not to talk on it,” I said, rolling my eyes.

Kara gently reached her hand to the side of my face and cradled my ear. “Have you forgotten how to make them silent?”

I looked at her curiously. “I never knew how to,” I said quietly.

Fear filled her expression as she tried to smile. “Get ready.”

Once I was at the school, I went to the gym to line up with my class for our march to the auditorium. I searched the crowd of royal blue robes for Bianca, trying to focus on the random conversations and ignore the muffled whispers. I wanted to tell her that I didn’t have my phone, to make sure she knew that I wasn’t going with her to Cancun – to tell her goodbye – forever. I didn’t want to be her friend. I didn’t want her in my life – her seductive image – the way she manipulated everything and everyone around her was something I wanted nothing to do with. Not after what she did to me the other night.

I’d given up and was making my way to sit on bleachers when silence came to the whispers and I felt her arm hook through mine. I looked to my side to see her huge crystal blue eyes smiling at me. Next to her olive skin and long dark hair, the blue almost seemed angelic, but that was her weapon. I knew that under her innocent reflection, there was something sinister – something I’d been trying to conquer for a while.

“I know you’re not mad at me?” she said, grinning.

“I am,” I said under my breath.

“Did you sleep? I’ve been texting you like crazy. I came over, but your mom wouldn’t let me in,” Bianca said, straightening my robe.

“Tell me your version,” I said in a harsh tone.

“My version of what?” she asked in an astonished tone as she took off her cap and swooshed her hair forward. She always kept her hair down to hide the birthmark on the back of her neck. It was dark and shaped like a broken heart. I actually adored it…it almost seemed poetic to me.

“What did you do to me?” I asked as she put her cap back on and adjusted her hair beneath it.

“Nothing…I thought it was valium. I just needed you to relax…you’re so uptight all the time.”

“That wasn’t valium, and that wasn’t what you were trying to do,” I said confidently as I looked away from her.

“What was I trying to do, Charlie?” she asked innocently.

I moved my head from side to side. “It will come to me…until it does, I need time to think.”

“Well, you have twenty-four hours before we fly away, so think away.”

“I’m not going away with you – plans cancelled.”

I could see anger come over her innocent expression. She stared into my eyes, and something told me to look away - not like a coward, but as if she didn’t deserve to look into my eyes.

“I think your mom has messed with your head – you’ll feel better in a day or so. Why don’t you and Britain go out tonight? Spend some time alone.”

“No…,” I said quietly. “I have plans.”

“With?”

“I have a life outside of you.”

“Do you?” she said, laughing causally. “I’ve spent almost every waking hour with you for the past three months – the only person you talk to besides us is Madison…and well…you need to get over that girl.”

“I’m sure she has the same opinion of you,” I said shortly.

“BFF war - is that what you want?” Bianca said in teasing manner. “Alright then – I apologize from the bottom of my heart for causing you so much trouble.” She stepped forward and reached for my hands. “I just wanted to see the real you – the one you hide.”

“No war…I just need space right now – low profile – my mom has never been this mad at me before. I have plans for the next few days – maybe even the summer. I don’t have my phone anymore; if I get it back, I’ll text you or something.”

“Summer? What? What are you talking about, Charlie? You don’t want to leave me here with Britain.”

I dared to look into her eyes. She was right: my emotions were telling me that that was exactly what I didn’t want. The emotion wasn’t of jealousy - it was of fear that she could hurt him…but that seemed absurd.

I held a calm expression as I stared at her. “And why is that?”

“You like him…a lot…he likes you, and being away from him makes you anxious.” As she spoke, I swear I saw her pupils begin to expand. I looked away from her eyes and out to the crowd.

“I’m only anxious because I’m missing memories…they’ll come back, and when they do – whatever goals or ambitions I had before the other night will not only be stronger – I’ll be relentless in achieving them.”

“Your only goal was to live happily ever after with Britain, to live happily ever after with me.”

I rolled my eyes. “You really don’t know me, do you?”

Before she could answer, the principal blew the whistle for us to line up. I looked down as I walked to my place in line. The whispers began to emerge with each I step I took. I was starting to think that was a good sign…I don’t know why; all I knew was that I had to do something to bring my memory back – the sooner the better.

The march into the auditorium, the speeches, the sound of my name being called to receive my diploma were moments I should cherish, but I didn’t. I focused on taking small breaths and trying to play a song in my mind. I couldn’t make out what the whispers were saying, but it was clear they were enjoying the agony they were putting me through. Once the final words had been said and the caps were soaring through the air, I turned and politely hugged the people next to me before looking for my mom and sister.

When I found them, Kara took pictures of me and my mom as we posed as the happy, accomplished family. My mom was pulled away by someone she knew from her company. Kara made me smile for a few more pictures.

“I’m going to check my locker before we leave; I think I left a hoodie in there,” I said to Kara as I blocked another shot from her flash.

“OK, hurry up; we have a long drive,” she said, scanning her camera to make sure she had properly captured the moment.

I expected all the lights to be on in the school, but they weren’t. I stood at the entry way to the hallway my locker was on. It was barely lit enough for me to see my way. I thought about just leaving whatever was in my locker behind, but then the frustration of giving in to my fears took over. I unzipped my robe and laid it on the floor, took in a breath, then ran to my locker. The shadows reached out for me, and I heard them say, “Charlie...come, Charlie…we need you...come.”

“Never,” I said, gritting my teeth as I fumbled with my combination.

The only thing I found in my locker was a black hoodie. I quickly put it on, covering my black dress. As I started to walk briskly back, I fumbled with my hood; something that I could not see pushed it back. I heard the whispers hiss and laugh as I turned, looking for anything or anyone that could have touched me. My heart started to race, and adrenaline rushed through every part of me.

“ – ours, Charlie,” the whispers hissed.

I tried to step forward, but something blocked me. I couldn’t step back or to either side. Panic completely consumed me. I fell to my knees, squinting my eyes closed and humming as loud as I could. I swear, I could feel the shadows brush against me. I was horrified. Then all at once, they were silent, and whatever was blocking me had vanished.

I stood slowly and pulled my hood up as I took a deep breath. Every part of me was numb – they were getting stronger, and I didn’t know why.

“Charlie,” I heard Britain say.

I let my breath out, now knowing why the shadows and whispers had vanished.

I turned to see him just a few feet away. You’d think that I’d be grateful – that the fact that he could somehow shield all of my fears would make me want to be with him, but it didn’t. It made me mad. I wanted to be the one that caused them to be silent .I didn’t want to need him.

“Are you OK?” he asked in a concerned tone as he slowly walked to me.

“I didn’t know you were coming,” I said, trying to change the subject – to avoid the question of why I looked so terrified.

He reached my side and let his hands rest on my hips, pulling me closer to him. He then tilted his head, still holding a concerned expression. “Where else would I be?” he asked, trying to hold my stare.

I looked down. “I have to go.”

He gently reached his fingertips to my chin and encouraged me to look him in the eye. I held my breath and stared into him fearlessly. His grin widened. “Where are we going?”

“I can’t take you with me…but I need you tell me you’ll be fine…that I don’t have to worry about you.”

His tender expression changed to anger. “What are you saying? I don’t want you going anywhere alone,” he said, looking down the dark hallway. “It’s not safe for you to be alone.”

“I don’t think it’s safe to be with you either – obviously, helping you managed to leave me worse off than I was to begin with.”

“How do you know that? What’s worse?”

“My memory, for one thing – I can’t even remember half the things we’ve said to each other…why I wanted to see something in you…save you.”

“See?” he repeated, tilting his head.

I let out a frustrated breath. “I don’t know what I mean – if you remember what I wanted to help you with – listen to me. I had to have told you.”

He stepped slightly back, and I saw his dominant jaw lock. I could tell he was angry - not at me, but at someone – maybe even Bianca.

“You thought I was in danger…but you’re wrong…standing at your side, it’s impossible for me to be in danger – you stop it.”

“Stop what?” I said in a vacant tone, wanting someone to acknowledge the fact that I could hear darkness – that somehow next to him, it was silent.

He looked down at me and let his eyes dance across my face before he answered. “There’s a balance in the universe.” He reached his hands for my waist and pulled me close to him. “And when you disturb that balance, you bring hardship that’s undeserved to you.”

“I’m causing this?” I said, looking down the hall at the shadows that I knew were waiting for a chance to toy with me.

“I don’t think you mean to…you were born this way – into your family…but I can take your fear away…you just have to trust me to do that.”

My stomach started to turn, and I felt dizzy. I had never told him anything about my family. I don’t even think he knew I had a sister. Why would he say my family had a curse? I felt a yearning to argue with him, to tell him he was wrong, that his family…his world was dangerous and he had to save himself. That he was strong enough, but I couldn’t find the words to back my emotions.

“How can you take it away – how do you?” I asked timidly as I tried to look calm.

He raised his right hand to my eye and gently caressed my lashes closed, then whispered, “Change your perspective – you have sympathy when you should have disgust.”

He lowered his hand, and I opened my eyes slowly. “I don’t have either of those emotions…I just want to ignore it.”

A grin spread across his face, and all of the anger he had before seemed to fade. “That works, too.” His eyes slowly searched my face. “You have to be the most breathtakingly beautiful… mysterious girl I have ever met.” His eyes glanced at the space around me. For a second, I thought someone had come to look for me, but then his eyes fell into mine again. “I don’t know what’s more intriguing to me – this shield you have around you, or the undeniable power of your soul.”

I smirked at his comment. “The power of my soul – that’s a little deeper than what most guys would say,” I said, raising my eyebrows as I removed his hands from my hips.

“I’m not most guys. I doubt anyone sees you the way I do,” he said, holding a serious gaze.

“And how is that?” I said, trying to hold a distant approach to his words – trying to fight my swarming emotions – the ones that were telling me that if I could save him, I could protect something so much more precious…I just didn’t know what that was.

“You’re everything,” he whispered.

He slowly began to lean into me. I felt my heart race and my ears start to burn. I didn’t want to kiss him…it felt like it would be betrayal - one that I could never recover from.

I looked into his eyes, but they were not looking at me; they were carefully studying my lips. I closed my eyes, wishing for a way out of this. I felt the heat of his lips near mine. My heart was beating so loud, I barely heard the sound of my name. I stepped back, finding myself against the lockers.

“Charlie?!” Kara said.

It sounded like she screamed, but it was more like a harsh whisper. I stepped abruptly back from Britain and looked to my right to see her coming down the hall, holding my gown. I looked back up at Britain only to find him grinning and shaking his head. “It’s uncanny how she always knows when to show up,” he whispered.

“That’s my sister,” I said as I let out a grateful sigh; if it were my mom, I’d be dead by now.

“Really? She doesn’t look like you,” he said, standing up a little straighter and looking curiously down at me.

I could see a betrayal in his eyes – he knew then that I’d hidden more than I’d ever revealed to him. I was really good at avoiding conversations I didn’t want to have. I’m sure that’s what he meant when he referred to my shield. I also found it somewhat humorous what he said about my mom always showing up at the wrong moment. From my vague memories, I could recall that when Britain did manage to create a moment that I didn’t have the courage to refuse, my mom either came home or called at that instant…I felt the emotion of gratitude and relief consume me as I watched Kara come closer to us.

“I’m coming,” I said to Kara.

She was just a few feet away from us now.

“We’ll go together,” she said, looking at Britain.

He reached his hand out to her. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Britain.”

“I’m Kara… I wish I could say I’ve heard a lot about you,” Kara said, shaking his hand.

Britain grinned slightly. “I could say the same. At least I’m not the only one she keeps in the dark.”

“Well, Charlie has always been one to keep her thoughts locked away,” Kara said, giving me an intense look.

“We were just talking about that shield she has around her,” Britain said, looking intently down at me.

I ignored the invitation to explain why I never mentioned a sister and stepped forward. “Is mom looking for me?” I asked Kara.

“She’s talking to your friend Bianca’s parents. It might be a good idea for you to say your goodbyes; we have a long drive.”

I felt my stomach tie itself in knots; I told Bianca I wanted a low profile, and what does she do? Let her parents near my mom.

Britain looked down at me and shook his head slightly. He knew I was mad at Bianca. He looked at my sister and said, “I feel like I’m in the dark…where’s our long drive to?”

I looked at Kara and pleaded with my eyes for her to be discreet. I didn’t want anyone to know where I was going – or for how long.

“School is over…so is Charlie’s time in the city,” Kara said, looking at Britain. “Maybe once she’s feeling better and mom has some to time to get over the other night, I can get her phone back…she’ll call you if she wants to.”

Britain looked down at me. “You don’t have a phone anymore? Since when?”

“Sometime Friday,” I said, shrugging my shoulders.

“You haven’t listened to music since Friday?” he asked, surprised.

I shook my head no.

“No wonder you’re so tense,” he said in a low tone. He then smiled at Kara and said, “I understand…her health is very important to me, too.”

Kara reached for my hand. “She’s getting better every second…it’s time to go home, Charlie.”

I took her hand. Kara looked over at Britain once more, then pulled me to walk away. I looked over my shoulder at him. “I’ll find you,” he whispered.

Hearing his words, Kara gripped my hand and pulled me to walk faster.



 




Chapter 3

Almost everyone had cleared out of the school; only a few people were posing for pictures now. I saw my mom, Bianca, and Bianca’s parents by the door.

As Kara and I walked closer, I tried to judge my mother’s composure. She wasn’t tense at all; in fact she looked very relaxed. She was smiling and nodding along with something Bianca’s father was saying. She even smiled at me as I walked up.

“There she is,“ Bianca’s dad said.

This man towered over me. I was sure I had never even looked him in the eye. He just has a power that dominates off him. It was intimidating to be in his presence, to say the least. I had no idea how my mom mustered the courage to argue with him that night at the ER.

“I wanted to get a picture of you and Bianca. She said you had left, but then luckily we found your mother waiting on you,” Mr. Nathenson said to me.

Bianca stepped forward and hooked her arm through mine. Kara stood by Bianca’s mom so she could take a picture, too.

“Charlie, take your hood off,” Kara said to me.

“No,” Bianca’s mother complained. “I love the hood; it wouldn’t be Charlie without it.”

I smiled through gritted teeth – I wanted to get away from them – to get my mom away from them. I was halfway hoping Britain would chose to follow us out – this desire to run was never a problem when he was close; that’s odd, considering he seems to bring that emotion out of everyone he’s around.

“Sorry,” Bianca whispered behind her smile.

I rolled my eyes, knowing she wasn’t.

“Perfect,” Mr. Nathenson said. “Well, I’m sure all of you are eager to get on your way. I’m disappointed that we won’t see Charlie this summer.”

I felt my stomach drop. I could only hope my mother hadn’t told them where I was going. As I looked back and forth between my mother and Mr. Nathenson, my heart started to race and my ears burned.

My mother nodded and looked at me as if to tell me to say my goodbyes. I looked at Bianca.

“I’ll see you around,” I mumbled.

She smiled innocently. “In no time.”

The sick feeling in my stomach was so powerful, I had to tell myself to breath. I felt like the world was closing in around me – that my worst fears were about to come true. I just didn’t know what they were.

“I’ll let you how that case works out,” Mr. Nathenson said to us as we walked away.

My mom looked back and smiled, then reached her arm around my shoulders.

“What case?” I asked once we were far enough away not to be heard.

“innocent..,” the shadows mocked.

My mom tightened her arm around me. “Apparently, Mr. Nathenson was concerned about the delivery boy that brought the food to your little party. So he asked his friend at the DA’s office to look into it, and now they’ve linked several cases matching deliveries and robberies. They even made a few arrests.”

I was very careful not to let the confusion I was feeling surface in my expression. Bianca had admitted to me that she had given me what she thought was valium – now they’re saying that her alibi was real? The whispers began to laugh. I didn’t understand. It was as if they were on Bianca’s side – it didn’t make any sense that they were always silent around her. I couldn’t shake the terrified emotion that was chasing me.

“Did you tell them where I’m going? Do they know about Salem?” I asked in a low tone.

My mother looked down at me and squeezed my shoulder. “I didn’t tell them anything beyond that you were going home…if they figure it out, I’ll deal with it. You’re safe in Salem…do you understand me?”

I didn’t answer; I couldn’t through the fear I felt. I knew my mom was wrong, but I had no way to back up what I was feeling.

“My car’s over here – ride with Kara; I have a few calls to make, and I don’t want you to be bored.”

I nodded slightly and walked in a daze at Kara’s side to her car.

“Charlie…you’re going to be fine – trust us,” Kara said under her breath.

“I don’t see it that way,” I mumbled.

She stopped behind her car and looked at me. “Why did you say that?” she asked.

I didn’t even try to hide my fear as I looked at her. “I feel it.”

“See it, or feel it?” she asked.

“If I could see it, I’d be able to tell you why – tell you that this is a bad idea.”

“If you could see, you’d be running to Salem - not tucked away in a dark hallway with that boy.”

“See? I think you’re taking my words too literally. I wasn’t tucked away. I was just talking to him.”

“That’s not what it looked liked to me – mom is right: that boy thinks you’re with him, and I can only hope he’s wrong because if he’s not – you’re in more trouble than I thought.”

“Sometimes our eyes lie, Kara – he’s not a bad guy – at least, I don’t think he is…if I figure him out, then I’ll be able to stop something.”

“What?” she asked, clearly disappointed in me.

I didn’t understand her tone - she was acting like I was cheating on someone with Britain – and that was insane. Right now, he was the only guy I could clearly recall in my life. As I thought those words, I felt my heart break and a sick feeling consume me. I felt dizzy. I braced myself on the side of the car.

“I don’t know,” I mumbled as I tried to find air.

“Let’s go home,” she said as she hit the ‘Unlock’ button on her keys.

I got in, put my seatbelt on, and slouched in my seat. I couldn’t keep my legs still; I bounced them along with the rhythm of the song I was playing in my mind. Without even realizing it, my fingers started to move against the seat. I felt my breath start to come back to me. I was still anxious, but it was more about getting home as fast as I could – I felt like I had to get there before Bianca – but that didn’t make any sense…what would she want there?

Kara climbed in and glanced down at my fingers moving in random order against the seat. She smiled slightly and mumbled, “Already getting better.”

I pulled my fingers into a fist. I was starting to dread the idea of playing…of being really bad at it. I didn’t want to give my mother another reason to hate music. I figured if I didn’t mention music or the guitar, she’d forget about asking me to play.

I furrowed my eyebrows as I remembered her asking me to – the emotions and the flashes of memories that didn’t seem to belong to me. I unclenched my fingers and started to move them to the sound I was hearing again. I felt a calm come over me, and my breath was starting to come on its own again.

The whispers started to mock the sound I was pretending to create. I stopped the flow of my fingers again to hear them laugh at me. I shook my head and chose to ignore them. The more I focused on the song in my mind, the clearer the memories I had last night became. I could feel the vibration of each string – I could hear my fingers command a sound to life. It was an unexplainable feeling – it felt like I was trying to take control of a life that didn’t belong to me.

Once Kara got out of the parking lot, she pointed at the radio. “Go ahead, play your music – as loud as you want.”

I smiled and shook my head no. “I don’t listen to the radio.”

She turned the radio up anyway.

“I don’t want you to be tense,” she said, shaking her head and mocking what Britain had said.

A few minutes later, she turned down the radio and glanced at me. “So…let’s talk about music…what’s your favorite song?”

“The one I hear right now ,” I said, pointing to my head, “– is track 1 – I don’t know the name of the band.”

“Track one on what?” she asked, prodding me to open up to her.

“My phone…it’s a good song… great sound…perfect voice.”

Kara looked down at my fingers still moving along with what I could remember of the song. She relaxed in her seat. “Let’s talk about that song… looks like it’s helping you.”

“Kara, please, let’s not talk about music – I’m freaked out enough that mom wants me to play for her.”

“That’s understandable,” Kara said, smiling slightly. “I told you she’d come around one day – I guess she was just waiting for the right moment.”

“Come around? Right moment? Does this look like a right moment?! I can’t play – no clue on how to – she should have come up with this ridiculous request ten years ago, when I had nothing else to deal with.”

Kara moved her head from side to side as she drove. I could tell she wanted to give me some kind of lecture – shake me out of whatever fog I was in, but something was holding her back. I almost wanted her to – I hated feeling like this – it’s one thing to be afraid, but to be that way and have no idea why is a whole other ball game – one I didn’t want to play.

Kara didn’t say anything for almost an hour, then she stretched in her seat. “I should have let you drive,” she complained.

I looked at her like she was crazy. I had taken Drivers Ed and passed with flying colors, and I’ve had my license for almost a year now, but I live in the city; driving was something I never did...it just took too long.

“What? You don’t think I’m driving you around all summer, do you?” she said, winking at me.

I sat up in my seat, not believing what I was hearing, “You’re going to let me drive your car – really?”

“I didn’t say that,” she said, laughing.

I crossed my arms and slid back into my seat, realizing she was just trying to get me to talk to her.

She just smiled slightly and turned up the radio. As we came closer to Salem, shadows from the trees alongside the road started to move – and almost reach for the car. I would flinch, and Kara would glance in my direction, then change lanes and move us to the brighter side of the road.

An hour later, mom called and told Kara to go to the restaurant first; she was starving. I was hungry, too, but I wanted to change before we went out. I hated wearing this black dress. I looked down at my hoodie covering it and decided I didn’t look as uptight as I thought I did. I lowered my hood and adjusted my pony tail, then pulled it across my shoulder before I raised my hood again.

“Are you really going to keep that hood on?” Kara asked as we pulled in the parking lot.

“Don’t worry, Kara; I have lots of these. I’ll let you borrow one if you want,” I teased.

“Maybe so, but I’m the one who packed your bags.”

“What? Tell me you packed them?!” I said, not sure if she was teasing or not.

“Calm down; hoodies, tank tops, and jeans all packed,” she said, reaching to pat me on the knee.

My mother parked next to us. She was on the phone and waved for us to go on without her. I was sure it was some business call. She honestly worked every day, all day. That infuriated me – I felt like she was wasting her life away on something that wouldn’t even matter one day.

As we walked in, I purposely avoided the shadows that were stretched across the sidewalk. Kara wasn’t surprised by my awkward path; she even avoided them to make me seem more sane. I heard the whispers laugh, “Come, Charlie – come.”

“Never,” I said under my breath. Apparently, I said it loud enough for Kara to hear. She sighed and held the door open for me. I heard the music and murmur of conversation and focused on that sound, ignoring the whispers.

It was almost one in the afternoon, but the restaurant wasn’t crowded at all. Kara walked over to the hostess and whispered something quietly to her; she nodded, then turned and went toward the kitchen.

“Kara ,you better not be planning some kind of song or something – I’m serious, don’t do that to me.”

She shook her head. “I’m not - quiet lunch…no surprises,” she said under her breath, obviously concerned about me. She pulled out her phone and began to text.

I let out a jagged breath, anxious to know what she was up to. I glanced at the dining room, taking in the personality of Salem; I really had forgotten how it felt to live a suburban life…I missed it here.

I felt like someone was watching me, and my eyes found them. In front of the window at one of the tables, a boy around my age was sitting with an older man. I locked gazes with this boy and literally felt my heart stop – the simple ability to breath was too much to ask my body to do.

He looked so perfect from this distance. His hair was dark and wavy, not long, but long enough to make him not look uptight. His complexion was flawless, which made his dark features even more attractive. Normally, I’d glance away, but I couldn’t. I felt pulled by to him something that I couldn’t explain – I had to tell myself to stand still - to not walk over to him in some kind of insane trance. I felt completely out of control. Emotions that were too random to name made my eyes glass over. He smiled slightly, and I remembered to breathe. I couldn’t understand how such a simple gesture could make him look even more perfect.

I looked down and told myself to blink, and when I felt the moisture in my eyes, I turned away from him to wipe them dry. My awkward composure had captured Kara’s attention, and she was now studying my every move.

“Charlie…are you OK?” she asked quietly, stepping closer to me and glancing over her shoulder at the dining room.

“I...I want to go home. Can you just order something?” I asked as I balanced myself on the hostess stand. I couldn’t comprehend what my body was doing to me.

“You’re home…let’s just eat – you’re fine.”

I dared to look at the boy again. He was still gazing at me. I swear, I could see anger in his placid expression…but it wasn’t a mean anger…it was painful anger. My chest started to rise and fall heavily, and heat flushed in my cheeks. I wanted to talk to him…but I didn’t know what to say – I didn’t think I could come up with any words that would make any sense.

The hostess returned and nodded at Kara, then grabbed our menus. She began to lead me and Kara in the direction of the boy’s table. I found it easier to breathe with each step – I swear, I could feel every part of my body tingle with an energy that was beyond comprehension. My heart was still racing, but I could handle the rhythm.

I could still hear the whispers behind the hum of the dining room…but they seemed to be struggling to make themselves known…they would grow loud, then instantly go silent over and over again. I didn’t really care how loud or quiet they were – my body was numb, and the only thing in this world at that moment was me and this stranger that I could not take my eyes off of.

He wasn’t staring into my eyes anymore. At first, I thought his was looking over my body, but then I realized he was looking at the space around me. I felt like he was trying to see something that I couldn’t even see right now.

The man with him must have said something to him because I saw his eyes move back to him, then he reached for his phone, which was lying on the table. I watched as he picked it up and began to text. The man with him looked over his shoulder in our direction, then causally back to the boy he was with.

The booth where we were seated was two away from them, and it looked out at the row of tables by the windows. On purpose, I scooted to the center so I could steal a glance or two from this boy. I had to figure him out – why he was causing such an absurd reaction in me.

Trying to make it not look obvious, I looked him over again. I could tell his eyes weren’t as black as mine; from here, they looked almost hunter green. Around his neck, he wore a leather cord, and a guitar pick was the only thing hanging from it. I knew then that he either loved music or played; either way, that was a plus in my book. He was wearing a black hoodie that was zipped almost all the way up, so I couldn’t see if he was wearing any kind of T-shirt that would tell me what bands he listened to. The Celtic cross that was on the left chest of the jacket and his overall image gave the impression that, at the very least, our taste in music was compatible.

Kara ordered our drinks, and when the waitress stepped away I stole another glance; this time, I found his eyes waiting on me. I slowly reached for my hood and let it fall behind me. I pulled my ponytail loose and leaned forward on the table. I wasn’t posing, not at all; I’m too shy for that. It was just that for the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel like I needed the security blanket of my hood. I wanted to see out, and I wasn’t sacred of letting someone else see in. The boy smiled slightly again. I could still see the painful anger I saw before, but I could also see a confidence in his expression. I smiled back. My simple response made the anger I could see vanish in his expression. The man with him looked over his shoulder and nodded once at me before turning back to the boy.

“If mom doesn’t hurry up, I’m just going to order for her,” Kara complained as she checked her phone.

She leaned out of the booth to look out the window at my mom’s car, which was right behind the table where they were sitting. I blushed, thinking she’d given them the impression that we were talking about them. Thankfully, they were talking to the hostess, so they didn’t notice.

“That call could last forever; you might as well order it to go,” I said, not meaning to sound so sarcastic.

My mom had a tendency to lose herself on business calls; when she said, “Just give me a second,” it always turned into an hour.

The boy and man got up from their table. As they passed us, the older man nodded once again in my direction. Now that I could see him clearly, I was almost certain he was the boy’s dad. He was just an older version of him. The man carried himself in the manner that I imagined my father would if he were still alive, like a free spirit that didn’t care what others thought but somehow made people fall in love at a distance. If I had to guess, I’d say that he either inspired or had a passion for music, too. I don’t know how I did it, but I could spot a musician from a mile away. They don’t even have to dress a certain way; it’s just the energy I feel coming from them. I know that sounds stupid – I know you can’t really feel something like that, but I knew I always felt something around them.

As the boy came closer, my heart started to race. The whispers I had managed to ignore began to grow louder – they were calling my name, but also the name of another…one I couldn’t clearly make out…it almost sounded like ‘Raven’. I blocked them out by remembering the song I loved so much and began to move my fingers against the table.

As he came closer, the boy glanced down at my hands. I swear, I saw his eyes sparkle. As he passed my booth, he reached his hand out and let his fingers dance across the edge as he locked eyes with mine. I wanted to smile – to make some kind of sane acknowledgment, but I couldn’t make my body work – I was paralyzed by his direct attention.

Kara was staring at me; she didn’t even seem to notice the boy dancing his fingers across our table.

“OK, Charlie?” she asked quietly.

“I’m not hungry. Can we just go?” I said, trying to catch my breath and look sane.

Frustration seemed to cloud her eyes as she looked down at her menu again.

I looked out the window to watch the boy leave. I gripped my hands on edge of the table. I swear, my body wanted to chase after him – how insane is that?

Once he and who I thought was his dad were outside, they walked down the sidewalk in front of our cars. The boy stepped off the curb and unlocked a dark gray Hummer. I could tell it was still very new; all the chrome shined in the afternoon light. The man made his way to the passenger door, which was by my mother’s driver side. He looked through the windshield at her and waved. A beaming smile spread across her face. She ended her call abruptly and stepped out of her car. The man held his arms out, and she reached up and embraced him. My eyes widened as I surveyed the scene. The boy was looking across the Hummer at my mom and the man embracing each other.

“Um...Kara...mom is hugging a man and smiling...like, really smiling,” I said in an astonished tone.

Kara just stared at me. “Evan,” she said, almost shortly.

I looked quickly at her, wondering what I had done to make her so angry.

“Who?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.

“Evan Michaels...do you remember him?” she asked in a placid tone.

I shook my head no and looked at her like she was crazy.

I watched her face flush with fear. “Um,” she mumbled in a shaky voice.“Well….his wife introduced your dad to mom…our families are extremely close.”

“He knew my dad? Cause I’ve never seen them before,” I said, raising my eyebrows and feeling heat burning my ears. How could I forget the reaction that that boy seemed to jar my body into?

“What – or who - do you remember about Salem?” she asked quietly.

“Come, Charlie ,” the whispers taunted.

“You, Madison – the house – a few other random people I never really cared for in the first place,” I said, boldly ignoring the shadows that seemed to be growing impatient.

“Madison…that almost makes sense,” Kara said under her breath.

“Tell me about them, “ I said, glancing out at the boy and catching him looking through the window at me. I watched as his eyes moved to Kara and he shook his head ‘No’ once. I quickly looked back at her. She slowly looked down and let out a deep breath. My eyes moved quickly back and forth between her and the boy.

“Kara?” I said, settling my eyes on her.

“I shouldn’t have to tell you…but I will…”

“You’re scaring me, Kara,” I said, reaching back to pull my hood up. I wanted to run at that moment – to where, I don’t know, but I felt blind and alone, and that was terrifying.

“You’re scaring me….” she said as she rubbed her hands across her face. “Evan – Evan Michaels and your dad toured together. They were best friends…he was who helped us get through those dark days after the accident… he helped mom balance out your dad’s royalties; I don’t know that we would have been OK without that. Mom didn’t think she deserved them and wanted to donate them to some kind of music charity. Evan helped her donate money in your dad’s memory, but he also made sure the house was paid for, our trusts were in place, and that we could live a comfortable life for a while without mom having to stress out over working.”

“Yeah, but she did anyways,” I complained.

Truth is, I had no idea how much money was put away. The way my mom worked, the way she talked about how important it was for her to move up some fugitive corporate ladder, you’d think there was nothing left.

“Is that his son?” I asked, nodding my head in the direction of the Hummer, wanting to know anything about him – anything that could explain the effect he had on me.

“Yeah, that’s Draven with him…he has a twin, Aden,” she answered, tilting her head as if she hoped saying the names would spark some kind of recognition, but I was still clueless.

“They’re identical?” I asked, not understanding how there could be two boys in this town that looked that perfect.

“Almost. Aden has dimples that only show when he smiles…It’s hard to believe you don’t remember them,” Kara said.

“Draven,” I repeated quietly, knowing for sure that I’d never met him.

The whispers repeated the name with me, then I realized they weren’t saying ‘Raven’ before; they were saying ‘Draven’. I didn’t know what to think then – they knew him – they were acting strange around him, becoming quiet and then loud again. My head began to spin. I didn’t know if that was bad or good. I wanted it to be good, but that wouldn’t make any sense…then again, the silence they had around Britain and Bianca didn’t either.

Kara nodded. “At least you noticed him,” she said, looking down at her menu. The whispers began to say our names over and over at the same time.

I blushed, but I tried to make it look like the red was caused by anger by holding a stern expression.

“They were sitting right there,” I said, furrowing my eyebrows, trying to deny the emotion he had brought out in me.

She looked up. “Right,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at mom before checking her phone.

Mom looked like she was explaining something to Draven’s dad, Evan. He was nodding along. Draven had his left arm draped across the steering wheel as he leaned toward the passenger seat, listening to them talk.

I had this overwhelming fear that she was telling them that she was hiding me away from some boy. That I had crossed a line, and that was why I was back here. Draven glanced over his arm through the window at me. I felt the air leave my lungs. I tightened my jaw and shook my head ‘No’ once. I think, unconsciously, I was trying to tell him not to listen to what my mom may or may not be saying about me. It wasn’t that I was trying to play some game, have Britain in New York and a summer flame in Salem; I just hated that my mom thought that what was between me and Britain was more than it was.

The waitress came back, and Kara ordered for us. When the waitress walked away, I glanced out the window again to find my mom and Evan Michaels laughing. I think seeing her that way was more captivating than discovering that Draven Michaels existed.

“Where do they live – here in Salem?” I asked, tilting my head in the direction of the Hummer.

Kara folded her arms across the table and leaned toward me and pursed her lips as if she were deciding how to shape her words. She then let out a breath and said, “They do now…Evan travels a lot to the UK, that’s where he’s from – when you were eleven, they started staying in the UK for longer periods of time. The only family they have here was Evan’s mother-in-law. You should remember their house when you see it – you spent almost every day there – you call it your castle.”

“Eleven – I’d remember them if I was that old,” I said, furrowing my eyebrows.

“You should remember,” Kara answered, looking over me.

“It’s sad they left their grandmother here,” I said, glancing at my mom.

I know I think about leaving a lot, but if I ever dared to have kids, I’d want my mom around; she obviously knew what she was doing when it came to single-handedly raising children.

“They didn’t leave her behind….she’s the only real mother figure the boys have ever had,” Kara said, glancing over her shoulder out the window again.“Draven’s mom died when the boys were born… she had Cystic Fibrosis. Honestly, she wasn’t suppose to live past the age of sixteen, but she did; I think she lived as long as she did because she didn’t let anything stop her. She made sure she saw the world during the times she felt the strongest. That’s how she met Evan. I know mom grieved for her long before she died. Even though I was little…I remember thinking if I ever met a man that was half the man Evan or your dad was, I’d be lucky.

“Wow,” I mumbled. Too scared to look out the window again, I now knew that Draven and I have something very painful in common: we only had the memories of others to know a lost parent.

When I glanced out the window again, I saw that the Hummer was backing out. My mom was walking in. Before Draven pulled away, he looked through the front window and smiled slightly. I tried to smile back, but I was paralyzed once again by his attention.

The waitress brought the food just as mom sat down.

“Sorry, girls; I didn’t mean to be so rude,” she said, sliding in next to me.

“How did that phone call go?” Kara asked.

I looked at her like she was crazy. Who cared about the phone call? I was more interested in the conversation she’d had with Evan.

“Perfect,” mom said, looking at Kara.

Kara nodded, then looked down. I had the feeling I was being kept out of some loop, and I didn’t like it.

“I’m going to go ahead and drive back tonight, though,” mom said, breaking a piece of bread off to go with her salad.

“That’s a long drive to make at night, mom. Just stay,” Kara said.

“My sleep schedule is off a little anyways,” mom answered, looking at me and raising one eyebrow. I knew she wasn’t mad at me; she was just teasing, so I shrugged my shoulders and started to eat.

“I’d rather fly out Sunday night than at the break of dawn on Monday. I need to make sure I have everything packed.”

“Where are you going on Monday?” I asked.

“The new offices in Boston are almost ready to open. I’m just going to stay close to there so I know for sure everything is done right,” Mom answered.

Once we finished our lunch, Kara looked at Mom. “Do you want to go ahead of us?”

Mom nodded yes and pulled a credit card out of her wallet and laid it on the table. She kissed the side of my head before she stood.

“I’ll call you if I decide that stopping for dessert will be a good idea,” Mom said to Kara.

A smile beamed across Kara’s face, and she nodded, telling my mother to go. I scooted to the side of the booth and watched my mother walk out; she was already on her phone.

“What are the two of you up to?” I asked Kara.

She shrugged her shoulders as she handed my mom’s card to the waitress. “Why do you think we’re up to something?”

“I always know when the two of you aren’t telling me something,” I said, standing and waiting for her to sign the slip.

She didn’t answer me. The waitress brought her the slip and a pen; once Kara had signed, she stood up and walked past me. I shook my head, tired of being ignored.

“I’m not blind; I can see right through you. What are you not saying?” I asked when we got in the car.

She hesitated as she pulled her seatbelt across her. I knew she wanted to say something, but she didn’t; she just fastened the belt and turned the car on. As she backed out, she said, “You’ve been talking a lot about ‘seeing’ today.”

“What?!” I said, totally confused by that comment.

“Earlier, you said our eyes can lie, and just now you said you’re not blind. Do you want to talk about what you’re seeing?”

I furrowed my eyebrows, certain that she was reading way too much into my careless speech.

“Um, no...I can see what you see – trust me, if I have an issue, that’s not it,” I said, taking in a deep breath.

Kara held my stare as she turned up the radio. “Better?” she asked.

I looked at her blankly and nodded. I wanted to talk about what I was hearing, but I was too confused right now…I couldn’t let them think I was crazy; they were already too worried about me.

Our house was almost twenty minutes outside the city limits of Salem. As we got closer, I noticed that I’d started to relax a little. I could barely hear anything above the normal sounds of the world. It was if I could breathe again. I never remembered it feeling this way before. Kara looked at me at almost the same moment I felt calm.

“There’s Charlie…almost home,” she said, sighing.

I took in the scenery, realizing it had either changed with time or memory had captured it wrong; it just seemed too perfect. Just before she turned on the street I was sure was ours, I looked up and over the trees; in the distance, I thought I saw the top of a castle. It was a brown brick with wide oval corners that broke out from the house. I wanted to ask Kara if that was Evan’s house, if that was where Draven lived, but I didn’t want to her to pester me about remembering him – or his house.

There aren’t very many houses on our street; most of them are close to a mile apart and just as far off the road. I could always recognize our driveway because halfway down, there was a covered bridge. There was nothing more than a small stream that ran beneath it. I loved the vines that surrounded it; I could see the blooms of purple, yellow, and pink that spring had created. Past that point, there was a row of trees hiding the brick house I was born in. From the outside, our house only looked like it was a large three-story home; inside, there was five levels. The floor plan was stacked, meaning the bottom floor opened to two levels, one to the right and the other the left. Above them was another large level that led to the top level, which was just an open room. It sounds bigger than it is; really, it was just a decent-sized house with a very open floor plan.

It really didn’t look much different as we pulled up to it. Kara followed the driveway around to the back of the house, where the garage was. As we turned the corner, I saw my mother leaning against the side of our house. Kara stopped and put the car in park.

“You’re leaving your car here? What’s wrong with the garage?” I asked, pulling my seat belt off.

“A little crowded,” she said, pulling her keys loose.

I cringed, imagining a summer of organizing this house. Kara wasn’t messy in a bad way; she was just creatively distracted at times (meaning she was so absorbed in whatever she was writing that she didn’t take the time to do simple things – like water plants).

I hesitated as I stepped out of the car; I could still hear the whispers, but they were so quiet, they almost sounded like the wind blowing. A smile came across my face – I was really starting to like being at home.

My mom held her hands behind her back and walked over to the car as I got out. She smiled at me. I thought it was odd that she was so happy, and I wondered if her encounter with Evan had inspired this vibrant feeling I felt coming from her.

“I have something for you,” she said as her smile grew wider.

I looked at her curiously. I was hoping it was my phone; if it wasn’t that, I could plead for a trade. She pulled her hands from behind her back and handed me a small black box with a red bow on top of it. I knew it wasn’t my phone, but I smiled anyway, thinking that if I was grateful for this I could talk my way into getting my phone back.

“Thanks, mom. You didn’t have to get me anything. Not a big deal to graduate; we all do it.”

Kara walked over to us. I watched how they looked at each other, sure that they were still hiding something from me. I slowly opened the box, really having no idea what it might me. Inside, lying on a silk pillow was a set a keys. My eyes widened. I tried to say something - to at least ask what it went to, to tell her that that was too much - but I couldn’t.

“Do you want to see what it goes to?” Mom asked.

“Oh my God - yes?!” I said, reaching up to hug her.

She squeezed me tight, then pulled me around to the garage. Inside, I saw a brand new dark blue Volkswagen bug with a huge red bow on top of it.

“I can’t believe this – you got me a car?! I – I just don’t know what to say.”

“’Thank you’, ‘Can I take it for a drive’ – that’s a good start,“ Kara said, laughing at me.

“There’s a gas card in the console, and the insurance card is in the glove box – this is all yours - in your name - a gift for this passage in your life,” Mom said, pulling me to her so she could hug me again.

“Thanks, mom,” I whispered in her ear.

“Go ahead, take if for a drive. There’s GPS if you get confused; I know you haven’t even driven out here before.”

“Yeah, but it can’t be any harder than learning to drive in the city. I’ll wait to take it out; I know you have to leave soon, mom,” I said, running my hands across the body of the car and tasting my first flavor of freedom.

“No, take it out; I’ll be here when you get back,” Mom said, opening the door and taking the big ribbon off.

I looked across the car at Kara; she was smiling proudly at me. I felt bad for being so short with her. I was sure this is what they were hiding from me.

I slid into the driver’s seat and let my hands run across the wheel as I breathed in the new car aroma around me. I reached for my seat belt before putting the key in to turn the car on.

“Wait,” I heard Kara say.

I looked through the windshield to see her walking around the side of the house. My mom was folding up the large ribbon. I thought for a second that Kara was going to come with me, but when she came back around the house, she was carrying my purse. She handed it to me through the open window.

“You need your license,” she said to me.

I checked my wallet just to make sure it was there, and I found it tucked into one of the pockets. I moved it to the open plastic part so I could see it more clearly.

“Anything else?” I asked, daring to hope that they’d hand me my phone next.

Kara shook her head no. “Drive safe.”

I nodded, then took in a deep breath as I pulled slowly forward. The driveway circled our house, so I turned the opposite way from where Kara’s car was parked. As I crept down the driveway, I fumbled with the radio, trying to find a station to listen to; all I heard was commercials, though, so I turned the volume just loud enough to cover any distraction that the whispers could possibly bring. When I reached the road, I turned back the way we’d come before. Madison’s house was almost directly across the street from ours. I could see a ton of cars parked down her driveway; I knew that she graduated today too and that they were having some kind of celebration. I decided to wait to see her. Besides, I still wanted to change. I’d never wanted my jeans more.

I weaved through the long roads around our neighborhood for almost forty-five minutes. The sun that had shined all day began to fade as gray storm clouds covered its glare. I held my breath and reached for the radio, and just as I turned it up the station lost its signal. Panic came over me as I stared forward at the shadowed road. I heard the hiss of whispers over the radio that was tuning itself in and out. The shadows across the road began to change form, then before I knew it they looked like large dark figures reaching for me. In my panic, I drove faster. The shadows took over the entire road, and I lost sight of where I was going – knowing the road had sharp curves, I slammed on the brakes, afraid I was racing toward a tree. As the car started to spin, I squeezed my eyes closed - and once the car had stopped, I sat frozen. I could hear the angry hisses and feel my car gently rocking. I started to hum; at first it was just noise, but then I managed to mock one of my father’s tunes. A few seconds later, it was silent. In that instant, I heard someone honk.

I slowly opened my eyes, trying to catch my breath as my heart raced in my chest. I saw a minivan in my rearview mirror. I was at a four-way stop, and I had no idea how I got there. The van honked again, urging me to go. My trembling hands gripped the steering wheel as I pulled to the side of the road to let the van pass. All at once, the station found its signal. The loud, abrupt sound made me jump, but I didn’t bother to turn it down – I wasn’t taking any chances when it came to hearing this darkness.

I was petrified - even though I’ve heard these shadows my entire life, they’d never touched me – and today I’d been assaulted twice. What was causing this? I started to fear not only for my sanity, but for my life… but then I realized something: I made them go away…all – by – myself. A sly grin came across my face as my breath slowly came back to me. I looked up and tried to guess which way I should go. I fumbled with the GPS and pressed ‘Home’; nothing happened. I then pressed every single button I could manage to hit, but a warning box flashed on the screen, saying ‘No signal.’ Frustrated, I threw it in the seat, then looked up. Two of the paths were dark, covered by the shadows of the hills – one had the aging sun brightly showing its path – I chose that one.

As I drove down the road, I passed countless streets; none of them looked familiar, and I was starting to realize that I was completely lost. I took deep breaths, trying to calm myself down. Right when I was about to lose control, I heard the GPS beep, then say “Enter address.” I decided to turn into the next driveway I saw and figure out where I was. I slowed down, and all at once the whispers erupted into a violent hiss above the blaring radio. It sounded like millions of swarming insects trying to say my name – to say other names, too – I couldn’t make it out, and I didn’t care to – I needed it to stop; it felt like my head was going to burst in two - the sound was unbearable.

I turned into the next driveway, determined to make them leave on my own again. Twenty feet into the driveway, I slammed the car in park; at that instant, I realized they were gone. I slowly reached to turn down the radio, knowing that at any moment I should hear them again. My heart pounded as I chased the darkness for the first time.

The radio was completely off, and I still couldn’t hear them. I held my breath, thinking that I was somehow covering the sound – but it wasn’t there; it was completely silent. It felt like a weight was slowly falling off my shoulders. I’d never once heard…silence. The sound of a chirping bird made me jump. Once I realized what it was, I let out a slow breath, and a smile spread across my face. I looked behind me, wondering how the sound could go from being so violent to absent. For a second, I let myself believe that I’d somehow killed it – that what I heard was its last cry. I moved my head slowly from side to side, understanding that it couldn’t be that easy.

I pulled slowly forward in the driveway, trying to find a place to turn around. I had to follow it uphill to where I thought it opened in the distance. Once the trees passed, I saw the brown brick castle-looking house I’d seen over the tree tops earlier. My ears started to burn, and adrenaline rushed through every part of me. I couldn’t believe that, of all the houses, I picked this one. I tried to think of what I’d do if that Hummer was here, if Draven or his dad happened to be outside. Nothing I could come up with made any sense; I was humiliated – this day couldn’t get any worse.

Even though I could see the house, it was still far enough away that I could sneak out of here. I didn’t see the Hummer, but I could see the top of a silver car. I decided just to carefully turn around in the straight driveway, telling myself it couldn’t be harder than maneuvering into a parking spot in the city. I had to turn and back up three times before I managed to turn completely around.

I looked in my rear view mirror to see if anyone had seen me or was outside - and I froze when I saw my mom and Evan. He was putting something in the trunk of her silver car. They weren’t looking at me, and I was sure they hadn’t seen me; they were acting too casual toward each other. Evan hugged my mom and opened her car door for her to get in.

I panicked and took off. I looked back to see if they’d heard me, but they gave me no signs that they did. Not thinking, I turned right out of the driveway - which meant I was going in the same direction as before. I reached for the GPS to hit ‘Home’, knowing I’d lose my signal any minute. The whispers slowly started to come back. I hummed to myself as I read the directions: I was supposed to drive twenty miles, then turn around and drive 32 I threw the GPS down in the seat and turned the radio up; the whispers vanished behind the song. Inside, I was falling apart – I knew they’d never go away – but on the outside, I looked calm and unbothered by their attacks.

Once I turned around at the stop sign to head back in the direction of the castle, I tried to figure out if my mom was seeing Evan - if I’d somehow missed a clue that she had a life outside of me and work.

I knew I was getting close to the castle again. I sat up in my seat as the adrenaline began to rush through me yet again. I had this fear that my mom would pull out as I passed and that I’d be in the awkward position of asking her what she was doing there. I glanced up the driveway as I passed by, but I didn’t see anyone coming down it. A slow breath escaped my lips as I relaxed into the seat. A mile later, though, my heart found another reason to race: I was sure I saw the dark gray Hummer coming from the other way. I held my relaxed composure, even though every muscle tensed in my body.

At that moment, the whispers began to grow louder. They sounded like a violent roar, and I couldn’t understand the words they were saying across each other; all I knew was that my name was laced within their cries. I started to hum casually to myself as I watched the gray Hummer come closer. Now, I could see that Draven was driving and in the passenger seat was his twin. They had the windows down and the sun roof open, and I could hear the sound of screaming guitars long before I reached them. I stopped humming and focused on the sound of the guitars - at that instant, the whispers vanished. As I passed them, Draven happened to look down at my car, and I saw him smile. When I looked in my side mirror, I caught his eyes looking back at me through his mirror. I literally stopped breathing for a second. I then looked forward and gripped the steering wheel; I hated that he had that effect on me.

I kept replaying the sound of those guitars in my mind over and over as I drove the last few miles home, and I never heard the whispers break the silence. When I reached my house, I saw that my mom’s car was back. As I pulled my car in the garage, I breathed out and tried to look calm and unbothered as I got out of the car.

I couldn’t get the image of my mother and Evan out of my mind. The idea of her being with anyone seemed so foreign to me…like I knew it was impossible for her to be with anyone – especially Evan. I always thought she was too heartbroken to love again…heartbroken…that word made me think of Bianca’s birthmark, the one that mocked a broken heart – two question marks that were crossed at the base of her neck. An anger – a pure hatred of her surfaced in me, and I had no idea why.

 






 




Chapter 4

When I walked into the backdoor, I hesitated just before closing the door…it was quiet…not a single whisper. Kara was at the kitchen table on her computer; she looked up as I closed the door and continued to focus on the nothing I could hear.

“Are you OK?” she asked.

I didn’t answer. Her concerned eyes danced all over me.

“Where’s mom?” I asked.

“Your room…,” she said, raising her eyebrows.

I nodded and started to walk away.

“Hey,” Kara said, standing to stretch. “Madison came by - she wants to take you to a party – band thing tonight. I told her you’d be back in a little bit – she said she’d come back - that could be any minute now; I don’t remember how long ago that was.”

“A party...um...that’s why I’m here, remember,” I said, looking for an excuse not to go anywhere. It would be dark soon, and I’d already had a bad enough day. I wasn’t going to give the whispers behind the shadows another opportunity to torture me.

“You’re in trouble for having a party, not going to one…mom said you could go.”

“You’re joking,” I said as I watched my excuse wash away.

“Nope,” she said, smiling slightly. “She likes the idea of you being around your old friends.”

“’Friends’ – that’s plural – I don’t like any of the people Madison runs around with – I’m tired.”

Kara shook her head and sighed as she sat back down at the table. “Here…take this; she told me to have you look through it,” she said, handing me one of Madison’s tattered sketch pads.

My eyes widened as I reached for it. I could only hope she was trying to help my memory in her own weird way. Madison was an amazing artist - she could sketch almost anything, but what she was a master at capturing was emotions…I’ve always told her that she could move emotions as powerfully as music with her talent – she knew that was the highest compliment I could give her. Music was life, as far as I was concerned.

Kara turned back to her keyboard, and I gripped the pad and slowly turned to go to my room. I crossed the living room to the stairs and began to climb my way to my room. My room wasn’t really a room; it was the center of the second large level. When I was little, I moved my room from one of the side rooms to this one. I never felt alone or scared on that level because from that room you could hear the entire house – it was also the brightest – if a single light was on, it illuminated the room. It made me feel like I had independence, but I was still connected to everyone. My mom had walls built around the space that was supposed to be a living room area to give me more privacy, but one wall was still short and looked over the floor below and above. Kara hadn’t made any changes to the house at all. Even when her husband was in town, they barely left the bottom floor.

My mom wasn’t in my room, but I could tell that she had been, though. A new bedspread was on the bed, and my clothes were hanging in my open closet.

“Mom,” I said loud enough that my voice would carry through the open house.

“Are you back already?” I heard her say.

I tossed Madison’s sketch pad on the bed and walked to the short wall of my room and looked down, trying to judge where she was.

“Yeah, where are you?” I yelled down.

“Up here,” she said.

I looked up from where I was standing to see her leaning over the banister of the top level. I hesitated before I moved back into my room. My heart started to pound. I knew she was in my father’s studio. I had to think of a way to make her forget about me playing for her – the idea was terrifying. I’d rather fight a million shadows than have that moment come.

The only way to get there was a short staircase inside of my room. I waited for a few minutes for her to come down, but she never did – she wanted me to come to her.

I balled my hands into a fist and tensely walked to the short staircase. At the top of the stairs, I found the banister she was looking over empty, and the door that leads to the studio was open.

When I reached the doorway, I saw her adding a guitar to a stand in the middle of the room. There were five lined up there. In the center of the room, there was a black leather couch with a guitar case lying across it. Besides a large amp, that was all that was in this room. I’d forgotten how the simplicity of this space made it so beautiful. The floors were a light hard wood. The top half of the back wall was windows. It looked out at the distant treetops… it was a great place to watch the sunset.

“What’s going on?” I asked, trying to make it seem like I’d forgotten her simple request.

She looked at me, then all around me. “Are you OK?” she asked in a concerned tone.

I nodded. “Just tired,” I answered, gazing at the guitars behind her. As I stared at them, memories that couldn’t belong to me – ones that allowed me to feel the power of each string as cords - came to life and immersed me. I felt my whole body tense…I didn’t know what was wrong with me…all I knew was that I felt like I was losing my mind.

My mother’s eyes followed mine, then an awkward silence took over. I almost missed my shadows – without them distracting me, I had no choice but to see that I really didn’t know my mom – that she didn’t know me. I wanted to tell her everything I was fighting…what my fears were, but I couldn’t find the words or the courage.

“I was just setting out some of your dad’s stuff for you to use,” she answered quietly as she ran her fingers across the strings of the closest one to her. I could tell she wasn’t here; she was lost somewhere in time.

“I don’t want to mess up his stuff. I have no idea what I’m doing,” I mumbled.

As I said those words, her body tensed, and she looked down and cleared her throat. “I saw Evan earlier… do you remember him?” she asked.

I shook my head no as I watched what could only be fear fill her eyes. She looked away from me and quickly tried to gain some kind of calm expression. “Well... I told…I told him I wanted you to play…that you needed to...,” she paused and let her fingertips run across the strings again. I knew she wasn’t making any attempt to make a clear sound, but what I heard was almost angelic. “…he said it was a good idea.”

She tensely crossed her arms across her chest, then walked to the couch and opened the case that was lying across it. “He gave you this…,” she said as if she were trying to see some kind of recognition in me.

I stepped closer to the case to see a small black electric guitar. I swear, I could feel energy coming from it. I could tell you exactly how it felt to play it. I remembered mastering it…but that was impossible.

My trembling hand slowly reached for the small guitar. Once my fingertips touched it, I felt this overwhelming feeling of relief; it was inside of me, it was all around me. It almost felt like me and mom weren’t alone in that room. I looked back at her to see if she felt it, too, and I found her staring at me with small tears in the corners of her eyes. It was hard for me to tell if they were happy or sad tears.

I gently placed the guitar down and walked over and hugged her. She squeezed me so tight, I almost lost my breath.

“Mom, I can’t stand watching you be sad.”

She moved her hands to cradle my face. ”I know right now…you think I’ve always grieved for your father…but you’re wrong.” She tilted her head as she looked intently into my eyes. “I was grieving for you,” she said, tucking a lock of hair behind my ear.

“Mom, I’m right here – I have been,” I said, looking down.

She pulled me to her and hugged me once more, then slowly let go of me. ”I need to go,” she said, kissing my forehead and turning to leave. Once she reached the doorway, she looked back across the room and smiled, then nodded slightly.

I slowly sat down on the couch that was behind me and let a deep breath out. I looked at the black guitar beside me, then to the rack holding my dad’s. I stood and walked slowly to them. I let my fingers dance over the stocks to the first three before deciding to pick up the fourth one. As I grasped the neck, I thought I felt someone standing quietly behind me. I turned, expecting to see my mom or even Kara, but the room was empty. I smiled at myself, growing used to the idea of being insane. I took the guitar back to the couch, and as I sat with it in my lap, my thoughts entertained me with images of my young father writing his music.

My fingers were so small, I could barely wrap them around the neck. I let my hand slide down the neck, pressing each space between the frets while fighting with the flashes of memories that couldn’t be mine. I cleared my mind and just focused on this beautiful instrument.

I loved watching the guitarist’s call sound out from these simple five strings. I let my right hand slide slightly over the strings of the body. I swear, I heard the sound echo into something I couldn’t have possibly created. I tried to remember the way I’d touched each string to create what I’d played before, but I couldn’t call it out again. Frustrated, I let my fingers loosen. I closed my eyes, trying to remember the sound again; then I felt the strings beneath my fingers move. My eyes flew open, and I watched as the strings were pushed down and the vibration of the sound echoed around me.

I couldn’t breathe. I’m sure most people would have run screaming from the room, but I was calm, way too calm. I let the breath I was holding out and looked around me. I don’t know what I was hoping to see, but I found it empty, though it still felt like I wasn’t alone. I almost remember feeling like this before; I mean, I remember the feeling of being watched over – learning to play in this room.

I looked down at the strings I’d seen pressed, and I reached my finger in-between one of the middle frets as my other hand strummed the base. The sound was better than what I played last time, but nowhere near what I’d heard before. I spread my fingers out and leaned in closer, trying to decide how I could find that sound again. All of a sudden, I felt a warm sensation surround my left hand, then my right. My fingers pushed against the strings, but not by my will; the sound I heard was a perfect match to the notes I heard before, but I didn’t stop there. I played ten more notes before the warm sensation left my hands.

I sat still, wanting that feeling to come back - but it didn’t.

“That was beautiful,” I whispered, thanking whatever had given me that moment.

I heard Kara yelling my name. I sighed before standing and carefully placing the guitar on its rack. Before I left the room, I scanned the air, finding it empty - the way any normal person would.

When I reached the bottom level, Kara was holding a brown box, waiting on me.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“You tell me,” she said, handing me the small brown box. “A delivery man just brought it for you. He refused to go until I signed your name.”

I curiously reached for the box. There wasn’t any kind of label; only a small piece of tape was holding the sides down.

“If that’s Chinese food, it’s going in the trash,” Kara said, crossing her arms.

I felt my face flush with fear…could they have found me – that fast? What was this?

I pulled the tape loose, and on the inside on a purple pillow was a phone with a single red rose lying next to it. A small note was taped to the touch screen that read, I think I found most of your bands and put them on here. If I forgot anyone, you can buy them with the password ‘Charlie’.

Britain didn’t sign it, but I recognized his handwriting. Kara shook her head as she read the note.

“I’m starting to regret mom taking this from you,” she said, pulling my phone from her pocket and laying it on top of the one in the box.

“I knew they’d find me.” I mumbled, closing the box and putting it under my arm. “Do I really have my phone back? Mom said so?”

Kara nodded. “She said, ‘When Charlie goes to that party tonight, make sure she has her phone. I don’t want her driving without it.’”

“I still don’t believe she’d let me go to something like that,” I said, looking for any reason to doubt Kara.

“I told you it was having a party, not going to a party.”

I shook my head and scaled the stairs to finally take off this dress.



 




Chapter 5

I shed my dress and pulled on my favorite jeans and a black tank top, covering it with my hoodie. I grabbed the box with my phones and laid them across my bed. My phone had my headphones wrapped around the top. I pulled them loose once I could see the screen, and I saw the blue box telling me that I had eighty-two unread messages. I shook my head and cleared that box and turned on my music.

I hesitated as put my headphones in; I wasn’t sure that I wanted to cover the silence I’d found inside this house – but yearning to hear music outweighed that comfort. As the screaming guitars began to echo in my head, I felt all the tension leave my body.

Most of the music I listened to was instrumental with only a few lyrics here and there. I liked how it allowed you to make the song whatever you wanted. It was easy to feel the emotion of the creator, but the way the music was written seemed to be individualized, meaning that each person that listened to the music heard something different; it just depended on what they were going through in their own lives.

I went back to the message screen and started to scan through the texts I missed. Most of them were mass texts from my graduating class, each of which had some kind of quote or saying, followed by congrats. I knew the sender wouldn’t care if I responded or not; they were all just random acquaintances. Once I got to Friday, I saw a text from Madison: ‘worried about u tomorrow can’t come fast enough.’

I responded to her text: ‘just got my phone back over here now if you want 2 come.’

Before I could scroll to the other texts, she responded: ‘Phone car party – welcome home Charles.’

I shook my head and texted: ‘2 tired 2 go 2 a party : (’.

She responded immediately – just like I knew she would: ‘Take a nap I’ll be over soon the bands start playing at 8’

The clock on my phone read four fifty-five. I figured I had at least two hours before she showed up. In that amount of time, I was sure I could think of some way to get out of going or at least convince her to stay here. I had too much to think about to have fun. I needed her help if I was going to get anywhere with my random thoughts and feelings.

The next texts were from Bianca. She must have known my mom would have my phone because nothing she said sounded like the real her; they were just random phrases - , ‘so thankful we are all ok, an innocent movie night gone wrong, next time will cook for ourselves, I feel so bad this happened, my dad is going to get the bottom of what happened with the delivery guy. My head is killing me.’

I rolled my eyes as I deleted them. Britain’s texts were before that; the only one he sent that I hadn’t read was ‘good morning sleeping beauty’ that was sent Friday at four PM. I grinned, remembering that I’d slept another eight hours after that.

I picked up the phone he’d sent and scrolled through the music that was added. I was surprised to find that he’d remembered and found almost every song that I listen to. He only really missed one – and it was the one that I’d grown dependent on over the last few days.

I reached for my phone and scrolled to the song I was thinking of. The opening sound of the guitar was simply godly in my mind. I could imagine an empty dark room with a single player connected to his gift. As the drums came to life, I’d feel my heart race. The base and the lead guitars came next. The lyrics were so poetic, they’d make my heart cry. My favorite one was ‘My soul intertwined with the divine…an angel I wish were mine.’

I’m sure most girls would envision a boy confessing his love for her through these lyrics, but I didn’t; I thought of my father…it seemed when I was scared, I always thought of him – like I was asking him to protect me from wherever he was.

I always felt that my soul was connected to him in some way, but now he was a part of something bigger than me, heaven itself, and the only thing I could wish was that he was mine, that I didn’t have to share him with some divine spirit that lingered in the heavens above. I knew I could never explain my interpretation to anyone because my emotions had twisted the lyrics into something I wanted to hear.

I found the song on my phone, set it to repeat, then reached for Madison’s tattered sketch pad. The first sketches were of her zodiac sign, a Scorpio inside of a sun and the Virgo sign inside of a moon. I remembered this sketch – she was reflecting her moon sign entwined with her sun sign. Madison loved this science that I couldn’t seem to comprehend – she told me that our moon sign is how we feel on the inside….she told me every planet helped shape our personalities….the fact that I wouldn’t completely agree with her – but understood her point of view - seemed to prove to her how much of a Libra I was. Apparently, Libras have a knack for seeing both sides to every point.

The next sketch showed a music note with two bulls on each side of it. I didn’t know astrology well enough to know what sign she was mocking, and I couldn’t remember seeing this sketch before. I turned the page to see an outline of a man looking out at dark shadows. I didn’t remember this one either, but it was as if this man was looking into the nightmares of others. I turned the page quickly, wondering why she’d sketched something so dark. The next sketch showed another man, but the shadows he was looking at seemed more peaceful, almost like dreams or ambitions.

I turned the page, mumbling the words “Nightmares,” then “Dreams.” In the third sketch, I found an outline of a girl; she was looking at images, too, but Madison had focused on what looked like colors around them. In small text at the bottom, she’d written ‘emotions speak what I see’.

I bit my bottom lip, wishing I could see what my emotions were speaking. I turned to the next sketch to see another sketch of the girl standing in front of a dark image. Behind this image were countless detailed images of the dark image in action – it was almost like this girl could see the life behind the image. Beneath the sketch, Madison had written ‘Reality sees the nightmares, dreams and emotions.’

I couldn’t stop staring at the sketch of the girl; I felt like I remembered her sketching this…right now I have a million questions about this, but in my memory I was calm - almost honored that I was able to see this come to life.

My curiosity caused me to turn the page again, and the next sketch made my heart stop. It was the image of a girl – one that looked like Bianca. She was looking over her shoulder in an alluring manner, and Madison had captured the birthmark of the broken heart on the back of her neck.

As I stared at this, I had a flash of memory - one that didn’t make any sense. It was clearly back in time. It had to have been centuries ago. I saw Bianca look at me over her shoulder as her arms held a man I couldn’t recognize – I could just feel the heartbreak, jealousy, and rage.

I slammed the book closed and rubbed my hands across my face. I looked at the clock and debated on calling Madison to come over now. I knew I must have told her about what I was afraid of. I had to have been vivid enough for her to capture my emotion in that sketch. It didn’t make any sense. I wouldn’t care if Bianca and Britain were a couple – I wouldn’t care if he was with anyone else. My head spun with questions of why I couldn’t remember what I wanted to talk to him about – why I was determined to protect him and others from Bianca…nothing made sense.

I stared at the phone Britain had sent for countless moments before finally deciding to text him.

I let out a breath and texted: ‘you found me’.

He responded immediately: ‘did I get you in more trouble by me sending it – I told the messenger to give it to you and no one else’.

I knew if I told him the messenger had given it to my sister, whoever that was would lose their job. That’s just how it is with Britain and Bianca’s family: if you didn’t do as you were instructed or show proper respect to their family, you’d pay a price. I thought of the guy that had delivered our food the other night; I really did hope he was guilty of some crime and wasn’t used as a martyr for Bianca’s alibi.

I texted back: ‘they had already given me mine back Ill mail this one back to you.’

His response was immediate: ‘it’s yours in case they take yours away again – how’s Salem r u still in trouble.’

I bit my bottom lip as I fought the urge just to turn the phone off and pretend that he didn’t exist anymore.

My stomach tied itself in knots as I texted the words: ‘How did you find me?’

At that moment, the phone began to vibrate with a silent ring. I looked to the short wall, knowing that Kara would hear whatever I said, and I didn’t want her to know I was talking to him. I crawled off my bed and walked to my closet – it wasn’t as big as the one I had at the apartment, but I could still close the door and muffle my voice.

I answered in a whisper, “Hello?”

“A whisper…,” he said in an amused tone. “You really must be in trouble.”

“The house echoes; I don’t want my voice to carry.”

“Were they mad when they saw the phone?” he asked.

“Yeah…how did you find me?” I asked again.

“It wasn’t hard…Madison had tags from Salem when she came to see you last month – you said you’d been friends since you were kids – one Google search and...well, there you were.”

“Stalker,” I said in a flat tone.

“Did you not want me to know where you were?” he asked in a tone that almost reflected pain.

I squinted my eyes closed and balled my hand into a fist. “I don’t know what I want right now – those drugs have really messed with me….I just want to be alone.”

“You’re never alone…we both know that,” he said quietly

“Do we?” I asked, questioning if anyone beyond me knew about the sinister whispers that haunted me.

“Yeah…” There was an awkward silence. “I just needed to know you were OK. I can tell that you aren’t yourself right now,” he answered tenderly.

“Am I acting different?” I asked.

“Just confused – two days ago, we were happy…now you willingly went two and a half hours away from me.”

“I didn’t go willingly – I wanted to stay there,” I said, regretting that I hadn’t fought harder to stay – Salem wasn’t my secret anymore.

“With me?” he asked in a charismatic tone.

I hesitated before I answered him. “I just wanted to figure out what I was wanting to talk to you about that night…do you remember?”

“Us.”

“There is no us – we’re just friends,” I said shortly.

“Well…maybe that’s what you wanted to talk to me about…maybe you wanted to change that.”

“That’s not it,” I said, shaking my head and growing more frustrated with myself.

Silence took over for countless moments, and I started to think of an excuse to get off the phone. Before I could come up with one, he asked, “How did your afternoon go with mom – did you have a family celebration?”

My heart started to race as I remembered lunch…Draven. I took in a deep breath. “Just lunch…I got a car, though.”

“Really? What kind?”

“A bug,” I said, halfway smiling.

“A bug…interesting.”

I knew he wouldn’t care for it; he drove an Aston Martin – one of the fastest, most luxurious cars there were.

“I received a surprise gift, too,” he said.

“What - a house?” I said, halfway joking.

“Yep.”

“Are you serious?” I asked, not believing him.

“Very…just outside of a place called Salem.”

“What?!” I said, louder than I intended.

He laughed at my tone. “Yeah…I was a little upset about you moving away…my dad said he’d been looking at houses in that area for a while, so he placed a bid on one this afternoon. We should know soon if the offer was accepted – one way or another, I’ll be there in a few days…Bianca’s coming with me – she misses you already.”

I felt sick so sick, I had to cover my mouth. Sweat came across my brow, and I started to pace the little floor space my closet had.

“Don’t come here – I’m in enough trouble – I’ll come back to New York in a few days. My mom just has to open up her offices in Boston – when she’s back home, she’ll want me in New York with her.”

“I doubt that,” he said quietly. ”And if you go back to New York, it’s not like I don’t have a place there, too.”

“Britain, I want space – I’m furious at Bianca – even if you came here, I couldn’t see you; they wouldn’t let me.”

He didn’t say anything for a second or two, and I could feel the tension building between us.

“Bianca made a stupid mistake…don’t make me pay for it. They don’t have to know you’re seeing me…you have a car now – just take a drive – they’ll never know.”

“I have to go,” I said in a frustrated tone.

“Why?”

“I’m tired. I want a shower – I just need to think right now.” Not waiting for him to respond, I hit ‘End’, then ‘Sleep’ on my phone.

I opened my closet door, and in a daze and walked to my bed and fell across it. I stared at the open ceiling, fighting frustrated tears that wanted to surface. Britain’s phone vibrated as a text came in. I didn’t bother to read it –I just wanted to forget him.

The sound of a guitar gently playing pulled me out of my thoughts. I focused on the sound. I felt like I recognized the chords, but I didn’t know from where. I reached for my headphones and pulled them to my ear, only to find my favorite song still playing. I knew every sound that song had, and the sound I was hearing wasn’t coming from there. I paused the song so I could hear the faint sound more clearly. For a second, I thought that somehow the whispers were mocking the sound. When I realized that this sound was too pure for that to be true, I walked to the short wall of my room and looked down, then up. I couldn’t explain it, the sound was so faint, it almost wasn’t real. A moment later, it was quiet again – oddly, I found the quiet more mysterious than the sound.

I couldn’t relax; I was too worried about the moment the whispers would surface again. They’d never been this unpredictable before.

I decided to get ready. After talking to Britain, going to hear bands play sounded perfect. I needed a way to forget my worries.

The only make up I wore was black liner, and I only used it sparingly around the corners of my eyes. I pulled out my favorite skinny jeans and my small, dark purple affliction shirt; the only thing it had on it besides the name brand was a black Celtic cross that centered itself on my stomach. I had to dig through a bag of belts my sister had packed before I found my black studded one. I fastened the skull buckle, then looked for my short combat boots. I pulled the laces loose on purpose and left them untied. I checked myself in my mirror, hoping that this outfit looked as good on me as I thought it would when I put it together. I never wore the same clothes in the same way more than once.

All at once, the silence of the room broke again and I could hear the same guitar sound as I did before. I stepped into my room in an attempt to follow it, but it still had no real source. I took the short stairs to the top floor; the sound wasn’t any clearer up there. I glanced over the guitars still sitting where they remained before I turned to go down the stairs. I walked past my level and made a point to stop in every room to see if the sound was more defined, but it wasn’t; I swear, it was as faint as the air.

I found Kara at the kitchen table, typing at the speed of light. She had her headphones in, and I could hear the faint sound of the music she was listening to, but that wasn’t the sound I was hearing either. I walked over to her and pulled one of the ear buds out, and she jumped back - It was obvious I’d jerked her out of a deep thought.

“Are you trying to kill me? I thought you’d left,” she said, hitting ‘Save’. As much as she used it, I was surprised that button still worked; she was a bit paranoid about losing her work, if you ask me.

“Do you hear that sound?” I asked, hitting ‘Pause’ on her phone.

She tilted her head. “What does it sound like?” she asked.

“A guitar.”

She raised her eyebrows, and a grin slowly spread across her face. “Interesting,” she said, looking me over. “You look nice.”

“You seriously don’t hear that?”

She shook her head slowly no. “Seriously…I thought you left. Madison walked in a few minutes ago,” Kara said, stretching.

“What?! Where is she – did you really think I wouldn’t say goodbye?”

“I’m not used to keeping up with a seventeen-year-old – you were probably going down one set of stairs as she was coming up. Go look for her - you know she’s not shy,” Kara said, nodding for me to go.

She was right: Madison always made herself comfortable, no matter where she was . I was sure that was what Bianca didn’t like about her. I smirked, thinking maybe if I just stayed close to Madison, I wouldn’t have to worry about Bianca – that she’d get the hint.

I figured if Kara was right, she had to be in my room. I looked for the sound as I went after her, but it continued to be elusive.

I found Madison lying across my bed, holding my phone. We were dressed almost exactly alike except she was wearing a long sleeve fitted flannel that had a hood already on it. Her long, dark brown hair was braided to the side; she’d either dyed a strand of her hair purple or had an extension in it. Madison had always been a little bit bigger than me, but she was still small; at times, I thought it was just her personality that made her seem bigger.

“Hey,” I said to get her attention.

She finished what she was doing on my phone before looking up at me. “Whoa, you look hot.”

“What are you doing on my phone? “ I asked, brushing off her comment.

“Apparently having a BFF war with Bianca – this girl is just ridiculous,” she said in a disgusted tone.

I closed my eyes and shook my head .“What did she do?” I asked.

“Your phone was going crazy. I just texted: ‘ its Madison I’m not sure where Charlie is I have her phone’. She asked what we were up to, and I told her we’re on our way out, and she said: ‘sounds like Charlie is having fun without me’ with a sad face.” Madison looked over me carefully as if she were trying to gauge my mood.

I groaned as I sat next to her on my bed. I knew Bianca was either with Britain or would complain to him that I was going out – which would make my argument about needing to stay out of trouble mute.

“Kara said he sent a phone here – I told you this wasn’t going to be easy.”

“Did you?” I said, looking at her with pleading eyes. “What’s not going to be easy?”

Madison shook her head from side to side as what could only be anger consumed her emerald green eyes. “It’s not going to matter until you get your memory back,” she mumbled.

“What did I forget, Madison?” I asked in a flat tone.

She didn’t answer me; she only leaned forward and buried her face in her hands.

“Madison,” I pleaded.

She looked up from her hands and glanced to her side at me. “Charlie, I’m not going to tell you right now…I think if I do, I’ll be hurting you.”

“How?” I asked in a shaky voice as my heart started to race.

“I don’t know everything…you’ve kept things from me over the past few months, and…and I’m scared if I tell you what I know, you’ll never remember what you were hiding…and if you don’t remember, then we’ll never figure this out.”

“So what are we going to do - just wait for these drugs to wear off? I’m going insane – I can’t wait that long.”

She reached her arm around me. “No, I’m just going to put you back into your life…I can see the emotions you’re fighting…you’re coming back around – slowly, but I still feel you coming back.”

“I looked through your sketch book – what did I tell you about that birthmark?”

Her eyes grew wide. “Did I get it right? Is that what it looks like?”

I nodded.

She leaned back and grabbed her book, then turned to the sketch, pulled out her phone, and took a picture of it.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m going to get someone to help us figure out what it means.”

“It’s a birthmark – how could it mean something?”

She didn’t answer as she sent a text out. Once she pushed her phone into her bag, she looked at me.

“Do you know if Britain has one?” she asked.

“Not on his neck.”

“Anywhere else?”

My face blushed. “How would I know that?”

She sighed. “I hope you don’t…that could only make all of this worse.”

“I don’t,” I said, looking away from her.

Just as I felt hopelessness consume me, the soft sound of the guitar grew louder. I looked to my side at her. “Do you hear that sound?” I whispered, pointing in mid-air at the sound of the guitar.

She sat up slowly and held my stare as a serious expression came across her face. “Tell me what it sounds like,” she said quietly.

I furrowed my eyebrows, “A guitar – is that bad? I’m crazy, aren’t I?”

She shook her head. “A guitar is good,” she said under her breath as she stood.

“You don’t hear it?”

“Charlie – we all have our vices – guitar isn’t mine – remember?” she said, nodding to her sketch book.

“I guess I should get one,” I mumbled as I stood and grabbed my hoodie.

Madison reached in her bag and pulled out an energy drink, then downed the whole thing in a few gulps.

“Tired?” I asked, almost amused.

She shook her head. “It’s been a long afternoon, and it could be a long night. Do you want one?”

“No, slow down on those; you’re annoying when you get hyper,” I teased as I reached for my bag.

“Yeah, well, I may be annoying - but I’m alert, and one of us needs to be right now.”

I reached for my phones and tucked them in my bag before I pulled it across me. “Are you ready?” I asked.

An intense expression filled her face as she reached in her bag and pulled out another energy drink.

“Madison, seriously – I’m not in the mood for you to be hyper.”

She rolled her eyes at me as we walked to the stairs.

Walking down the stairs, I hesitated at every doorway, trying to find the sound again while ignoring the curious looks from Madison.

Kara must have found the thought I’d pulled her out of because she was typing just as fast. I waved my hand in front of her face to get her attention, and she stopped and hit ‘Save’ before looking up at me.

“You found her. Good,” Kara said, smiling at Madison.

“What time do I have to be back?” I asked.

Kara seemed surprised by my question. She pursed her lips. “What time were you thinking?” she asked, looking behind me at Madison.

Madison slowly moved her head from side to side. ”Hard to say...”

“Well...I guess just let me know if you plan to go anywhere else afterwards,” Kara said, looking at Madison.

I looked at her like she was insane – what kind of curfew was that?

“I think you get in an ‘F’ in the category of supervision. Mom’s housekeeper would give me ten minutes to go to the bodega – can I have a curfew, please?”

“I think she gets an ‘A’,” Madison said, pulling my arm to the back door.

“Thank you, Madison,” Kara said as we closed the door.

I hesitated on the steps – the guitar sound was gone…it was almost silent – I say almost because I wasn’t sure if I was hearing faint whispers or the wind just outside the garage. I stared at the driveway and watched as the shadows of the trees swayed gently across the pavement. I took in a breath and told myself right now it was only the wind.

“Curfew?” Madison said, looking over her shoulder at me.

“I’m just not assuming anything; I don’t want to get in trouble.”

“Too late,” Madison said under her breath.

“Are you driving?” I asked, knowing that if the shadows attacked again, I’d not only have to worry about my life – but hers as well.

“You’re the one with the new car,” she said, walking to my passenger door.

I took a deep breath and told myself that I could do this – they were quiet – I had my music – I was safe. “How far is it?” I asked as I pulled my headphones out and put them in before unlocking the doors.

“Maybe forty-five minutes. You’ve been there before – remember, it’s outside - a stage, screens behind the bands,” she said, climbing in the passenger seat.

I slid in the driver’s seat and looked boldly into her eyes. “I don’t.”

She sighed. “That way,” she said shortly as she pointed to the right.

As I backed out and pulled forward, I gripped the steering wheel . I focused on my favorite song, which was still playing on repeat, and refused to let the darkness take shape around me.

She must have told me to turn down a hundred different roads; I was sure I’d never remember how I got to where we were going.

“So…you have no memory of ever driving down these roads?” she asked as she told me to turn again.

“No – I’m too tired to play this game; quit asking me if I remember, and just tell me.”

She pulled another energy drink out of her bag and handed it to me. I shook my head to tell her no. “How many of those can you possibly have in your bag?!”

“Enough,” she said, opening it and taking a sip. She started to shake her legs up and down.

“Your heart is going to explode,” I said, rolling my eyes.

She didn’t argue with me; she just stared out the window and moved her lips silently. I assumed she was singing along with a song that was stuck in her head. She may have loved to sketch, but she also had the same fascination for music that I had. I loved the sound, and she adored the lyrics.

“Turn where those cars are turning,” she said, sitting up in her seat.

I followed the cars down a gravel driveway, then across a grassy area. I guess it was too much to ask to have the cars park in some manner that made sense; it looked like people just decided to stop and park anywhere they chose. I weaved through cars and parked my bug off to the right of the stage. I knew I’d be able to see from here if I sat on my hood. There was already a band on stage, and I could hear them perfectly from here.

Once I parked, I reached for my phones; I thought I felt them vibrate when we were driving.

“Are you not getting out?” Madison asked.

“I’ll sit on the hood if I want to see better. Go ahead; you don’t have to keep up with me,” I said, smiling slightly and hoping I’d been direct enough with her. I wasn’t planning on mingling with anyone.

“Alright…,“ she said quietly as she climbed out. “I’m going to check on something – I’ll be right back.”

I nodded, knowing that whatever she was doing and whoever she was talking to, I wanted no part of it. I looked down at my phone; I had no signal out here, but I could still read the last texts. Bianca’s said: ‘I hope you have fun I’ll be there in day or so can’t wait to see what kind of fun we can get in to.’ I shook my head, furious that they were following me here. I texted back: ‘you’ll have more fun in Cancun’. I knew she wouldn’t get it until I got a signal again, but at least it was sent. I pulled out Britain’s phone; he’d texted twice since I last looked. The first one said: ‘I think you have your nights and days backwards text when you get your second wind.’ The next one said: ‘looks like you struck a jealous cord with Bianca.’ I hesitated, trying to think of what to say back; when nothing came to me, I shoved my phone in my bag.

I looked up and noticed that a new band had begun to play. I turned down the song that was playing in my headphones and listened through my open window. I could hear a nervous anxiety in the lead vocalist, but his audience was forgiving as they screamed and danced to the music. By the time he reached the chorus, his anxieties were gone and he took over the stage he was on. It always made me smile when I witnessed someone take ownership of their talent. They played their set, then three more bands played. I liked what I heard and made a mental note to find their music.

Madison came back to my car all alone. She was literally dancing as she walked – I guess all the caffeine in her system was starting to take effect. I got out and slid on my hood, careful not to let my boots make a mark. Madison crawled up beside me.

“Having fun?” I asked half-heartedly.

“Not yet,” she said, lying against my windshield

“What were you doing?”

“Looking for backup – it’s kinda exhausting being around you.”

“What are you talking about – you need energy drinks to be around me?” I said in an amused tone.

She didn’t answer me. She sat up and looked at the stage. We both clapped as the band that was playing finished their set and left the stage.

“I think we should go closer for the next band,” she said, sliding down off the hood.

“I like this spot,” I said, refusing to move. “Who’s playing anyway?”

“They don’t really have a name – the lead singer’s name is…Draven.”

My eyes grew wide as I looked at her in utter shock – could there be two? Was the Draven I saw today about to sing? My heart started to race, and my ears began to burn. I pulled my hood up and tried to find a calm expression, but it was useless.

“Know the name?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.

“No – yeah – I saw him earlier, if that’s the same guy – I think my mom knows his dad.”

“Same one – Draven Michaels.”

“Do you remember him from when we were little?” I asked as I tried to find the air to breathe – he wasn’t even on stage, and I couldn’t control myself. Why did he do that to me?

“I don’t think my memory is the one that should be in question,” she answered, looking anxiously at the stage.

I followed her stare. The lights were out, but the screen behind the stage was white and was blinking on and off rapidly. Throughout almost all of the other bands, the crowd had lingered by their cars or were having conversations over the music. They still moved to the music and cheered, making them a good crowd to perform in front of - but to say the least, their attention was divided. As if on cue, everyone in the field and the cars around us moved to the stage. The crowd, including Madison, screamed as the shadowed images of Draven and his band came to the stage. My heart pounded against my chest as I studied his perfect silhouette holding a guitar and adjusting his mic. He was just too perfect; the stage enhanced every part of his tall, lean body.



 




Chapter 6

The screen behind the band turned black, then a dim spotlight illuminated Draven’s guitar; it looked like it was suspended in thin air. As he began to play, the crowd roared and my heart stopped; it was my song, the one I’d grown dependent on. The drums, and then the lead and base guitars erupted, and the stage was lit with a bright light. I tried to piece it all together – everyone saying I knew him – this song – at that instant, I couldn’t even remember where I found that song in the first place. I was completely captivated by the moment I was in.

I could see his twin, Aden, beside him. As he took over the lead guitar, I edged forward on the hood, wanting to hear Draven’s voice more clearly over the roar of the crowd.

His tone was simply hypnotic. As it reached me, it felt like a wave of pure energy soared through every part of my body. It dulled the tense adrenaline that seemed to have control over me. Each note made me feel more and more one with the sound; it was like I was a part of everything. When he sang the lyrics ‘My soul intertwined with the divine…an angel I wish were mine,’ it was almost more than my body could take.

“Is it clear now?” Madison screamed over the music.

I shook my head, now completely star struck – who could ever forget that this perfect person existed?

She looped her arm though mine and pulled me off my hood and toward the bed of a truck that was next to us; the people who owned the truck had rushed to the stage with everyone else. The entire crowd was rocking in perfect rhythm with the music. As Madison pulled me up, my eyes shot to center the stage – and I was almost certain Draven looked me in the eye. Madison put her arm around me and rocked us along with the crowd. I couldn’t believe how alive I felt listening to them play; it was as if I didn’t have a fear in the world.

Everyone on stage embraced their presence as they performed; it was as if each member of the band was connected. I normally try to give my attention to every part of a band, but every time I looked away from Draven, I found a reason to study him again. I was starting to doubt that he’d looked me in the eye before. I could see that he connected so well with his audience that each of us felt like he was singing to us alone.

When my song ended, he didn’t stop to talk to his audience; they just began their next song. I recognized this song, too, but I didn’t know from where.

Sure that I was hidden in this dark crowd, I moved freely to the music, something I’d normally only do when I was alone. The band played into the next song without pause. When it was over, Draven simply said, “Thank you,” then stepped back into the darkness. The crowd screamed for them to come back, but they never did. When the owners of the truck came back, we jumped down. A lot of people were starting to leave now.

“Is it over?” I asked Madison when we got back to my car.

“Just a break. Most people just came to see that band; the bands that played before have another set.”

I knew that would take hours, and I was ready to go. “I’m not gonna make it through another set; I told you I was tired before we came.”

“Yeah, and I told you to take a nap – besides, I want you meet some people. Come on,” she said, waving her arm for me to follow.

I wasn’t stupid; she was going to try and get me to meet Draven, and that wasn’t going to happen - not after watching that performance. I was sure to act like an idiot; besides, I didn’t know how to thank him for writing that song I loved – it had gotten me though the last few days – through the moments that were too much for me to handle.

I sat down in the driver’s seat of my car and shook my head no. Madison walked over to the passenger door, opened it, and leaned in. “What are you doing?” she asked, annoyed.

“Going home – need a ride?” I asked sarcastically.

She quickly reached over and grabbed my keys. “Tell you what,” she said, backing out of the door.

I flew out of my door, prepared to fight her to get them back. She flung her hand back as far as she could and threw my keys in the field behind us. “When you find your keys – we’ll go.”

I could have ripped her to shreds - she threw them in grass that was almost two inches tall that cars were creeping across. “I cannot believe you – how could you?!”

“Relax, just going to say goodbye to a few people, then I’ll help you look.” She took off in a sprint and yelled, “It’s for your own good!” over her shoulder.

As soon as I found my keys, I was gone - with or without her. The cars that were driving over the field she threw them in were starting to thin out. I reached in my pocket and turned up my music as loud as it would go. I stared at the shadows the car lights were creating across the grass - once I was sure they were ordinary, I began to walk cautiously forward, studying the ground; it wasn’t muddy, but the ground was soft. In the back of my mind, I had this fear that one of the passing cars had pushed my keys into the ground and I’d never find them.

I scanned the area she’d thrown them in for almost thirty minutes. With each second that passed, I grew more and more furious with Madison. Most of the cars avoided the area I was in, and I tried to take advantage of the light they gave the grass as they passed. I crouched lower, looking for any sign of the silver on my keys; then all at once I saw the shadows across the blades of grass began to slither toward me. I held in a scream that wanted to come out and somehow found anger. “Go away,” I said firmly. They ignored my request and began to grow - before I knew it, I was surrounded by dark figures.

I stood slowly and held my glare. Under my breath, I began to hum the melody that was blaring in my ears; then out of nowhere, the field I was standing in lit up and the figures instantly evaporated. A sly grin spread across my face as I turned and looked into the bright headlights that were shining on me. They turned slightly, revealing the gray Hummer they belonged to. My heart started to beat violently against my chest as I saw the shadowed driver put it in park.

He slowly opened his door and stepped out. I could see him clearly now: it was Draven. He walked cautiously to my side and tilted his head. I reached my hand in my pocket and turned the music down so I could hear him.

“Are you OK?” he asked seriously.

I looked to the shadowed grass, then into his eyes - I was sure he thought I was insane. It took me a second to formulate the words in my head before I could answer him. “My friend…my friend threw my keys out here because she wanted to stay longer,” I finally said, trying to hold a calm composure.

“Charlie…do you remember me?” he asked quietly as his eyes, which were full of a painful anger, danced across my face.

My heart began to beat violently against my chest as my mind echoed his perfect voice in my thoughts - it seemed so glaringly familiar to me. I looked down as echoes of him saying random words that I couldn’t make out rushed in and out of my vacant memory. “I guess we knew each other when we were little or something?” I slowly looked up to see if there was any truth in what I said.

His flawless jawline locked as he nodded once. “Yeah….we did.”

For a second, I thought he sounded sad, but in his stunning green eyes the painful anger remained. I turned my music down a little more so I could focus on him – his voice – every part of him. I smiled slightly and tried as best I could to hide the undeniable growing infatuation I had for him.

“I saw your mom today,” he said, smiling faintly.

“I remember,” I said, blushing slightly – my heart was racing so wildly, I could barely hear myself.

He nodded as his eyes carefully looked all around me. The silence was awkward, and I had to break it. “Good show tonight,” I said quickly.

“You did like it?” he said as a smile threatened to invade his perfect lips.

“Yeah…why wouldn’t I have?” I asked, feeling the heat in my ears burn.

“It just took you a while to move to the music,” he said, shyly looking over his shoulder at the passenger in his Hummer. He shook his head once, then looked back at me.

“You saw me?” I asked in a shaky voice. I was absolutely humiliated.

He turned back to me and looked intently into my eyes. “You’re hard not to see.”

I shook my head and looked down. “I don’t think any band has ever made me move like that – at least not in public.”

I dared to look up at him, only to see him smiling perfectly down at me. “Best compliment I’ve ever gotten,” he said quietly as his eyes searched over me.

“I’m sure you’ll find more; you have a natural talent,” I said, growing more comfortable with formulating simple sentences.

“We all do,” he said under his breath.

I heard Madison yell my name. Before I could break out of the trance I was in, I felt her crash into me.

“There you are. Oh – my – God, I really just ran all the way over here,” she said, trying to catch her breath.

“Too many energy drinks?” I said shortly, absolutely furious with her.

“Nope. They’re just starting to kick in,” she said, pushing one into my hand.

“I don’t want it,” I said, giving it back to her. “I’m ready to go, but I can’t because you lost my keys.”

“No I didn’t – here,” she said, pulling them from her pocket and laughing out of control.

“What?! I watched you throw them,” I said, snatching them from her hand.

“No, you watched me pretend to throw them – very convincingly, obviously.” She looked at Draven. “I was looking all over for you.”

“Right here,” he said, quietly staring at me.

“Great show tonight,” she said to Draven as she began to dance along with the music the band on stage was playing.

I smiled slightly at him and said, “Nice to meet you.” I then looked at Madison and said, “I’m leaving with or without you – now.”

I started to walk to my car.

“Alright, you win – you don’t know where you’re going anyway; that GPS has no signal,” Madison yelled.

I’d taken almost four steps before I felt Draven’s hand on my shoulder; I swear, I could feel energy coming off him. I hesitated and turned.

“Wait,” he said. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you two to get in a car.”

My cheeks flushed; I was sure now that he’d seen me countering the shadows in the field and thought that I was insane – too insane to drive.

“I’m her ride, and I have no idea where I am – I’m kinda out of options.”

He looked over his shoulder at Madison, then at me. “Let her ride in my truck. I’ll show you how to get back.”

“You want her to ride in your truck?” I asked, trying to hide the anger and jealousy I felt for Madison – did he like her?

She started jumping in place. “Sounds like a plan to me,” she said, running to his Hummer.

“Alright, then,” I said, looking down and walking to my car.

I sat down in the driver’s seat and turned up the music in my headphones just loud enough to cover the threat of the whispers – I couldn’t believe she’d just ditch me – I mean, what kind of friend was that? I could see the lights from the Hummer coming up from behind me. I couldn’t figure out what he was doing; I was supposed to follow him, so why was he behind me? I was looking out the driver’s side window when I heard my passenger door open. For a second, I thought Madison had realized how cold it was to make me drive back on my own - but when I turned to the passenger side, I saw Draven climbing in.

“What’s going on?” I asked nervously, hitting ‘Pause’ on my phone as I watched him push the seat back so his legs could have more room.

“I told you I’d tell you how to get back,” he said, smiling slightly.

Every part of me was tingling. I had no idea how I was going to focus well enough to drive – what I’d do if I had to fight these shadows in front of him – I was horrified.

“Yeah, but I thought you meant follow you,” I said, trying to take in a breath after I said the words.

“I wanted to ride with you,” he said, pulling his belt on.

As he leaned closer to me to fasten it, I could smell the addictive aroma of his cologne. I was literally trapped in my worst nightmare.

“Just for the record, you’re only my second passenger – third, if you count my teacher,” I said, putting the car in drive.

“Duly noted.”

I caught myself staring into his perfect eyes. His dark lashes framed the most alluring color I’d ever seen. It was like they were intended to be black, but a shade of the most perfect green had shattered the black canvas that they were.

He stared back at me with almost the same wonder, then smiled slightly. “That way,” he said, pointing to the left.

I felt my cheeks flush with embarrassment, and I tried to smile through it as I turned the wheel. I crept down the gravel driveway, fighting the glare of the headlights coming from his Hummer. Just before I reached the road, he reached up and moved my rearview mirror, taking the torture of the lights away. He then gently reached for my headphones and pulled them out; his warm fingertips had brushed up against my skin, and it took everything I had not to faint. I couldn’t stand this feeling; it was too out of control. I angled my eyes at him to see if I could see what he was doing to me.

“You have to be able to see and hear if you’re going to get us home,” he explained, relaxing into his seat and grinning innocently.

I looked in front of me at the dark road, listening for any reason to put my headphones in. I had no idea how I was managing to have a calm outward appearance; I was just thankful that I did.

“Why were you listening to headphones anyway?” he asked as he pointed for me to turn left.

I raised my eyebrows and tried to look confident. “I guess it’s my ‘vice’ – I didn’t take you for a person that listens to the radio,“ I answered.

“Can you see me that clearly?” he asked.

I angled my eyes at him quickly, then looked at the road. I don’t know what it was today, but everyone seemed to be referring to seeing like it was more than it was. I guess that’s a new form of slang in Salem.

“I can see perfectly,” I answered, not knowing how else to respond to that statement.

From the corner of my eye, I saw him nod, and it sounded like he mumbled. “I can only hope.”

I turned to look at him, curious as to why he said that. He nodded his head toward the road, telling me to focus on driving.

“You know there’s an outlet here to plug your phone in so you can hear your music, right?” he said, reaching for the dash to show me.

“Duly noted,” I said, mocking the words he’d used before.

He shook his head, grinning profusely. “What band are you listening to?” he asked.

“One that plays music,” I said before I could sensor the sarcasm in my tone. It was a reflex I had when my friends in New York would ask me why I listened to the kind of music that I did.

“Sorry,” I said, shaking my head and trying to hold back the sly smile that always surfaced when I was uncomfortable. I didn’t want to admit I was listening to his band, so I tried to curb the conversation to just music itself. “I like all music, but I love alternative, indie bands. I like…I like seeing the music before it’s polished, kind of like looking at a perfect sculpture before the dust of its creation is swept away.”

I looked to my side to see if I was making any kind of sense, and I found him smiling adoringly like I’d just read his thoughts.

“Perfectly conveyed… you have a way with words,” he said quietly.

I moved my head from side to side, knowing that his words, his music, perfectly conveyed words into whatever I wanted them to be.

“Your mom said she was happy that you were home,” he said as he angled himself against my door so he could see me more clearly.

My cheeks flushed. I thought about pulling my hood up, but I pushed down my suffocating need for security and let him see me.

“What else did my mom say?” I asked, even though I was terrified of his answer.

“Not much… she said that she’d bought you this car for graduation, and…” he paused.

I looked to my side to see if I was doing something wrong or had missed a turn. He was just staring at me.

“And?” I said, letting my sly smile surface again.

He hesitated, then said, “That she asked you to play.”

I shook my head no. “She’s crazy…I don’t know how.”

I glanced at my side to see the painful anger in his expression again. He pointed for me to turn right at the next street. “I can see the music in you.”

I smiled slightly. “I love music – guitars.”

He pointed for me to turn again, then let his hands rest on his knee. I noticed that he simply couldn’t keep his fingers still; it was as if they were playing music, with or without his guitar in his hand. I could clearly imagine the sound it would create if he were playing – it was helping block out the anxieties of the darkness around me – I just knew the whispers were waiting for a moment to make me look like a fool.

It was quiet for a few minutes, but it wasn’t awkward. Even though my emotions were out of control, I felt safe around him. I relaxed in my seat and glanced to my side at him.

“So, do you have a lot of friends in the UK? I heard you spent a lot of time there,” I said, curious as to what girl had inspired the song of his that I loved so much.

“Not really; just dad’s family…we’re kinda shy,” he answered quietly as he stared out at the dark road.

“You didn’t look shy to me – I just watched you play,” I teased.

“The stage is one of the most private places in the world,” he said calmly.

I tilted my head, wanting an explanation because I couldn’t disagree anymore. I had seen too many nervous musicians fight their way through their talent.

“Well, if you see it the right way, that is,” he said, smiling slightly.

“What is it with the word ‘see’?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “Do you want a definition?” he asked.

“No,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“Why did you ask, then?” he asked, trying to hide the curiosity in his tone.

“My sister just said something about it earlier, and you’ve used the word more in the last thirty minutes than I have in the last week.”

“Your sister is a writer.”

I nodded, surprised he knew that.

“Most creative people see the world differently than others; they see what’s yet to come.”

“Deep,” I said, only pretending to mock his words.

“How do you see the world around you?” he asked sincerely.

I looked to my side to gauge his expression; he was intently waiting for my answer and looked prepared to judge my every word, which made coming up with a compelling answer impossible.

“Sometimes it’s hard to see out of the glass box I’m in.”

“Your shield,” he whispered.

My grip on the steering wheel tightened; Britain had always talked about a shield I had around me.

Draven reached in his pocket and pulled out his cell phone; as he read a text, he erupted into laughter.

“What?” I asked daringly.

“Nothing… would you like to stop for waffles?”

“It’s, like, almost one in the morning,” I said, looking at the clock on the dash.

“Do you have to get up early?” he asked, apparently amused by me.

I smiled slyly and shook my head no.

“Well, are you hungry?”

I was hungry, but I knew I didn’t have any money on me. I really wasn’t even sure I had money at my house. I thought there was a good chance I had twenty stashed in my favorite jeans, but I knew if I didn’t, Kara would give me some.

“I have to go by my house first; Kara said to tell her if I was going somewhere else, and she’ll never answer her phone if she’s asleep.”

As Draven started to text on his phone, I looked in my rearview mirror, but I couldn’t see the headlights of his Hummer anymore.

“Where are they?” I asked.

“Aden had to get gas,” he said as a new text came in.

He laughed as he read it, then sent a response. I felt my ears burn; I had no idea what he was saying, and it was making me mad. I was way too self-conscious for this.

“What’s so funny?”

“Aden is having a blast with Madison; he was thanking me diligently,” he said, putting his phone in his pocket.

“Really?” I asked, not sure if he was teasing or not.

“No, not really, not-at-all,” he said, trying not to laugh.

“What did he say? What did she do?” I asked, feeling embarrassed for Madison.

“Nothing bad, just that she’s conveyed every emotion humanly possible in a never-ending sentence, and now she’s starving – all caps. They’re fine,” Draven said.

“What did they say about going by my house first?”

“Um, I believe it was a ‘n’ with twenty ‘o’s’ behind it, then it said, ‘Charlie has no clue on how to manipulate a curfew’.”

“What did you say?” I asked, glancing at him.

“I do,” he answered, winking at me.

“You planning on charming my sister?”

“Your sister is charming; she doesn’t need to be charmed,” he answered as he pointed, telling me to turn again.

This was my road; I recognized it.

“You do know her?” I asked, bewildered.

He nodded as his body tensed with what could only be anger. I couldn’t figure out why I kept bringing that emotion out in him. My ears burned with embarrassment as I tried to think of what I could have said or done wrong.

I pulled around the side of the house into the garage. I left the keys in the ignition and got out, then ran up the steps, trying to avoid that awkward moment where I should have asked him to come in.

When I opened the back door, I found Kara still sitting at the table, headphones in, writing at the speed of light. I waved my hand in front of her to get her attention, and she hit ‘Save’ before she pulled out her headphones and looked at me.

“Are you good with me going and getting waffles?” I asked.

“There’s food…,” she hesitated as she looked over my shoulder, “waffles sound fun…how was the show?” she asked.

I looked over my shoulder to see Draven standing in the doorway, smiling warmly at Kara.

“Good,” I answered for the both of us.

“Aren’t you missing someone?” Kara asked.

“They’re behind us,” I answered nervously, looking at her and hoping she wouldn’t embarrass me at any moment now.

“Interesting,” she said as she stared at Draven.

“How’s that story working out?” Draven asked her charmingly.

“Still working,” she said, winking at him.

“I’ll be right back,” I said, walking past her. The faster I got my money and out of there, the better off I’d be.

As soon as I reached the front room, I heard it again: the guitar. It was even more defined than before, making the tone almost addictive. As I climbed the steps, it didn’t get any fainter or louder; it was the strangest sensation to hear it...it was so warm.

I found my twenty in my jeans and ran down the stairs. When I started to go down the last flight, I saw Draven standing in the center of the front room. I slowed my descent as I watched him. His eyes were gazing above him, and his body was rocking in perfect rhythm with the sound I was hearing. I quietly walked to his side and touched his arm, pulling him out of whatever thought he was in.

“You hear that?” I asked as my eyes searched his for the truth.

He smiled slightly and tenderly reached his fingertips to brush a loose strand of my hair out of my face. I literally lost the ability to breathe for a moment.

“Hungry?” he asked quietly.

I nodded stiffly. He reached his arm out and let his hand rest on my back, gently encouraging me to lead. My entire body hummed with nervous anticipation of being in his presence.



 




Chapter 7

Kara was fixing herself something to drink when I walked back into the kitchen. She smiled nervously at Draven as she turned, and he nodded as if to calm her anxieties. I couldn’t understand what they weren’t saying to each other, or even how they knew each other so well.

“Do you need anything?” I asked, walking to the back door, wanting a fast escape.

“No, have fun,” she said, taking her seat at the table.

When I opened the door, I saw Draven’s Hummer running behind my garage. As he stepped past me to talk to them, I started to pull the door closed.

“Oh, Charlie,” Kara said, stopping me. She looked past me to see where Draven was. “What grade do I get now?” she asked in a teasing manner.

“Maybe a ‘C’,” I said, playing into her words.

“Interesting choice of letters,” she said, raising her eyebrows and putting her headphones in.

I shook my head slowly, completely oblivious of what she meant when she said ‘interesting.’

Draven was leaning into the open driver door of his Hummer. I thought he might be expecting me to ride with them, but I wasn’t ready to give him that control; I wanted to drive. I climbed in my driver’s seat and pulled out my phone; I knew I felt it vibrate earlier, and I wanted to clear the message so my battery wouldn’t die. The blue box said I had six unread texts, but I didn’t bother reading them; I marked them as read and hit the ‘Sleep’ button.

Draven opened the passenger door and slid in.

“I thought your brother was going to convince you to trade passengers.” I teased as I put the car in reverse.

He shook his head and smiled mischievously. “Na, he’s having too much fun,” he said.

I glanced at him curiously while driving down my driveway.

“No, not really,” he said, suppressing his laughter while answering my unasked question. Then he unwound a black cord he had in his hand, plugged it into the dash, and reached for my phone. “I just went to get you this,” he said, checking his connection.

My heart started to race as I realized that the last song I’d listened to was his.

He reached for the knob on the radio and turned it all the way up; as the guitar began, his eyes locked with mine. It was like I could feel the shock coming off him, and I didn’t know if that was bad or good. My trembling hand reached for the knob and turned it down to a whisper, then shyly dared to look at him again. I smiled slightly. “It’s my favorite; I didn’t know who it belonged to,” I said as steadily as I could; I was quite sure I hadn’t taken a breath in a moment or two.

His beautiful eyes echoed the anger he always seemed to carry. “If anyone would understand this song…it would be you,” he said sympathetically, turning the volume up.

He leaned back in his seat and began to move his fingers to the rhythm of the music.

I was paralyzed by his words. My thoughts moved to my dad, as they always did with these lyrics. The song echoed the pain of having to share someone before you were ready to. At that moment, I was yearning for my dad – I wanted someone to talk to about what I was going through. Before I could stop them, angry tears glassed over my eyes. I struggled not to blink, knowing that if I did a tear would race down my cheek.

Draven cautiously reached for my hand, and I let it fall from the steering wheel. Feeling his warm skin against mine, he gently moved his fingers with every chord that was played.

The grief I was feeling started to fade. Each time Draven’s fingertips would move, I swear in my mind I could see the sound of the music; it was so peaceful. I still heard the same words, but they carried a new emotion; this one was forgiving, telling me I wasn’t alone because what my dad was a part of now was all around me...he was still here, within me…I was going to win whatever battle I was fighting.

When the song ended, I pulled my hand away slowly and gripped the steering wheel. I felt his eyes move carefully over me.

“Divine,” I whispered, trying to thank him.

He reached to mute the sound, almost as if he knew I wouldn’t be able to hear it in front of him again. Neither of us attempted to fill the calming silence.

I followed his Hummer into the restaurant parking lot and pulled up on the passenger side. The place was packed, and I recognized a lot of the cars here from the field earlier. I looked up to see Madison with her back to the window, dancing in place. I shook my head; I knew that by now Madison had reached an annoying hyper mood.

“I do feel sorry for your brother, and I haven’t even met him yet,” I quietly teased.

When he didn’t say anything, l looked to my side at him; he was staring intently at me. Right now, I wish I could feel this figurative shield everyone always said I had. I didn’t want to sit alone with him in this car, and I didn’t want to go in; I just wanted to run.

“What did you see?” he asked in a voice just above a whisper.

I bit my bottom lip, terrified to answer him. I didn’t know how to describe it to him without sounding like I was out of my mind, or simply just too deep.

“The music, through your eyes,” I mumbled.

His shattered emerald green eyes captured mine; as he slowly leaned forward, he was so close that I could feel the numbing warmth of his body. My heart was pounding so hard, it almost hurt.

“That’s a start,” he whispered, reaching to pull my keys out to hand them to me.

I tried to hold my hand steady as I took them from him. I looked down quickly, then fumbled to open my door; I needed air. Madison had climbed out of the Hummer and was beside my door, grinning profusely and jumping in place.

“A little hyper?” I asked shortly.

“Just staying alert,” she said, grinning abundantly and looping her arm through mine, pulling me to the sidewalk. “Do you remember now? Did you just kiss him?” she whispered, entirely too loud.

I ignored her question and looked behind me to see where Draven was. He was standing in front of the Hummer, saying something quietly to his brother Aden. The expression on Aden’s face was of absolute remorse, and his eyes moved to me as the expression of hope overcame the sadness. I swallowed and bit down on my back teeth, terrified of what he may or may not be thinking about me. Aden smiled slightly, and I saw the dimples Kara had mentioned earlier. Noticing my stare, he and Draven walked over to us.

“Aden… this is Charlie,” Draven said softly.

I nodded once at Aden; maybe it was because I felt like I knew Draven more, but in my mind they couldn’t look more different. With or without Aden smiling, revealing his dimples, their eyes, the way they carried themselves - couldn’t be more opposite. It wasn’t that one of them seemed stronger or nicer than the other; it was almost like it was their perspective, like they both saw the world intently, but on different levels.

“Come on, guys, there’s a table – someone’s getting up,” Madison said, reaching to pull Aden’s arm in the restaurant.

I couldn’t believe how many people were out this late at night. I felt the nervous anticipation of walking in, and I reached to pull my hood up. Draven gently reached for my hand to stop me, and as he looped his fingers through mine, the warm, tingling sensation of his presence swarmed through every part of me. “Let me see you…” He tilted his head and smiled slightly. “I’ll protect you.”

I smiled nervously. “I’m not good with people – I mean, crowds...well, both.” I shook my head, trying to stop the ignorance that was pouring from my lips, and attempted to smile through it.

“Me either,” he said as his grin widened and he pulled me forward.

I swear, every single person in the room turned to look at us as we walked in. I held my breath and tried to look calm. I felt Draven squeeze my hand as if to try and remind me that he was there. We followed Aden and Madison to an empty dirty booth in the corner. I could tell people wanted to say something to him, or even Aden, but all they did was smile and nod and hold up the bull sign that Draven’s style of music symbolized.

I slid into the booth, thinking that if my back was to everyone I wouldn’t be so uncomfortable; I was wrong, though, because in front of me was a window that reflected everything behind me. Draven slid in next to me, Madison sat across from me, and Aden sat next to her, but he made it a point to put as much space as possible between her and him.

I nervously looked out the dark window, then focused on the hum of conversation – I knew I needed a sound to hide behind if the whispers came back.

Madison erupted into laughter as she read a text and leaned to look around me, then she waved like crazy to a table across the room. Aden looked at Draven and rolled his eyes, and I bit my bottom lip, trying not to laugh. When he saw how amused I was by him, Aden blushed slightly, then looked at Madison. “Seriously – is that necessary?” he asked.

She rolled her eyes at him, then looked at Draven; he grinned slightly and nodded.

“See,” Madison said.

Aden shook his head and looked down – it was more than obvious he wasn’t fond of her. I couldn’t figure out why Draven was encouraging her to annoy Aden.

A waitress came over and began to clear what was left from the customers before us, and another woman came up behind her and took our drink orders.

Madison erupted into laughter again and dodged another look at the table across the room.

“You know what,” I said, leaning forward to get her attention, “you’re driving me mad. Just go over there; it’ll be faster than texting.”

“Yeah, but not as fun,” she said, trying to look serious.

Aden stood to let her out. “We’ll order for you,” he said as politely as he could.

“Alright, alright, sorry; just get me a waffle,” she said, trying not to laugh as she got up.

When Aden sat back down, he glanced at me and smiled. “Thank you.”

“Aww, come on, Aden...all that energy she has is good – you know that,” Draven teased, throwing his straw wrapper at him.

“The things I put up with for you…,” Aden said, looking down at his menu.

I tried not to laugh, but I couldn’t help it. Draven looked to his side at me and smiled.

“She does remember how to laugh,” he said quietly as his eyes danced slowly across my face.

“When I have reason,” I mumbled as a breathtaking memory raced through my thoughts. It was him…me…him whispering those words to me as his fingertips danced across my side. I took in a breath, and my eyes widened as the memory began to fade and struggled to understand if that had happened.…or if it was something I wanted to happen. My cheeks blushed, and my heart pounded violently against my chest – I knew if that memory were real, my body wouldn’t be so out of control. I was going crazy – and at that moment I was furious with Bianca for giving me those drugs. I looked quickly away from Draven as I balled my fist in my lap. I wanted to go home – like now.

Aden cleared his throat in a vain attempt to break the tension that my odd reaction to one simple phrase had caused. A slight grin spread across his face. “Sometimes when I don’t have a reason to laugh…I try to think of times I did laugh – It helps me work through some dark moments.”

I let a nervous smile come to the corners of my lips as I unclenched my fist and raised my hands to the table. I reached for my empty straw wrapper and started to shred it into small pieces. “What if…what if you couldn’t remember…what if you couldn’t recall a single time you were happy?” I asked as I raised my eyes to meet his. From the corner of my eye, I saw every part of Draven tense, and the anger I seemed to evoke was back. Aden’s eyes moved to Draven, then back to me. He leaned slightly forward, holding his intent stare. “That’s not true –“

Before he could say another word, Draven sat up quickly and held his hand out to stop Aden from going on. “Aden…let it go – don’t make her talk about her past.”

I know Aden didn’t mean any harm and that he wanted to help me talk through why I’ve always been sad – but Draven either knew or could sense that most of the sadness came from a broken family. I felt understood, calm, and safe next to Draven.

The waitress came back, and as she set the drinks down she asked what we wanted.

“I’ll take a waffle. My friend, too,” I said to her.

Draven nodded and held up the number four to order for all of us. As the waitress questioned him on what else they may want, I looked outside at the darkness…it was quiet. The shadows have never been this calm – I didn’t like the fact that they’ve become unpredictable.

Once the waitress walked away, Draven followed my stare, but he focused on the reflection. “She’s the perfect distraction,” he said to Aden.

I looked at the reflection of Madison three tables back, sitting at the end of one of the center tables; she was laughing uncontrollably at something someone had said. I recognized most of the people she was with from middle school. I wasn’t really a big fan of any of them; they were just too fake, way too much unneeded drama.

Aden grinned slightly, shaking his head as he reached to pull his phone out of his pocket. Draven watched him closely as Aden checked something on his phone.

“Is it bad?” Draven asked.

Aden shook his head. “There’s one video, but you can’t see it clearly – the downloads spiked, but not much – I told you it would be fine – it was worth it,” he said, glancing at me. Draven nodded once before smiling faintly.

The waitress returned with four plates of waffles. I tried to glance at Aden’s phone to see what he was looking at as he laid it on the table. I was sure he was checking to see if their performance had caused more people to notice them.

“What’s the name of your band anyway?” I asked, genuinely curious.

Draven shrugged his shoulders and smiled impishly. “We don’t really have one,” he answered.

“You might want to get one. I think you have a bigger following than you realize,” I said, looking at the reflection of the people behind us.

“I’d rather be anonymous… I told you I’m shy,” he said, clearly trying to mask the anger that every word or move I made seemed to invoke. My comfort around him was fading, and the desire to run took over me.

I took in an uneasy breath, then tried to think of something to say that would change his mood. “That’s a good name: ‘Anonymous’. That’s what I’m gonna call you until you come up with one,” I said as I laid my fork down. I was too nervous to eat.

“I like it,” Aden said, grinning. “Then we’d get credit for everything that’s anonymous.”

“That can’t be all good,” Draven said, holding his hand up to say no.

“There’s a lot of good things that are anonymous; look at all the quotes,” Aden argued.

“Yeah, and look at all the ransom letters,” Draven rebutted.

Aden furrowed his eyebrows, looking for a way either to argue with him or understand him.

Out of nowhere, flashes of memories that couldn’t belong to me raced through my mind. It was of the two of them in constant endless battles of wit. As I heard them in my mind, my uneasy feeling passed and laughter tried to erupt as a smile spread across my face.

Draven smiled. “Look, I can make her laugh, too.”

Reality came back to me – the one that told me that the drugs Bianca had given me had not only robbed me of my memory – but were, in turn, taking what little sanity I had away from me. I bit my bottom lip as I decided to embrace my newfound chaos – it was giving me insight into one of the most breathtaking people I’d ever met: Draven.

Aden snapped his fingers and shook his head, trying to look serious. “Man, I really thought you had me there – that was tuff, one giggle.”

“Harder than you think,” Draven said, blushing slightly as he glanced at me.

I looked to my side at him and tried to hold on to the echoes of his memory in my mind – they were fleeting, giving me more reason to believe that they weren’t real…they were just something I wanted to happen. Guilt came over me as I realized that I couldn’t be with him…not right now- no one deserved to be pulled into this battle I was fighting with the darkness of the world.

“Where’s the rest of your band anyway?” I asked, pushing my plate away and glancing outside once more in a vain attempt to change the subject away from me.

There was an awkward silence, and the anger I’d seen in Draven seemed to surface in Aden’s placid expression. Draven shook his head once as if to tell him to calm down, and Aden’s skin flushed with a slight shade of red as he looked down.

Draven looked to his side at me.“The guys with us tonight are on stage again, I’m sure – really, it’s just us, and others jump in for stuff like tonight.”

“Really?” I asked, surprised. “What about in the UK – who plays the drums?”

Aden raised his hand. “That would be me.”

Draven rolled his eyes at Aden as if he were envious of the talent of playing the drums. I don’t know why; in my opinion, his voice would be the talent to be envied. He turned and smiled slightly at me as his eyes danced across my face. “We just recorded ourselves playing the song twice; others just learn it from that and play live with us. We’ve played with a ton of different drummers and guitarists.”

“That’s how my dad would write,” I said, blushing slightly.

Draven nodded as if he knew that. “Mine, too.”

“Look, Draven,” Aden said, nodding to the door.

I turned with Draven to see a young man and girl walking in. They were older than us; I’d guess they were at least in their twenties. They spotted a table on the side of the room and made their way to it.

Draven turned back and smiled at Aden. “It’s weird how they always know.”

“I’d like to think we all would,” Aden said, raising his eyebrows and tilting his head in my direction.

A warm smile spread across Draven’s face. “You’re right.”

“You guys know them? Do you always see them around?” I asked, trying to understand what code they were talking in.

Aden shook his head, fighting with the anger I could see just beneath his calm expression. “We know the guy, Wesley, but we haven’t met the girl yet.” He grinned at Draven. “I texted him and told him we were playing; I guess he figured out how to read them.”

“Basic training,” Draven said, laughing.

“What are you guys talking about?” I asked as the insecure feeling that had always haunted me started to creep in.

Draven pushed his plate away and reached his arm around me. I held my breath as I felt his touch, and my ears burned and my heart raced.

As if he could sense it, he smiled softly. “Wesley isn’t from here,” he said quietly. “Before he moved here, another friend of ours, Austin, made sure Wesley knew as much as he could about this town before he left him here.”

“They don’t text where he comes from?” I asked, bewildered, managing to slow my racing heart down.

“No, not at all,” he answered, looking into my eyes as if he were searching for an understanding.

I shook my head in disbelief. “For someone who’s shy, you sure do have a lot of friends here and there.”

“Acquaintances. Good ones, but just acquaintances – we really do keep to ourselves.”

“Me, too,” I said under my breath.

From the corner of my eye, in the reflection of the window I could see Madison and a girl who’s name I thought was Anna coming toward us. My body tensed; I didn’t know why, but I wanted nothing to do with this girl. Draven tightened his arm around me as if to say, Calm down; I’m here, and you’re safe, and oddly it worked; I felt confident enough to be myself.

“Food – perfect,” Madison said, nudging Aden’s arm for him to move.

He didn’t get up; he just slid in front of me and put her plate in front of her. ”So much for a distraction,” Aden mumbled, looking at Madison.

Madison’s eyes angled at him, and she quietly said, “Doing my best – it’s just Anna.”

I furrowed my eyebrows, wondering what they were talking about. I mean, Madison knew I didn’t really care for the friends she went to school with – but how would Aden and Draven know that? Why would they want her to keep them away from me tonight? I stared at Madison, trying to figure out what was going on, but she just kept her head down and was eating as fast as possible.

The Anna girl had slid in the booth next to Madison and leaned across the table, smiling at me and Draven.

“Charlie, you’re home!” the girl said with an obvious fake excitement.

I nodded and tried to look somewhat happy to see her.

“Listen, we’re all going back to my house to watch movies and stuff. Madison has already called her mom – call your sister.” She tilted her head and smiled at Draven. “Everyone can come.”

I shook my head, trying to look polite. “Sorry, I’m tired.”

Madison looked nervously at Draven as she tried to eat as fast as she could.

“Draven, you still want to come, right?” the girl said, reaching to touch his hand. An absurd jealously that I couldn’t explain consumed me; at that moment, this girl was my only enemy – and that was a foolish thought, considering what I fought every day.

He managed to sit up straighter and pull it away at just the right moment. I bit my lip, trying not to laugh. “I’m riding with Charlie so she’ll know how to get back to her house.”

The girl tried to smile, but it was clear she didn’t understand why I needed help finding my house. She looked at Draven and said, “GPS. She’ll be fine, come.”

“She’s tired, Anna; drop it,” Madison said, obviously annoyed. “I’ll text you tomorrow,” she said to me as she pushed against Anna, who was refusing to move.

The girl looked at Aden. “You don’t have an excuse - you have to come.”

Aden shook his head and pointed at Draven. “I’m his ride.”

Draven tried to hide his smile, but he couldn’t. Aden glared back at him.

“Well, Charlie, like I said: welcome home,” Anna said, trying to smile as she got up to leave.

Madison leaned across Draven and kissed my forehead. “Have fun,” she said, then glanced at Draven. “Good luck.”

I furrowed my eyebrows at her as she walked away. Draven nodded and pulled me closer to him.

“Looks like a quiet ride back,” Aden said, relaxing into his seat.

“Are you ready?” Draven asked me.

I nodded.

He reached in his pocket and handed Aden a twenty. “Will you get this? Then maybe see if you can say hi to Wesley – tell him we have a change in plans – I’m sure Austin’s close.”

Aden nodded and waved his hand for us to go.

“See you around,” I said, sliding out.

“I hope,” Aden said, looking seriously at Draven.

As we stood to leave, it seemed like everyone turned to watch us. Draven looped his fingers through mine and pulled me close to him. We’d almost reached the door before I noticed the young man, Wesley, smiling at us. Draven nodded once in his direction and grinned proudly. Wesley looked at me, then to Draven, then smiled and nodded. I thought for a second that Draven would pull me over there, but instead he opened the door for us to leave.

I pulled my fingers loose and fumbled for my keys in my bag. I finally found them when I reached the car.

“You can stay. I mean, if you wanna go and talk to your friend – I’ll be fine. I do have a GPS,” I said, trying to make sure he really wanted to be with me and wasn’t just being nice.

He smiled shyly and shook his head no, then opened the passenger door.

I bit my bottom lip and took a deep breath. My mind was racing. I wanted to like him. I wanted to think that he liked me, but I couldn’t.

As I climbed in, I saw him texting on my phone.

“What are you doing?” I asked nervously.

“Thanking Madison for the both of us,” he answered, smiling slightly.

“Shy, huh?” I said, shaking my head as I turned out on the main road.

“Not when it comes to you,” he said quietly.

I looked to my side at him to judge his expression, but I just found him curiously studying my every feature. I looked back to the road and turned the radio up slightly before gripping the steering wheel.

“So where’s your friend Austin anyway?” I asked, trying to change the subject.

“Home, I think; maybe traveling,” he said, trying not to smile.

“Home is the UK?” I asked.

He shook his head no. “We met him here almost three years ago. We were writing one night, and…and well, he kinda just showed up.”

“Just showed up?” I asked, glancing at him, not understanding.

“We were ‘writing’ really loud – lots of energy,” Draven said, squinting his eyes.

“So was he mad - telling you to stop?” I asked, thinking he was older just by the way he talked about him.

“No, not all. He’s one of our biggest fans, I’m sure,” Draven said, looking out the window. He crossed his arms as if he were starting to get uncomfortable.

“So he just dropped that guy Wesley off here, and he’s gonna come back for him?” I asked, trying to gauge what Draven wasn’t saying.

Draven looked at me and unfolded his arms, and he seemed to relax as he smiled at me. I couldn’t understand how one question could cause such a drastic change in his demeanor.

“Yeah, kinda. If Wesley and that girl wanna go home, he’ll help them; if they wanna stay here, he’ll just come back from time to time to visit.”

“Why would they need his help to get home?”

Draven’s grin grew. I was starting to think it wasn’t my questions that were so inviting to him; it was the fact that I was talking without him having to force me.

“It’s a long way, and I hear the weather is really bad between here and there.”

“Weather?”

“Vicious storms,” he said, raising his eyebrows and trying to make them seem worse than I’m sure they were.

“’Heard’? You’ve never been there?” I asked.

“Not yet; soon, though.”

“Have fun,” I said, smiling slightly.

“Only if you went, ” he said innocently.

I shook my head. “You just met me, and you want me to go...I still don’t know where - obviously far enough away that they don’t understand simple technology - with you?”

“I met you seventeen years ago,” he said seriously as the anger in his expression came to life again.

“You don’t remember when I was born,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“I have a very good memory,” he said under his breath.

I was going to press him for more information, but he moved the track on my phone and turned up the radio. As the music began playing, he moved his fingers across his knee as if he already knew how to play every chord of the song. I just smiled and relaxed into my seat. I was liking the fact that we didn’t always have to talk…that since I found him, the darkness had kept its distance.

I pulled into my driveway and circled into the garage. I then grabbed my keys quickly, knowing that if he leaned close to me again, I’d lose the calm I’d found around him. I climbed out and leaned against my car. I knew if I asked him to come in, there was a good chance Kara was awake, and she’d find a way to embarrass me. I decided just to wait there for Aden to come for him.

He walked slowly around the car, letting his fingertips run across the body. With each step he took, I had to struggle to remain calm. I was beginning to think it was a bad idea just to stand here, that it made me look like I was waiting for him to say or do something.

He stepped in front of me, holding a calm expression. “I heard you have one of my guitars,” he said quietly.

I tried to smile. “My mom said it was your dad’s…do you need it to write with? I have my dad’s if I wanna play.”

As he stepped closer to me, he gently reached for my left hand - and I could feel pure energy coursing through the warmth of his skin. He looked down at my fingertips and ran his thumb over my soft skin.

“I don’t want it to hurt you….,” he whispered.

I assumed he meant that playing the chords would hurt my fingers. I knew that it was always painful for beginners, but with practice callouses would form, and then the pain would go away. I reached for his left hand and moved his fingertips so I could see them; I smiled as I saw the mark of every strong musician.

“It’s only temporary,” I said, trying not to blush.

He let his fingers slide through mine, and I couldn’t hold in the sigh that escaped as I felt his warm energy more intensely. He smiled shyly and leaned closer. “I know you can do this alone…,” he said as his eyes fell into mine, “but I want to help, too…if you’ll let me.”

I couldn’t think of the words to ask him why he said that; all I could think of was seeing him move to that sound that I’d heard in the house – the visions of him that kept invading my thoughts…I wanted to make them real. I wanted to know him.

“I’d like that,” I said, looking down, too scared to stare into his eyes any longer.

At that moment, I could see the headlights of his Hummer. Aden stopped beside the house and idled, like he knew Draven wanted a private goodbye.

“I kept you out late tonight, so…I guess it would be nice to let you sleep in – can I come by around noon?” he asked, tilting his head and trying to catch my eyes.

I nodded and tried to smile as I daringly looked up at him. He smiled shyly back at me. “Sweet dreams.”

I shook my head no. “Don’t dream.”

“Ever?” he asked in a concerned tone.

“Never,” I said, slyly trying to break the anticipation of the moment.

He slowly reached his hand for my face and let his thumb gently trace across my cheek bone. “They’ll come back,” he whispered slowly, letting his hand fall. He looked down, then stepped away.  

I stood stunned for a moment; when I looked up, he was almost to the door. He looked over his shoulder and smiled before disappearing into the darkness.



 




Chapter 8

When I opened the back door, I found Kara at the table again. Her computer was closed, and she was on the phone, laughing quietly at what the other person was saying. I walked past her to get some water from the refrigerator. It was almost three in the morning, and I assumed she was talking to her husband, Robert. He was somewhere on the other side of the world, traveling with soldiers, telling their story. I had no idea how Kara seemed to balance the idea of that; if it were me each time the phone rang, I’d be terrified of bad news.

“Charlie’s home,” I heard Kara say. “Yes, I passed my first night on duty,” she said, giggling. “OK, I love you.”

She hit ‘End’ on her phone and turned to look at me. She then raised her eyebrows and grinned warmly. “Well, how does Salem feel?” she asked as she stood and stretched.

I sighed. “It’s been a long day…I’m tired…confused,” I mumbled.

She stepped closer to me and smiled slightly. “I think…I think that you’re finding your way back to who you are…just let it come to you, Charlie.”

I nodded. “I think those pills may have had an effect on my memory – but I’m not sure if I wanna remember something that my mind chose to forget…I have…I have a lot of things to worry about right now.”

“Those ‘other’ things….could be what’s causing you to forget – don’t blame the pills; just take one step, one emotion at a time, and you’ll find the answers to whatever you want to know.”

I looked down, knowing that all I wanted was to have control over my life again. Kara put her arm around me and began leading me out of the kitchen. The second we reached the living room, I heard the guitar again; in the still of the night, it was so clear, so addictive.

I stopped Kara. “Listen...I know you can hear that,” I whispered.

Kara’s eyes searched over my face with absolute wonderment; it was as if I were making her proud. I’d seen that look on her face before, every time I reached some kind of milestone in my life.

“Baby, it’s not my song; I shouldn’t hear it,” Kara said, kissing my forehead and walking to the stairs that led to her room.

I wanted to stop her and ask her what she meant, but I couldn’t; all I could do was listen to every chord...it was absolutely divine.

I started to hum along with the chords as I walked up the steps that led to my room. With the sound of my breaths, the guitar grew louder, like it had finally been perceived as real and was rejoicing. A smile came across my face. I didn’t care how crazy the idea sounded, I felt like I was home, in my father’s house, and he was going to show me the way.

Once in my room, I slid off my boots and jeans and pulled my phones from my bag. I found the charger for my phone on my dresser; I guess Kara had brought it up here. The charger for Britain’s phone was still in the box. I plugged them in the wall by my bed and turned on every lamp in the room before climbing under the covers, still humming along with the guitar as it played.

I scrolled through the texts on my phone. The first one was from Draven: ’When you wake hold fast to the dream you think you never had.’

I smiled and read the words again; they almost sounded like lyrics. I texted a smiley face and ‘sweet dreams’ back to him.

Bianca had texted me back: ‘it’s only boring when Charlie is not around.’ I sighed, trying to think of a way to talk them out of coming. I then put the phone down and reached for Britain’s; his last text was thirty minutes ago: ‘Starting to get worried maybe I should just come now…’ I furrowed my eyebrows and scrolled to the text before that: ‘text me when you get home – I want to make sure you’re safe.’

Heat burned my cheeks. I felt suffocated by him, but I knew that if I didn’t answer there would be a knock on my door sometime in the next few hours, and the last thing I wanted was to take away the balance that I’d found.

I texted back: ‘Paranoid?’

Instantly, he responded: ‘Of losing you – yes.’

‘You can’t lose something you never had’ I texted back.

‘You know that’s not true –’ was his reply.

Angry tears came to the corners of my eyes – what was with this guy? What was I to him?

‘Home now sweet dreams’ was all I could think to say.

‘I’m going to call you I want to hear your voice’ was his response.

‘No, the house echoes Kara will hear – trying to keep a balance’

‘am I on that scale?’

‘Just me’ I texted, feeling the confidence behind those words.

‘I have patience precious’

‘That makes one of us’ I texted back, then threw the phone on the table, uninterested in any response he would have.

I heard it vibrate again, but I didn’t answer; I just hummed myself to sleep along with the sound of the guitar.

I was rattled out of my sleep by a vibrating phone. I squinted my eyes and moaned, prepared to tell Britain to just leave me alone and go to sleep, but when I sat up and saw the sunlight coming over the short wall in my room, I knew it was morning. I reached for my phone and pulled it loose from the charger. It wasn’t a text; it was ringing, and the Caller ID said ‘Mom’.

I slid the bar on the screen to answer. “Hi,” I whispered, not finding my voice so early.

“Still sleeping?” I heard her say.

I looked at the clock; on my screen, it was eleven – and a singe of adrenaline raced down my spine as I realized that Draven would be here in an hour.

“Not now,” I said, sitting up and rubbing the sleep out of my eyes.

“Did you have fun?” she asked.

“A lot of fun… good music,” I said, smiling and thinking of hearing my song live, Draven’s voice echoing all around me, and the crowd rocking to their perfect rhythm.

“Did you see Draven play?” she asked.

I felt the heat flush my cheeks. I wondered if that was why she’d let me go: because she knew they were going to be there – it was like she trusted him. I found that odd, she didn’t trust anyone.

“I did. I met him, too; Kara let us get breakfast after the bands played.”

There was a silence, then I heard her sigh. “She told me,” Mom said quietly.

“Were you just trying to get a confession?” I asked, trying not to sound sarcastic. I was really just embarrassed that they were talking about me.

“No, just judging the sound of your voice. Kara said you looked happy. I wanted to hear it.”

I tilted my head and furrowed my eyebrows, trying to understand what I could have said or done to make Kara think I was happy. I was quite sure I hadn’t acted any different, at least on the outside.

“It was a lot of fun. Thanks for letting me go – and thanks for my phone,” I said, getting up and looking through my closet for something to wear.

“Did you get a chance to play any?” she asked curiously.

My heart started to race as I realized she wasn’t going to let the idea of me playing for her fade.

I thought of those few precious moments in the studio after she left, as well as the sound I could still hear all around me in the background, and found a way to calm my racing heart.

“Little bit. Draven said he’d help me. He should be here soon.”

“Good...,” she said quietly.

As she said the words, the guitar that had been lingering in the background grew louder, as if to rejoice. I smiled slightly; I swear, it felt like my dad was here.

“I talked to Evan this morning…he said Draven seemed happy when he came home, too.”

I blushed as the idea of my mom talking to Evan about me surfaced in my thoughts.

“I didn’t realize you talked to him so much,” I mumbled.

“Every day for twenty years,” she said quietly, as if I should know that. I furrowed my eyebrows, knowing that there was no way the two of them were a couple – the idea just seemed so out of place to me. “I was hoping you could spend some time around him, too, but he had to fly out to the UK this morning.”

“I hope Draven didn’t stay here just to help me with the guitar lessons,” I said in the most believable tone I could manage.

She was quiet for a few seconds. “Evan just went home to look into a few things…Salem is the only place Draven wants to be right now.”

“I think it’s the only place I want to be right now, too,” I said before I could stop myself. I squinted my eyes as I waited for her to say something.

“I’m starting to think we should have just driven home sooner…it seems to be making you stronger.”

“I don’t feel any stronger…just more confused.”

“You’re going to be fine,” she promised in the most convincing tone she could manage. “I’m sure you need to get ready. I just have one strange question before I let you go...,” she said in a concerned tone.

“Alright?” I said in a shaky voice, almost afraid of what she may call ‘strange’.

“Did Bianca move?” she asked.

I felt the bottom of my stomach fall out. I swear, this woman always knew when something was faintly off; every time I had the slightest notion of hiding something from her or walking down the wrong path, she’d say or do something just in time to stop me.

“Um...not sure...why?” I asked, trying to sound surprised.

“Well, she’d left a few things at the apartment, so I told Rosa to take them to her. She said when she got to the building, the doorman told her that no one by that name lived there and that the apartment number she had was of one that had been going through remodels for almost a year.”

“Really? Maybe Rosa just went to the wrong building. I’ve been inside before, and there was no construction.”

“I thought the same thing, so I called the number I had to talk to her dad; I figured I could at least see how that case was going, but that number doesn’t belong to him anymore. I can’t even find a number for his offices downtown – it’s just really strange, like they vanished the second you left town.”

“I don’t know, mom; I’m sure they have a lot of places to live.”

“OK. Well, Rosa has her stuff if she asks you for it.”

I tried to change the subject before she found the words to lecture me on how my choice of friends was all wrong. “When are you flying out? How long are you staying again?”

“I’m at the airport now. I’m just going to see how everything is working out with the opening. If everything is good, I might just come and stay with you and Kara for a few days. I can work from the house.”

I held my breath, feeling the stress of having her here at the same time Britain and Bianca were supposed to be here. I knew she was waiting to judge my response.

“Well, maybe I can learn a few chords before you get here,” was all I could think to say.

“Right…your teacher should be there soon. I’ll let you go – love you.”

“Love you,” I said quietly before I hit ‘End’ and pushed the ‘Sleep’ button on my phone.

I threw it on my bed, then rushed to the bathroom to get ready. As I brushed my teeth and hair, I tried to understand the woman my mother was. I tried to remember a time when we weren’t strangers, but I couldn’t - it seemed like Bianca and Britain had caused us to fall further apart, and I hated that.

I went to my closet and pulled out a pair of black Capri leggings. I put on a long white tank top, then covered it with a black lace shirt that had short sleeves. I looked through my bag of shoes and found my black and white Sketchers. I slid them on, leaving the short laces loose. I checked the mirror in the bathroom to make sure this outfit had come together right. I didn’t bother putting on makeup; I just put a touch of perfume on my wrist and neck.

I heard my phone vibrating again; another call was coming in. Thinking it was mom, I rushed to my bed and fumbled with the covers to find it; Bianca’s name was on the ID. I sighed and slid the bar and answered.

“Since when is your apartment under construction?” I asked shortly.

“What?!” she asked, surprised.

“My mom’s housekeeper tried to take some stuff of yours to you, but no luck – under construction.”

“Rosa’s lost her marbles. I’ll go by there today,” she said in a flat tone.

“My mom was looking for your dad ,too.”

“Really?” she said, trying to hold the excitement out of her voice. “She changed her mind – Cancun, do I hear you calling Charlie’s name?”

“No… not at all. I think she wanted to ask about the case – is that true? How did that work out? You said you gave that stuff to us.”

“Charlie, Charlie, my sweet Charlie. What I gave you should have just relaxed you – not sent you into some kind of wicked trip. That was legit - that delivery guy had bad intentions, for sure.”

“Lucky you,” I said as I started to make my bed up.

“Good alibi, anyways. I still can’t believe she sent you to your sister’s – a little overprotective of you, don’t you think?”

“It’s not so bad.”

“Then why are you telling me to stay away? Do you not love me anymore? Sad, sad,” she teased.

“Not bad for me – for you, yes. I can entertain myself without a sea of department stores,” I rebutted.

“I’m sure whatever you’re up to will be fun; interesting, at least.”

I didn’t say anything; I just threw the last pillow on my bed and sat on the edge.

“Why didn’t you tell me about your dad?” she asked softly.

“What about him?” I asked, feeling my cheeks blush.

“Who he was? How he died?”

“How do you know about that?” I asked shortly, knowing I’d never said anything to her about my father.

“I Googled your name and Salem so I could see how close the house Britain had was to you – you have his name… Charlie Myers, adored musician, taken in a tragic accident, survived by his beautiful wife, Nichole Myers, and their unborn child.”

Tears glassed over my eyes. I’d read the article she’d found before. It went on to say how he touched countless lives with his divine gift of music. It was obvious that the writer was a devoted fan to each member of my father’s band - he described them all so perfectly, you felt like you knew them.

“It’s not something that comes up in passing conversation,” I answered quietly.

“Charlie, I don’t make many close friends – you know that. It hurts when you don’t let me in.”

The only close friend I knew of her having was Britain. They said they’d been friends since they were kids, and you could feel an odd bond between them. It was hard to say who was the most dominant one out of the two of them; my gut was telling me it was Britain, but that didn’t balance with the emotion I had to protect him.

“Listen...I need space – I just wanna be alone.”

“Because I’m your friend, I’m not gonna let you be alone; if anything, I should be around you more – I was the one that messed you up, apparently – therefore, I should un ‘mess’ you up,” she said in a bleak tone.

“Bianca...”

“We’ll just talk about it when I get there tomorrow,” she said calmly.

Her words infuriated me. How could I possibly be clearer?

“My mom is coming here then, too – seriously, it’s not a good idea.”

“We’ll figure it out. You have a car now. Just tell her you’re going on a drive.”

“ I can’t see you,” I said firmly.

I could hear Kara talking to someone downstairs, and warm goosebumps covered my body; I was sure Draven was here by now. “I gotta go.”

I didn’t say goodbye; I just hung up the phone. I then looked to the table at Britain’s phone, sure he would text me any second; they always seemed to follow conversations with me closely, as if to make their presence more defined. I stood and reached for it.

The last text he sent was around three this morning. It just said: ‘go to sleep, my sleeping beauty’.

I hit the ‘Sleep’ button and turned it face down. I heard a gentle knock and turned to see Draven standing at the top of my stairs. I lost the ability to breathe for a second. He was wearing dark jeans with worn holes in the pockets, and his black T-shirt seemed to amplify his emerald green eyes. I smiled shyly and told myself to calm down; I couldn’t feel this way about him –it was too dangerous right now.

“Are you alright?” he asked, looking over me.

I nodded and tried to smile.

“Did you dream?” he asked, looking at my made bed.

I shook my head no. “I forgot to hold fast to the one I never had, but that was a good line. Is it in a song?” I asked.

“Not yet,” he said as a nervous smile came across his face.

I nodded, knowing that musicians are always writing, even when they’re nowhere near their instruments.

“Um...we have to go up one more,” I said, walking to the short staircase on the other side of my room.

He started to follow me. As I stepped on the first step, I heard the phone on the table vibrate. The feeling of being suffocated - almost trapped - by Bianca and Britain started to move through me.

“You wannna get that?” Draven asked, looking intently down at me.

“I don’t hear anything,” I answered holding my arm out for him to go up the stairs.

A confident smile spread across his face as he started to climb them. I clinched the rail, wanting just to run, from him, from them, from everything that was weighing down on me. The sound of the guitar grew louder as it echoed around me…I found my breath, then found the courage to follow him into my father’s studio.

As I reached the top of the stairs, I could see him across the room, staring out the window, moving perfectly with the sound I was hearing. My whole body felt numb...so numb...weightless. I didn’t understand the sound; it didn’t make sense that he could hear it, but Kara and Madison couldn’t.

He looked over his shoulder and smiled shyly, then motioned for me to come to him. I walked past the guitar stand and the black leather couch and went to his side. He smiled slightly and pointed out the window. My eyes followed in the direction he was pointing, and in the distance I could clearly see the top floor of his house. It was facing mine; it almost looked like what I could see was the side of it. It sat below mine and was surrounded by trees. The oval peaks of the house that gave the castle element to it were in clear view from here.

“That’s where we write,” he whispered, then smiled slightly. “When I play – it doesn’t matter if it’s the dead of night or the middle of the day; I always seem to look in this direction, at this floor. I know it’s good if the lights in this room turn on, and then off.”

I looked up at him like he was crazy. I knew his house was far enough away that even if Kara was up here, she wouldn’t be able to hear it. Beyond that, I was more than positive that she only really used two rooms in this house: hers and the kitchen.

I rubbed my hands slowly across my arms. “You’re giving me chills,” I said quietly, wishing I’d put one of my hoodies on so I could hide behind it.

“I’m sorry…right now…it’s hard for me to judge what you see.” He turned to me, and as he looked into my eyes I could see he was searching for words. “I want to show you how to see…but I don’t think you’re ready.”

I bit my bottom lip, looking for a way to let him see me, who I really was somewhere deep inside. “You’re my teacher,” I said, turning to walk to the couch his guitar was on. It was a second or two before I heard his footsteps following me.

As I reached for his guitar, his hand rested on mine as if to stop me. I dared to look into his eyes, which were just inches from my face. “I’ll use this one,” he said, nodding in the direction of the guitar stand. I swallowed and held my breath as I moved my hand from beneath his. I then walked to the stand and reached for the guitar I’d played yesterday. “Not that one,” he said quietly.

I looked back. He followed me to the stand, then carefully reached for one of the electric ones; it was dark gray with smoky black lines running across the body. To say the least, this guitar looked intimidating, like only a skilled musician could handle it.

“I don’t think I’m ready for this one – beginner, remember,” I said in the most confident tone I could manage.

“Well,” he said, reaching to hand it to me, “don’t think like that.”

I angled my eyes up at him and let the sly smile I always hid behind come across my lips. As I reached for the neck, I swear I could feel the vibration coming from it, like what’s being played on stage in front of thousands of screaming people; the guitar sound around us seemed to echo what this instrument was capable of. “See,” Draven said, trying to suppress a confident smile.

“Tell me you how you hear that,” I said, letting my smile fall.

“Just listen to what the music is saying, and you’ll hear what you need to…when you need to,” he said quietly.

I looked down at the guitar in my hand, then let my fingers grip the neck, feeling the audacity of playing such a beautiful instrument come over me. “If I play this – will you show me what you see? Do you see more than I do in this room?” I asked timidly.

He didn’t answer me; he just smiled tenderly, then leaned down, took the cord from the amp, and led it to the couch. He took his guitar out of the case and moved it so I could sit next him. As I watched him put the strap around himself and adjust his fingers against the strings, I lost the ability to breathe again. I had no idea what I’d do if he decided to sing; at this point, I think my heart would finally succumb to the stress I was putting on it - and I’d just die.

I walked slowly to him, sliding the strap of my guitar around myself. I then sat down at his side and gripped the neck, feeling a hum of energy soar through me. Draven reached in his pocket and pulled out a black pick, then handed it to me. I tried to hold my hand steady as I reached for it, but a tremble managed to escape. He smiled as I plugged in my guitar, then he looked down at the guitar in his hands.

As he arched his fingers around the neck, I recognized the chord he was preparing to play.

“C?” I said, asking if that was what I was supposed to do.

He nodded. “C is always first – at least in my book.”

I arched my fingers around the neck to get my fingers to line up on the strings. I saw him shake his head no. I knew what I was doing was wrong; my fingers weren’t bent the right way, and I was deadening other strings by pressing against them. I raised my fingers, only letting my fingertips touch the strings. I felt a burning sensation and the slicing pain of the chord as I tried to hold it in place. I then let the pick strum across the body.

I released my fingers before the sound had a chance to end.

“Listen,” Draven said, playing the chord.

One chord; that was all he played, and it was beautiful. It sounded like a perfect beginning, the onset to a beautiful song that could go in any direction.

All at once, memories of me playing…playing with him, started to invade my mind. I closed my eyes and tried to focus on them, but they vanished. I let out a jagged breath.

“Are you OK?” he asked quietly.

I shook my head no as I looked down at the guitar across my lap. “I think I’m going crazy,” I mumbled.

“You’re not crazy…just lost,” he said tenderly.

I slowly looked to my side at him to see anger trying to hide behind his calm expression.

“Why do I make you so mad?” I asked timidly.

His face flushed as he stared into my eyes. “I’m not mad at you…I promise.”

A numbing calm came over me. It was if I’d craved to hear those words. I moved my head from side to side and said, “I don’t believe you.”

We stared at each other for countless seconds, both trying to understand the other. “Play for me…” he finally said, letting his eyes fall to the guitar in my lap.

I looked down, then arched my fingers again, squinting with the pain. My fingers fell, deadening the strings just as I went to play the chord. I felt an embarrassing frustration come over me. It was just one chord - how hard could it really be? I tried again, only to find one of my fingers falling again. I stretched my fingers out, ready to just stop trying - at least in front of Draven, anyway.

At that moment, I felt a warm sensation come through my arms and into my hands, then a gentle pressure closed my hand around the neck. My fingertips lined up across the fret, and I played the chord, but I didn’t stop there; my fingertips moved on to D, and then E. My fingers flew through those three chords at least five times in random order before the sensation left my hand. I managed to play C and E before I fumbled again.

I looked nervously up at Draven. In his eyes, I could see an immense amount of respect and sorrow, but most of all understanding.

“How did that feel?” he asked.

“That was a fluke - not me. I don’t – I don’t know how I did that,” I said, looking down at my guitar and hoping I hadn’t just imagined that.

“Feel the music and let your fingers play,” he said, nodding to the guitar.

I raised my fingertips up and stared at the strings. I fumbled through the idea of playing a chord or just playing, then I began to move my fingers at random; it was horrifying at first, but then I’d remember what sounded awful and refuse to move my fingers in that way again. After a minute or so, it started to sound like music. I could feel the sound all around me, like I was the core of its existence. I wasn’t understanding how it was made; I was the music.

When I didn’t think I could stand the pain of arching my fingers any longer, I let go. Draven moved closer to me and stared into my eyes as he reached for my hand; it was too numb to tremble as he took it. His eyes fell from mine as he pulled my hand gently to his face so he could see the marks the strings had left on me. Slowly, he let his lips rest on my burning skin. I bit my lip, trying to hold in a gasp that was desperately trying to escape. I was screaming at myself to stop; I didn’t want this, not now.

He let my hand fall and reached his fingertips around the strings of his guitar. “I’ll play for you now,” he said, smiling slightly. I was so paralyzed by his touch, I couldn’t even bring forth an expression of compliance.

As he started to play, I let my eyes fall to his fingers; they just seemed to glide across the strings, and the simplest move of his hand would command a sound so powerful, you could feel it in your core. I was absolutely captivated by the raw talent I could see in him; others could only dream of playing this good. He played through at least four songs before he stopped.

“Now, you play again,” he said, winking at me.

I took in a deep breath and raised my eyebrows, trying to tell him that I was never going to reach his level of play. As I gripped the neck and stared down at the strings, he moved closer to me and raised my chin.

“Close your eyes...feel the music...see it before it ever comes to life,” he said in a voice just above a whisper.

I slowly closed my eyes, having no idea how I’d even manage to position my fingers that way. As I began to play, it almost sounded like a chord, so I decided to just stop thinking about it. I moved my fingertips in a pattern that should have reflect a solid chord, but they didn’t; the sound was harsh and unforgiving. I smiled through it with my eyes still closed, telling myself it didn’t matter if it was good or bad; it was sound, sound that wouldn’t have existed if I hadn’t played it. It was an overpowering experience. When the pain became too much, I let go and opened my eyes to find Draven smiling at me.

“Perfect,” he said.

I only meant to smile, but laughter escaped me. It felt so good; the music, laughing, just being Charlie.

“That’s two laughs; make sure you tell Aden about that,” he said, grinning at me.

I shook my head no. “What happens in this room, stays...,” I said, raising my eyebrows, trying to make it seem more dramatic than it was. His look of bewilderment just made me laugh harder.

“I’m getting good at this,” he said, laughing as he reached for his phone.

He read a text and shook his head no, then blushed slightly. His fingers raced across the screen to answer it. Almost instantly, a response came in, and he answered it at lightning speed, grinning at the words he read.

“Everything OK?” I asked.

“She’s just insane,” he said, typing another text.

Jealousy raced through every part of me, and I couldn’t understand why. I had no claim on him, and I didn’t want one. I saw the way all of those girls looked at him last night...I’d be a fool to think I was the only girl he ever talked to.

“Do you need to go?”

“According to her, I do,” he said, shaking his head.

“Well, don’t make her mad,” I said, trying to make my legs stand so I could walk away from him. When I finally did, I walked to the stand and gently set my guitar down.

“I could kill Aden for buying her this app,” Draven said under his breath as he sent another text.

I stood as still as possible and waited for him to leave. He put his phone in his pocket and set his guitar in the case, leaving it open. He then stood and walked slowly to me. I stared into his eyes as they searched all around me, and he stopped just a few inches in front of me.

“Listen, Nana…my grandmother has insisted that you come for dinner tonight - and she’s also insisted that I leave now so I can take her to the store so she can get what she needs to cook dinner.”

“That - that was your grandmother? Nana?”

He smiled. “Yeah…Annabell – you better not call her that, though,” he said, raising his eyebrows as if to warn me.

“She was the one who you were texting?” I asked, trying to process what he was saying.

He nodded and tilted his head, curious to why I was confused.

“Your Nana can text at the speed of light - but your friend Wesley just figured out how to read them?”

“She isn’t texting; it’s an app - she says want she wants to say, and it sends the text. Aden’s idea – but oddly, she never texts him,” he said, smiling slightly. “He thinks it’s hilarious.”

I let a nervous smile come across my face. “Dinner sounds good.”

“Really?” he asked.

“Yeah, why? Was I supposed to say no?” I asked, feeling a burning sensation in my ears.

He shook his head no as a warm smile spread across his face. “Alright,” he said, looking at his phone, “it’s four now; can I come get you around seven?”

“I can drive; it’s just right there,” I said, nodding at the window.

“It’s at least fifteen minutes - the road is long, and it twists and turns.”

I nodded, knowing exactly what his road looked like. “GPS,” I said, smiling.

He nodded. “Seven, then.”

I looked down and stepped back, trying not to look like I was expecting anything from him. He reached for my fingertips and brought them to his lips, holding my stare. A breath I couldn’t hold in escaped as I felt his warmth. He let my hand fall and smiled shyly before walking past me to the stairs; once again, I was left paralyzed, having to call myself out of some kind of trance.

The guitar sound that had remained in the background reached a new pitch, as if to say, “Goodbye, see you soon” to Draven. My eyes moved across the empty room, trying to see what I could feel all around me.

“You like him, don’t you?” I whispered.

The sound seemed to echo a “Yes” as the pitch changed again. For a second, I wondered if that was what Draven meant when he told me to listen to what I was hearing, and I would hear what I needed to hear when I needed to hear it.

“From where you are, I’m sure you can see what I’m fighting. I can’t let anyone follow me.”

The sound echoed the grief I felt. I looked down and sighed before I left the room.

As l landed on the bottom step that led to my room, I heard my phone vibrating. I was sure it was just a reminder of the one that Britain had sent. I reached for the phone and read the last text: ‘Good morning can I hear your voice now’.

I let my thumb run across the screen, trying to think of something to say. I knew he’d want to talk to me about my dad, too, and by now he would have carefully plotted how to answer my pleas for him to stay away.

Through the echo of the house, I heard Madison laughing. I smiled, feeling grateful she was here. I texted: ‘Madison is over here – not now’.

I’ve never asked him what he thought about her – why I felt this odd energy between them that one time they met. Sometimes I thought they hated each other; others, when he’d ask about her randomly, I thought he might like her – Madison has never said either way. She’s never really had a crush or anything – she’s always too busy with her art, and when someone did make a move for her heart, she usually called them out on their shallow intentions. I think the only thing that would bother me about Madison and Britain being together was Bianca – I didn’t trust her. It’s not that I wasn’t sure Madison could see through the endless manipulation Bianca seemed to spew at will; it was the fact that I wanted Bianca out of my life - and if Madison was in Britain’s, she’d be too close for comfort.

‘Tell her I said hi – text later,’ he answered.

Madison raced up the stairs to my room and jumped across my bed and spread out. She was still wearing the clothes she had on last night and looked like she hadn’t been to sleep - at least, not for long.

“So I just came back to get my car, and there was a Hummer blocking me in...I guess Draven Michaels isn’t a forgotten memory anymore,” she said, rolling to her side to smile at me.

I sighed. “I don’t remember him before yesterday,” I said quietly.

Her excited expression fell.

“Should I?” I asked as the memories of me playing with him came to life in my mind again and my heart started to race.

Madison sat up and pulled her knees to her. “Yeah,” she said quietly.

“Tell me why,” I said in a shaky voice.

She moved her head from side to side. “I shouldn’t have to – the fact that you don’t remember should prove to you beyond a shadow of a doubt that Bianca is dangerous.”

“I know… but how could she make me forget one person? How could those drugs be so selective with my memory?”

“I don’t think it has anything to do with the drugs…you’ve only forgotten the things that make you strong. If I were your enemy, that would be exactly what I’d make you forget, too.”

“You make me strong; I remember you.”

She smiled slightly, but the concern in her eyes overshadowed any comfort I could have given her.

“You know they’re here, right?” she asked.

I felt sick, so sick I was dizzy. ”Who? Bianca? Britain?”

She nodded. “I just passed his Aston Martin.”

I rubbed my hands across my face. “Maybe she’s not here – at least, not yet.”

“I think you had this all wrong, and it’s a big problem because they’ve been playing with your mind for a while now – I guess they just got tired of waiting on you and went to extreme measures the other night.”

“Tell me what I had wrong – help me remember...I can’t stand feeling this way,” I said, scooting closer to her while pleading with every part of me.

She stared at me for countless seconds. “You have to remember how to see…Draven needs to teach you that.”

“What do you mean, ‘see’?”

She reached her hand for mine. “You have to….you have to see what you hear.”

I froze as I thought of every shadow that terrified me – the horrible whispers. “I don’t wanna see that...”

She squeezed my hand. “I know how you feel right now…we all felt that way when we were just kids – and you were the one that figured it out. We’d all be mad by now if it wasn’t for you.”

“You hear whispers?” I asked.

She looked down. “We all see and hear differently.”

She let go of my hand, then reached in her bag and pulled out her sketch pad and turned to the first sketch of the man with darkness all around him. “Draven can see the fear – the anger behind what you hear – if you know what someone is afraid of, you can either choose to help them overcome it or use it to defeat them.”

My heart started to race. I knew that there was no way the darkness I heard was afraid of anything - and even if it was, it would be too horrifying for anyone to see. I felt my heart break for Draven, How could anyone live with that?

She turned to the next sketch, the one that looked less dark. “Aden can see the lost ambitions – their dreams.” She turned the next page to the one with a girl and all the colors around them. “I see emotions…in auras of energy….I feel their agony…every emotion they ever had.”

“Oh my God,” I said, fighting back the sick feeling that was rising in my throat.

She turned the page to the next sketch of another girl with the dark figure before her and all the scenes around her. “You see it all….you see through their eyes.”

“Who’s ‘they’?” I said with a trembling voice.

“Everyone…do you remember any of this?” she asked as her eyes danced over my face.

I shook my head no. “Nothing…I don’t wanna see what I hear.”

She looked down. “This is why I didn’t want to tell you any of this…Draven can help you more than I can.”

“I don’t think he can…I can’t think straight around him…you have no idea what he does to me. I can’t breathe, my heart races, my hands tremble….I think I’m falling for him…and that scares me because I don’t even know who I am – I’m sure he thinks I’m insane….and something is telling me that I’m leading him into danger just by being around him.”

“You’re not. He doesn’t think you’re insane.” Her eyes moved across my face. ”I’m actually quite proud of him – I would have expected a Taurus to have lost their temper long ago.”

As she said those words, my memory was cruel to me. I remembered seeing him furious – we were screaming at each other, and I told him to leave – that he had to. I felt sick to my stomach. If there was a memory I wanted to forget, it would be that one.

“Charlie…stop…I can see what you’re feeling, and you’re being too hard on yourself – this is why we wanted your memory to come back on its own – this is making you weak.”

“You can see my emotions?” I asked, doubting now that we’d been talking about the shadows that I hear.

“Not clearly…you hide behind your shield…the fact that I can slightly see how you feel tells me that it has to be powerful.”

“I don’t understand anything you’re saying,” I said as I got up and started to pace the floor.

“I’ve already said too much…for all I know, I could have made this worse.”

I stopped my pacing and crawled on the bed next to her. “No – no – it’s not worse, I promise – tell me what I wanted to talk to Britain about – is Bianca dangerous? Could she hurt me – him – anyone? You have to tell me – don’t let me sit here blindly.”

“Baby steps…you’re safe…the war we fight is with our minds – not our physical strength.”

“Tell me about Britain – he’s here – should I be running away from him, or to him?”

Her eyes widened as if that were the most absurd question I’d ever asked. “I’m gonna tell you to stay away…but the Charlie you were a few days ago was convinced that he was a victim of Bianca – that if you could wake him up, you’d be able to protect yourself from her.”

“Wake him?”

“You said you felt blind a second ago – most people are – blind to the energy and what’s really happening around them, but I’m almost positive you were wrong – he’s not only wide awake – he’s the devil’s advocate.”

“Is Bianca the devil? Is that what you’re saying – she’s a demon?!”

Madison shook her head from side to side. “I don’t know – I don’t know what they are - I’m still trying to figure that out. I just know you can’t fight them on your own anymore.”

“Fight them?” I mumbled.

“Charlie, right now you’re confused and scared, and you’re taking too much of this in at once. I think you just need to take a deep breath…let what you know come back to you…it should be better once this eclipse passes.”

“Eclipse?”

She nodded. “Everything sucks around eclipses – just clear your mind and stay as calm as possible – fear is the devil’s weapon.”

“How can I stay calm? Are you serious? I hear whispers – see shadows move – I can’t control the way I feel about Draven – Britain thinks that we’re a couple – I have this fear that I led Bianca to the last place I wanted her to be – and then – then –”

Madison raised her hands to stop me. “This is why you can’t figure anything out – because you’re thinking about too many things at once. I know you don’t hear anything bad in this house – we’ll take care of what’s outside of it. Britain is insane; you don’t wanna be with him – you were foolishly trying to help him – let me figure that out…I’ll get as far as I can until your memory comes back. Bianca can never take what you thought she would – I told you that a hundred times – you’re just too stubborn to listen to me. And – and seriously – let yourself feel that way about Draven…it might be the spark you need to bring yourself back around.”

“He was a big part of my life…wasn’t he?” I said as every emotion from grief to love soared through me.

Madison scooted to the side, then stood and looked down at me. “Is – not was.”

I felt my stomach drop, and my hands began to tremble.

“Calm down, Charlie…I’m gonna go…I’ve got some stuff I need to look into – I’ll text you later.”

I nodded as I stared blankly into the room. As she walked down the stairs, the guitar sound all around me began to grow louder. My eyes glassed over, and I laid back on my bed. I felt so hopeless. I thought over every moment I had with Draven the past two days…and the random memories that flashed into my mind. I knew without a doubt that he was mad at me because I couldn’t remember him. I just didn’t understand why or how I could forget him. I didn’t understand why I had Britain in my life.

I thought for so long and hard that my head began to hurt. I finally decided that I had to go with my gut, which was telling me that I didn’t want Britain in my life – that whatever I wanted to save him from didn’t matter anymore…as I made that decision, fear consumed me. I knew it wouldn’t be easy just to tell him to leave me alone.

I remembered what Madison said – that this was a war of the mind. I knew I’d have to choose my words carefully and find a way to make them go away.

I took in a deep breath and cleared my mind, then focused on the sound of the guitar all around me. As my fingertips began to mock the sound it was creating, the sound grew louder. I stared at the blank space in my room – wishing for the first time that I really could see everything I could hear.

Kara topped the steps, holding a plate with a peanut butter sandwich and chips. “So is this, like, normal? For you to just stay in your room, not coming down to eat or say hi all day? Your friends coming and going one by one?”

I grinned. “Sorry I haven’t gone down yet. I don’t want to eat, though; Draven asked me to eat dinner at his house - is that OK?”

She walked over to my bed and nudged me to move over. “This is my sandwich, not yours. Nana told me you were going over there.”

“Nana,” I repeated, trying to call a memory of her back without any luck.

“You look stressed,” she said quietly.

“Just thinking a lot.”

“Do you wanna talk about it?” she asked, sitting her plate down on my stomach.

“Not really,” I said as I stole a chip from her plate.

Britain’s phone vibrated, and I reached for it and read the text: ‘Is she still there?’

The clock on my screen said five-fifty. I figured if I left early, I could talk to him without Kara overhearing.

“Do you think I should change? This is casual, right?” I asked Kara.

She looked over me. “Put some jeans on; it’s supposed to storm, and the temperature is gonna drop. If it gets too bad, I’ll come get you.”

“It’s just water,” I said, smiling slightly.

“And wind, lightning, and thunder on a dark road. I have to make it at least two nights keeping you safe. I think Robert and the guys he’s with have some kind of poll going on how well I keep up with you,” she said, smiling at me. “By the way, don’t tell him I let you go all day without eating or drinking – he’s already given me a lecture on how you need more maintenance than the plants that keep dying – I swear, I water them; we must just buy bad ones.”

She made me laugh. Kara could literally kill anything green. I’m sure she did water them – once, and then never again.

“Not funny, Charlie. I swear, I’ve talked to mom more in the last twenty-four hours than I have all month.”

“I ate at like two this morning, and I just now figured out that I’m hungry,” I said, reaching to steal another chip from her plate.

“You know she’s coming back, right? Tomorrow, if she can get a flight; if not, the day after for sure,” Kara said, tilting her head and staring intently at me.

“She said that,” I mumbled.

“I wonder why that motherly instinct has kicked in – I’m sure it’s not my fault,” Kara said, raising her eyebrows.

I reached for another chip. “She thinks I’m insane – and she’s probably right…I can’t figure out Draven…or Britain. I don’t wanna remember something bad, but I don’t wanna forget something good either…and that’s not even half of my issues.”

“Listen to me, Charlie….deep down, you feel pulled to Draven. I don’t know how this Britain guy has gotten into your head, but you need to find your way back…you’re starting to scare me.”

“I’m scaring myself…tell me what I’ve forgotten…,” I said with pleading eyes.

I could tell she wanted to tell me; I could see the frustration in her eyes. She sighed, then her eyes moved to the thin air around us. “Just listen, Charlie.”

As she said the words, the guitar sound grew louder, as if to make itself known.

“You hear it now?” I asked quietly, trying not to cover the sound.

Her eyes told me no. “I told you it’s not my song,” she said, patting my leg before she stood. She smiled over her shoulder as she walked down the steps. I ate two or three more chips before I got up and slid my tights off and my favorite jeans on. I thought about changing my shirt, but then I thought that would make me look like I was trying too hard. I pulled on my boots, grabbed my black hoodie and bag, and went down the stairs.

Kara was at the kitchen table, headphones in, typing at the speed of light. I waved my hand in front of her to say goodbye.

“Have fun,” she said, louder than she needed to.

I hesitated on the garage steps and listened; the guitar sound was gone, and all I could hear was the wind. I studied the shadows across the garage and the driveway just outside - they were ordinary, but it’s like I knew they were watching. I bravely walked to my car; once I got in, I plugged my phone in and turned the music up just loud enough for me to hear it.

I wasn’t confident enough to drive and talk on the phone, so I decided just to take my car to the covered bridge that was in my driveway and call Britain. I figured I had at least thirty minutes before I’d have to leave for Draven’s.

As I put the car in park, I told myself that I had to do this – that I had to overcome this desire to help him. I was starting to believe Madison: that I was a fool to think I ever could. Obviously, it did me more harm than good. I felt a numbing confidence as I found his number. I was going to end this one way or another. He answered on the first ring.

“Are you here?” I asked in a quiet, flat tone.

“Do you want me to be?” he asked warmly.

I hesitated for a second, then said, “No.” I felt my heart race as that one simple word left my lips.

“Charlie, you know that’s not true,” he said, as if I were only joking.

I tried to think of words that would make him see how serious I was, but the fear of making him angry was just too much. I stayed silent.

“I think that being there… in your father’s house, around your mom and sister – I think that’s causing you to be scared, that you’re trying to run away from me because you think I’m gonna hurt you, but I’m not…I’ll always be here.”

“You can’t be with me – not now, not ever...”

“I bet if you were looking me in the eyes, you wouldn’t be able to say that,” he said quietly.

I looked to the road ahead of me, watching for passing cars, knowing he’d have the audacity to show up here.

“I would,” I said, halfway hoping he would so I could just get this over with.

“I’ll be there in two hours,” he said calmly.

“No, I’m not gonna be home.”

“Where are you going, Charlie?” he asked in an accusing tone.

“Dinner at a friend’s house.”

“Who’s?” he asked, trying to sound interested.

“Draven,” I answered, hoping he’d finally see the division I was trying to make. I squinted my eyes, judging his every breath.

“Draven…” he said quietly. “Well…that’s not the name I thought you’d say…”

“What name did you think I was going to say?” I asked shortly

“Not that one – it doesn’t matter – what does he look like, just so I can be sure you’re safe?”

“Are you serious? I’m not gonna describe him to you! Why would I not be safe?”

“Look, Charlie….I don’t know how to explain it….but there’s someone that will no doubt take you away from not only me, but everyone you know. I know you don’t want that to happen, that you like it where you are right now in your life; I just wanna keep you safe.”

“I am safe – and no one is taking me away from my life.”

“Are his eyes hazel? Do they seem like they’re glowing?”

“What? Glowing? No.”

“Alright – then you’re still safe.”

“That’s debatable – listen, I’m not gonna say this again. I don’t want Bianca here – and the two of you are glued to each other – therefore, we cannot be friends – not until I figure out who I am and where I’m going.”

“If you want me to stop talking to Bianca – then I will. I thought you liked having her as a friend; if not – then fine, relationship over.”

“What?! You’ve known her your whole life; you aren’t just gonna stop talking to her to be friends with me – because that’s all we’ll ever be – do you understand that?”

“Growing more and more clear,” he said shortly. “You’re addictive, though – so even if I’m just your friend, that’s enough for now.”

“I’m only addictive because you can’t have me.”

He laughed quietly. “If you only knew,” he said quietly. There was an awkward silence, then he said, “Alright, Charlie, drive safe; storms are coming your way.”

“Alright,” I said, sliding the bar to end the call.

At that moment, a loud rush of evil whispers screamed at me. I couldn’t understand what they were saying over the hissing sound. I reached for the radio and turned it all the way up, but they just grew louder. The shadows inside the covered bridge started to move, but before they took shape I pressed the gas all the way down and started to hum along with the song that was playing.



 




Chapter 9

It was dusk; the time of day I hated – the time of day when shadows seemed to rule the world. I sped through the winding roads, ignoring the shadows as they reached out for my car. As the whispers continued to taunt an evil hissing noise, I hummed louder.

I was so focused on fighting the darkness that I didn’t even have the chance to get nervous as I turned into Draven’s driveway. No less than twenty feet in silence came, then I slowed down and stopped. As I looked over my shoulder at the edge of the driveway, I could see shadowed figures standing – it was as if they couldn’t follow me here – and a sly smile came across my face. I didn’t understand their boundaries; I was just glad they were in place.

I turned in my seat and pulled forward. I knew that for the next few hours, Draven would be a distraction from everything. I wanted to figure him out – to figure us out. I thought about just asking him, but I knew I’d never have the courage to - at least not now.

The clock on my dash said six-forty as I pulled up in front of his house. There wasn’t a car in sight. I was sure there was a garage around back, but I didn’t feel comfortable enough to go in through the back door.

I looked down at my phone and read the last text; it was from Bianca: “Who is this Draven guy?”

I glared at the screen as I read the text again, and anger absorbed every part of me –I was starting to think she was using Britain to distract me – from what, I don’t know, but I wasn’t going to play games with her anymore.

‘A friend.’ I texted back.

“Does this friend know I exist – that Britain does?” was her response.

I rolled my eyes; I could see right through the guilt trip she was trying to lay on me.

‘Have not had a chance to tell him the details of my life.’

‘What have you been doing’

As I remembered the power I felt when I played earlier today, a sly smile came across my face: ‘learning to play the guitar’

‘I see a musician –bad idea don’t make your mothers mistakes’

I was so mad, I almost threw the phone through the window, but instead I decided that I wasn’t going to let her make anymore remarks about my mom – or my dad. They didn’t deserve them. They’d already paid the ultimate price for loving each other.

‘If that was a mistake then so was my life.’

As I hit ‘Send’, another text came from her. I knew she hadn’t had a chance to read what I sent. ‘That was wrong - below the belt I’m just hurt you didn’t tell me about another guy we are suppose to be best friends.’

‘I wasn’t trying to hide it.’

‘Is your mom really coming or did you just say that so you could spend time with this guy?’

I shook my head in disgust – apparently, now I’m a liar. I wanted to tell her that I wasn’t a dramatic manipulator like her, who found it normal to drug her friends so they’d ‘relax’, but I held that argument back in case I needed to use it when I was face-to-face with her.

‘She is coming tomorrow call my sister – check flights – I’m not lying – thanks for accusing.”

‘Just text later when you’re not so mad’

I threw the phone on the seat, refusing to take it in, then took a deep breath and rubbed my hands over my face in a vain attempt to wash away the stress I was feeling.

I looked up at Draven’s house as I got out of the car. The brown stones were uneven, adding to the castle image. The windows were all huge and angled in an arch at the top; it was absolutely beautiful. I slowly climbed the wide front stone steps, trying to get my mind here and nowhere else.

With trembling fingers, I rang the bell. As I waited for someone to come to the door, I glanced at a large Ash tree beside the entrance. A few feet from the ground carved in its trunk were the initials ‘C’ and ‘M’. I leaned closer to make sure my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me. There were other initials beneath them, a ‘D’ and a ‘M’ – my breath left me, and my heart started to race. I remembered watching Draven carve that – I remembered the lecture from his dad, telling him we’d hurt the tree, that it was alive – we were just kids.

As disbelief coursed through me, my heart started to race again– what else could I have forgotten? How come I feel like Draven is the most important thing in my life…that he’s the air I breathe? His voice…that perfect, addictive voice began to echo in my mind. I heard him say random words…I heard him whisper, laugh, sing…then I heard… anger – he was yelling…at me. My chest ached in pain as my heart continued to pound – I felt sick… I was angry at myself – disgusted with myself – and I didn’t even know why. I squeezed my eyes closed and tried to focus on his words, which were still echoing in my mind.

“What have I done…?” I whispered to myself.

At that moment, the wide wooden door that arched at the top opened, and Draven’s voice fell silent in my mind as I turned and found an adorable older woman. She was my height with silver hair; it looked like age had been good to her because her skin look so soft and her eyes were so blue, they looked like water. As she reached her arms out to hug me, an excited smile came across her face.

“There she is,” she said, extending her arms so she could see me. “You’re just stunning.”

I blushed and tried to smile. I looked behind her; as I heard the electrifying sound of a guitar and the explosion of drums fill the air, I looked back at her.

I wanted to run…run away. I’d done something horrible – something that made Draven mad. I didn’t think I could face him…at least not until I figured out what I’d forgotten.

The older woman’s smile lessened. “Now, child…you have no need to fear what’s in here.”

As I questioned her with my eyes, she looked behind me and slowly furrowed her eyebrows. “Nothing can hurt you here…come,” she said as her eyes fell into mine again and her smile grew once more.

I felt my heart begin to slow. Breathing became easier, and I didn’t want to run anymore – at least not away from here – I wanted to charge through this door – breathe in the smell of bliss – the smell of home.

“That’s better,” the woman said as she reached for my shoulder and guided me in.

As I crossed the threshold, a warm sensation seemed to absorb me. I grew even calmer – I couldn’t recall a moment that I ever felt so… peaceful. As I heard the guitar cry somewhere in the house, my eyes smiled. The woman circled me and seemed to nod at the thin air around me. With that gesture, the warm sensation faded, and in its wake I felt a numbing sensation. I was still calm, but deep in my core I felt my anxieties struggling to break free. I let out a guilty breath, then forced a smile as I looked into the small woman’s wise eyes.

“It’s Annabelle, right?” I finally managed to say.

“Nana…I’ve been Nana for nineteen years, and I’ll always be Nana,” she said sternly, as if I should already know that.

I looked down, feeling ashamed for some unknown reason. “I hear you’re a good one, too,” I said, smiling nervously as I fought to keep my anxiety at bay.

“I try,” she said as she slowly stepped forward. “It’s OK to be scared right now…I promise you’re coming back – it will all come back.”

I nodded, understanding that either mother or Evan must have told her what I was going through. I was almost grateful they had – I didn’t wanna try and explain myself…and right now I felt understood – calm.

I cleared my throat and let my shoulders relax, then nodded toward the ceiling. “That sounds really good.”

Her grin grew. “They got some idea an hour or so ago and have been up there going at it ever since. I’ll let you get them when dinner is ready, but now it’s just girl time.”

“Sounds nice,” I mumbled as I took in a jagged breath. I bit my bottom lip and told myself to just calm down – I needed to be here – I needed to remember.

I followed her to the kitchen. As I rocked my head back and forth to the rhythm of the music, I could hear them playing; it sounded amazing.

The entire kitchen was a gray and black stone. The walls were jagged, but the counters and floor were smooth. As I sat my bag down in the corner, I could see she had all kinds of pots boiling at once.

“Help me fix some fruit,” she said, pulling out a stool that was tucked under the island in the center of the kitchen. I rinsed my hands and took a seat, then started to slice strawberries.

“Your mom looked really good, too, when I saw her yesterday,” Nana said, looking over her shoulder as she stirred her pots at the stove. “I did tell her she was working too hard, though,” she said, smiling at me.

“It fell on deaf ears, I’m sure,” I said, reaching for the grapes so I could pull them from the vine.

“My sweet girl, your mother can hear more clearly than you’d imagine,” she said as she moved a steaming pot of vegetables from the burner.

“I don’t think I know the woman you do,” I said, trying not to sound so sad.

Nana set the pot of vegetables down, then turned to look at me. “You know more than you think you do, child…with each breath – each step you take - you call back what was taken from you. I can see that you’re scared and confused, and when you feel that way, the only way to make it through is to listen to your heart – right now, you’re standing at a threshold – from this place, you’re blind, but you will see again, you have to trust the ones that love you – the ones you love.”

I stared blankly back at her. It was like she knew – she knew everything I was fighting, and that was startling. As I studied her tender expression, I tried to smile. “Thank you,” I said quietly.

She looked beside me and smiled at the thin air. I looked from her to the empty space, trying to understand why everyone seemed to be doing that around me lately.

I couldn’t see anything, but it did feel like there was more than just us here; it was like I could just sense it. It wasn’t scary...I felt warm, safe, even protected, and I’d never felt that way outside of my own home.

“I want to see what you see…what Draven sees,” I said quietly.

“You will,” she said softly before turning back to her pots.

As I started to move to the music I was listening to, Nana did as well. It was really cool to see a woman her age understand the sound so perfectly. I finished making the fruit bowl, then helped her slice the bread. We worked in silence, but it wasn’t awkward; it was just peaceful.

“Almost done,” she said, tossing the creamy sauce over her pasta and vegetables. She then looked at the ceiling and said, “Sounds like they are, too.”

I focused on the sound; the drums had stopped, but the guitar played on.

“The glasses are there,” she said, nodding to the cabinet.

As I pulled them out, I heard Aden say, ”Oh no, you have her working? We would have helped.”

I looked over my shoulder to see him kissing Nana’s forehead, smiling at me. You’d think that because he was Draven’s twin, seeing him would make my heart race, but it didn’t; he was just a guy - a good guy, but he didn’t make me feel out of control.

“Nonsense, girl time; it’s been a while,” Nana said, patting his chest.

“I heard you rocked out today – good job,” Aden said, taking plates out of the cabinet.

“Thanks, but he was lying,” I said, blushing.

“Was he lying about making you laugh, too?” Aden said, trying to hide his grin.

I laughed quietly and tried not to blush, but I was sure I was bright red. “I wanna say no, but I’m really bad at lying,”

“Aren’t we all?” Nana said, looking over her shoulder at me. “Aden will set the table. Will you go and get Draven?”

I looked past them at the open doorway, not sure which way to go.

“Just follow the sound,” Aden said, putting his hand on the small of my back and pushing me forward.

When I reached the door, I looked back to see them smiling at each other and shaking their heads. I bit my bottom lip and turned to follow the sound of his guitar. I walked through the open front hall to the stairs, which were wide and circled as they climbed to the next floor. Along the walls, there were portraits of Draven and Aden growing up; they were so precious. At the top of the stairs, there was a wide hallway, and on the wall in front of me there was a beautiful portrait of who I could only assume was Draven’s mom. Her hair was long and dark like Draven’s, and her eyes were the same as his; there would be no denying that they belonged to her. I felt envious of that. I looked nothing like my mother or sister.

There was a narrow table under the portrait, and I leaned down to look at each picture. A few of them were old. I recognized my mom with Draven’s; they looked so young, carefree, and innocent. As I looked at the last picture on the right of the table, I froze; it was one of Draven, Aden, Madison, and…me. I remembered taking this picture one Christmas – but I didn’t remember Aden and Draven there. I could tell you every gift I got that year – what we had for dinner that night, but they weren’t there. I was sure of it.

My head started to spin, and I felt like I was going to faint. I braced myself against the table, squinted my eyes closed, and tried to call back every detail of that Christmas. I felt so blind; how could this picture exist without a memory behind it?

All at once, I felt a warm sensation all around me, like someone was embracing me – holding me through this dark moment. My heartbeat slowed, and I found my breath - but even in the calm state I was in, I still couldn’t remember them there.

I took in a deep breath, then turned to the left and walked down the hall, looking at the paintings and portraits – looking for more lost memories. At the end of that hall, there were stone stairs; I climbed them, knowing the sound of his guitar was up there. It almost sounded like the music was saying ‘hold fast to the dream you think you never had’...I smiled, knowing I was probably right.

At the top of the stairs, I found a musician’s dream. There were more guitars and amps than I could count in one glance, three sets of drums, and one key board. There was a brown suede couch and chair angled in the center of the large oval room. A massive window was on the left side of this room, and Draven was in front of it, playing his guitar as he looked out. I walked softly up behind him. Over his shoulder, I could see my house. I could see the studio, the black leather couch, and the stand with all of the guitars. I tapped his shoulder; he looked back at me, almost as if he were expecting to see me standing there. I let a shy smile come across my lips as he finished the chord he was playing.

“I must have left that light on,” I said, raising my eyebrows, prepared to judge his every word. I couldn’t understand why he – or anyone else - wouldn’t tell me what I’d forgotten… I mean, was it bad…or was I just a horrible person for forgetting?

As his eyes moved to the window, mine followed his; just as I looked, the light turned off.

“Did you turn it off, too?” he asked quietly.

Heat burned through every part of my skin. I was starting to fear the answers I was seeking.

“You haven’t shown me how to see what you see yet… so I’m gonna say Kara did,” I said, trying to look calm, wondering if he could see the effect he had on me.

He slowly moved the strap of his guitar from around him and set it down inside the stand under the window. His eyes never left me. He wasn’t looking at me; he was looking all around me. He furrowed his eyebrows.

“What happened?” he asked in a scared, angry whisper.

I looked up at him and swallowed, not understanding how he could gauge my emotions so easily - or even why I always seemed to bring that negative emotion within him to life.

“Nothing; just fighting my demons,” I said quietly.

As he slowly reached his hand for my face and cradled it with the palm of his hand, I felt the warm rush of energy that his skin always seemed to provide. He let his thumb trace over my cheekbone as he looked into my eyes. “I have to figure out how to make you stronger. I can see them at your doorstep.”

I took in a deep breath, not knowing if we were talking about the same thing or not. He let his hand fall from my face.

“Hungry?” he asked.

“You’re always trying to get me to eat,” I said in a teasing manner.

“No, not at all. I just know we have about thirty seconds before Nana comes after us,” he said, winking at me.

“Right. By the way, good call on the name – Annabelle didn’t work,” I said, trying to hold in a laugh.

His eyes seemed to grow sad. “She was eager to talk to you…did she get a chance to?” he asked in a voice just above a whisper as his eyes fell into mine.

“Yeah…she told me I was gonna be alright…that I’d see like you,” I said as I tried to smile.

He gently reached his arms around me and pulled me to him. In the silent room, he swayed us back and forth. I breathed in the addictive aroma of his cologne and let myself pretend for a moment that my life could be this simple – that I could feel this calm all the time.

I leaned away before I found myself too far lost in that illusion. “I don’t wanna make Nana mad,” I said quietly as I urged him to lead me downstairs.

Downstairs, we found Aden and Nana in the kitchen. They’d set the food on the table in the little breakfast nook.

“There they are,” Nana said, setting a plate of bread on the table. “I thought about eating in the dining room, but those chairs are just too far apart; this is cozy,” she said, reaching her arm out for me to come to her at the table.

Draven tightened his fingers around mine and didn’t let go until he pulled out my chair. Nana smiled and nodded at him as if to say good job. I looked back to see him blushing.

We ate in silence for a moment. Everything tasted so perfect. My mom’s housekeeper, Rosa, would cook for me, but it didn’t taste like this; it was like I could feel the love that went into the meal.

“That sounded good,” Nana said, looking between Aden and Draven, referring to what they were playing before.

“Ideas come from everywhere,” Draven said, looking to his side at me.

I just smiled.

“Did either of you talk to your dad today?” Nana asked.

They both shook their head no.

“Well, he landed safe. He wanted to know if either of you had said anything else about your set last night,” Nana said.

“It was amazing – I told them they need a name,” I said boldly.

“Oh, like ‘Anonymous’? That’s a good name, right, Nana?” Aden said, smiling at me.

“It is, and it’s a good way to stay,” she said, raising her eyebrows as if to warn them. They both nodded as if to agree.

“So you guys don’t have dreams to play all the big venues and sell millions of downloads?” I asked curiously.

Draven took his last bite of pasta and looked into my eyes. “Big dreams, but not those.”

“Well, what are they?” I asked, looking around the table at them, wanting to find answers between their words.

I felt a tension rise and thought maybe I said something wrong.

Draven tried to smile behind the anger I could see in his captivating eyes. “We just wanna play our music, and if others can see what we’re saying, then that’s good; if not, then at least we played.”

I furrowed my eyebrows as I questioned the anger I saw in him. I felt like we’d had this discussion before and what he was saying was what I wanted - not what he wanted. I felt like I knew I was holding him back, and that broke my heart. The talent I’d seen in him couldn’t remain a secret – it was there for a divine purpose. I moved my head from side to side as grief filled my expression.

“It’s hard to explain why I feel that way now without you seeing what I see,” he said, reaching his hand for mine.

“Waiting on you,” I said quietly.

Aden pushed his empty bowl away and leaned forward on the table. He looked at Nana, then at me. “I didn’t realize we were already talking about that.”

“Not clearly,” Draven whispered, holding my stare.

“Well,” Nana said, looking at the thin air around me. “I’d stress that you find the words that are clear, Draven. I’ve never seen anything like this.”

I held my breath and lost all expression in my face; I was almost scared of her words. At that moment, thunder clapped in the air, and I jumped at the sound of it. Draven reached his arm around me, then looked at Nana and shook his head no.

“It’s alright,” Aden said. His eyes held the sympathy I heard in his voice.

“You’re fine,” Nana said, reaching across the table to pat my hand. “You’re right where you’ve always belonged,” she said as she got up.

I wanted to look up at Draven and judge his expression, but I was just too scared to. Thunder rumbled again, and I moved my chair closer to him before my mind could tell me to stop. Aden got up to help Nana clear away the table. I felt foolish just sitting there, so I got up and started to help, too. Once we had the kitchen cleaned, Nana stretched her arms.

“Well, this old lady is going to bed,” she said.

She reached up and kissed both Draven and Aden on the cheek, then walked over to me and hugged me tightly. “I’ll see you soon.”

I nodded, not sure how seriously I should take the word ‘see’ anymore.

Once she left the room, I looked back at them. Aden was moving his hands against the counter like he was playing a mass of chords. “Well, do you wanna play some more, or would you rather I just disappear and leave you guys alone?” Aden asked, tilting his head and letting his eyes move between the two of us.

I wasn’t going to move; I didn’t want to give any hidden message in my body language. Draven studied my face for a second. “Let’s play; I tell you when to go,” he said, punching Aden in the arm.

“That’s what I wanted to hear,” Aden said, grinning and walking out the door.

Draven put his arm around me. “Maybe you’ll be able to see my favorite audience,” he whispered.

Every part of me tensed. He let his hand slide down my arm and looped his fingers through mine. “To see… you’re gonna have to stop that; you’re blocking everything,” he said quietly, looking into my eyes for some kind of understanding.

“I can’t help it; I don’t know why you do that to me, and it really makes me mad,” I said in the most confident tone I could manage.

He shook his head no. “You’re not mad, you’re scared; there’s a big difference,” he said, pulling me to follow him. I tried to let the tension leave me, but my heart just started to race.

A sudden urge to run came over me. I couldn’t comprehend it. I wanted to be at his side – to understand if I’d really lost memories, but at the same time I didn’t think I’d be able handle what I learned. I started to tell him I just wanted to go home - but as soon as I opened my mouth, I felt the warm sensation all around me, and a calm that couldn’t belong to me suddenly became mine. It was so numbing, I stopped. As Draven’s eyes looked all around me, he smiled confidently at something or someone I couldn’t see, then pulled me forward again. The sensation of calm stayed with me. By the time we’d reached their studio, I took ownership of it.

Aden was sitting behind a massive set of drums, twirling the sticks. I admit, I was excited to see him play; I don’t think I’ve ever been this close. I let go of Draven’s hand and settled on the couch to watch them play. Draven went to his guitar, and I could only stare as I watched the strap go across his back. I was still calm - almost too calm, but underneath that, I could feel a nervous anticipation of just being around him.

I listened carefully as they played and even let myself rock with the rhythm. As the music swarmed around me, the air seemed to electrify. It felt like the world was listening with me. Four straight songs later, Aden’s beat slowed to a whisper, then Draven’s guitar began to cry an almost silent note. He nodded for me to come to him. I can’t explain it, but I almost felt pushed to him. Not in a bad, suffocating way; more like someone was nudging me in the direction I needed to go.

I stood up slowly and stared into his eyes as I crossed the room. In that moment, the room was empty and silent… it was as if we were the only souls in this world. Once I reached his side, his guitar bellowed one final note, so hard that I felt it vibrate through me. His eyes slowly broke away from mine, and he looked to the window. I followed his stare and watched as the lights in my father’s studio turned on and off again twice. I stared calmly at the room as the light remained on. Even though the proof was right in front of me, I still couldn’t believe it - not out of fear that it was real, but out of fear that it wasn’t.

I looked back at him, still holding my calm expression.

“Do you see anything else in this room?” he asked in a voice just above a whisper.

I moved my head slowly from side to side, holding his gaze. “I can’t see past you,” I whispered.

An innocent smile spread across his face. “Progress,” he whispered.

I looked back at Aden, but he wasn’t paying any attention to us; he was playing with his phone.

“I’m sure this would be a good time for you to tell me to go – but Austin just texted me and said that he’s at the door and asked should he use that one or another one,” Aden said raising his eyebrows.

Draven’s eyes moved to me, then he quickly sat his guitar down and ran down the stairs.

I looked at Aden. “Should I go?” I asked, confused.

He shook his head no and blushed. “Draven just wanted to make sure he used the front door.”

I furrowed my eyebrows to question him, but he just looked down at his phone and started texting.

Thunder and lightning erupted all around the house; I jumped at the sound of it.

“It’s getting too bad for you to drive anyways,” Aden said in a concerned tone, looking up at me.

I looked out the window and watched the trees fight the wind – I was terrified of what I’d face on my drive home. The shadows were furious with me for coming here, and I could only imagine what price I’d pay for staying this long.

“Charlie,” Aden said quietly.

I jumped out of the thought I was in and looked at him. He stood slowly from behind his drums and walked to me. “Don’t worry about what’s outside – it can’t hurt you, and it knows that.”

I tried to smile and act like I knew what he was talking about, to pretend that I wasn’t fighting this war on my own, but it was clear that he could see the emptiness behind my expression.

“I hope you’re right – it sounds dangerous,” I said as the thunder crashed again.

“Listen…I don’t agree with the slow, revealing path Draven is trying to take to reach you – if it were me, I wouldn’t have the patience – I’m asking you to let him in….let him see what you’re fighting so he can protect you, so I can protect you.”

I furrowed my eyebrows as I heard his words; I knew he had no idea what he was asking me to do. “I’m really messed up inside… and right now, I have to figure a lot of stuff out before I let anyone in.”

“You’re wrong…it’s not safe for you to be alone.”

“I’ve been alone – and I’m still standing,” I said in a timid voice.

He stepped closer and looked tenderly down at me. “I want you to imagine that you haven’t been – open your mind to the possibility – that you’re missing a part of yourself.”

“You know, everyone keeps telling me that, but no one has bothered to tell what it is I’m missing…it must be bad.”

“It’s not bad…at least, you never thought it was…no one’s telling you because you have to find a way to remember the Charlie you were…we can’t teach how to be yourself– you have to unlock your memories. I promise you: as soon as you do, your eyes will be wide open.”

“Tell me how…were we friends before?” I asked, daring him to confirm that he and Draven were in my life before now.

“Listen to your soul – it commands your body – what is your body telling you? What emotions do I have around me?”

“I feel safe – like I’m at home,” I answered, staring into his eyes.

“Would you feel that way with a stranger?” he asked.

Slowly, I moved my head from side to side as I tried to grasp how messed up I really was.

“Then you already know the answer to your question.”

Draven came in the door at that moment. He looked sternly at Aden, as if to judge what he was talking to me about. Aden raised his hands as if to say he knew his boundaries, then made his way to the couch.

With Draven was a young man, maybe twenty-two. He was tall and lean, and he looked so pure, but not in a weak way; I mean, he looked like the anguish of life had never touched him, yet he had conquered more than I could imagine. He was dressed in black from head to toe, and the color seemed to bring out his angelic hazel eyes.

I studied his eyes as I remembered Britain asking me if Draven’s eyes were hazel – glowing. Even though this stranger’s eyes were that color, they were too dark for anyone to describe them as glowing. Even if it was the same guy Britain seemed to fear, I had no fear of him – peace emanated from him.

“Austin, this is…Charlie,” Draven said, nodding in my direction.

Austin smiled slightly as if to say hello. I stared back at him as I replayed the conversation that Aden had had with me. I listened to my body – to my emotions. When I saw Austin, I felt… relief, like he was an escape, not only for me, but Aden and Draven – even Madison.

“Nice to meet you,” I finally said.

Austin’s smile fell, and I saw concern fill his eyes. “Pleasure is mine.”

“We just saw Wesley; he looked happy – are they leaving with you?” Aden asked Austin.

Draven nodded for me to take a seat in the chair. When I did, he sat on the arm next to me.

As he sat down next to Aden on the couch, Austin’s eyes looked back and forth between me and Draven. “No…not yet…I,” he looked at Draven, “I need to talk to you so I can make sure I know my boundaries,” he said politely.

“I’ll stop you,” Draven promised.

“I have a few of my people with me – but I guess you guys aren’t up for traveling,” Austin said, looking back at Aden.

“Your people?” I asked, trying not to sound offended.

Austin blushed as his eyes moved back to me. “I guess that did sound rude… sorry… I really didn’t know how to put it – I just mean people from the place I live.” He leaned forward. “I have people from Chara with me, Charlie…they’re eager to meet all of you.”

My eyes grew wide as he spoke, and relief swarmed over every part of me…but it was an empty emotion…somehow, I knew that wanting to see this place, Chara, or even meet people from there would be dangerous…not for me, but for them. I felt purity, almost a heavenly respect for this place Austin spoke of … I didn’t want to bring my demons there. I looked up at Draven; his eyes were studying my every move…he was waiting – waiting for me to remember something, but I couldn’t explain the emotions I was feeling.

“It was dangerous for you to come here…the storms,” I mumbled as I looked down. Somehow, I knew the storms weren’t weather – more like violent energy. I could hear echoes of Austin’s voice as he told us stories of what he faced on his path…I could see…I could see something called a string – a divine light kissed by colors. My heart started to race, and my vision began to blur; without warning, my body trembled.

Austin raised his eyebrows as hope spread across his expression. “Do you remember me telling you about my home?” he asked.

I leaned forward, buried my head in my lap, and told to myself to breath. As I moved my head from side to side, I felt Draven’s hand gently move across my back – the energy that his touch always seemed to provide slowly allowed me to compose myself.

“I mentioned it last night – vaguely,” Draven quietly said.

He was giving me an escape, allowing me to pretend that my memory hadn’t been robbed. I pulled myself up and locked gazes with him. He wrapped his arm around me and pulled me to his side. I dared to look at Austin and Aden; in their beautiful faces I found fear, and concern.

“Is Landen here? Is he gonna help us?” Draven asked.

Austin shook his head no. “I traveled with his brother, Brady, about a week ago, but I didn’t bring it up. I know he’s not as open-minded. I just can’t seem to be home at the same time as Landen. I know he’ll want to help you – that’s just the kind of person he is….the travelers with me are more than capable of helping me bring you to my home…or wherever else you wish to go….we want to help you master your gift – you have it for a reason.” Austin’s eyes moved to me. “That’s the core belief in Chara…we all have a purpose, and it’s more than clear that the gift each of you share is a valuable one.”

“Is Landen a musician?” I asked, wanting him to tell me no – wanting them just to tell me what they were all waiting for me to remember.

A deep concern filled Austin’s expression. “No… Landen has the gift of truth and intent…he can see further than any other in my home – he truly is an old soul.”

“Intent? Truth?” I repeated as I furrowed my eyebrows.

Austin nodded. “There’s no way to lie to him…and he can see every intent you may have.”

My eyes grew wide. “Is that what ‘seeing’ is?” I asked, looking up at Draven. “Can you do that? Is that what all of you aren’t talking about? How can that Landen guy do that – is he human? What are you not saying to me?!”

“Shh…,” Draven whispered as he pulled me closer. “We all see differently…I promise, I’ll show you.”

I shook my head no and pulled from his embrace. “Explain,” I said, looking at Austin, knowing he’d given me more insight in the last moment than the others had given in days.

Austin looked nervously at Draven, as if to ask for permission. “Tread carefully,” Draven mumbled.

“NO! Don’t tread carefully, Austin – tell me everything - if you know me – tell me –tell what I am – what this Landen guy is – what are we!” I demanded.

Austin let out a deep breath as he laced his hands together. He lowered his head, then raised his hazel eyes to look at me. “You are very human…in all my travels, I have never met the mythical creatures this world references…I assure you.”

“Then how? How does he do that?” I looked up at Draven, then to Aden. “What do you see?” Aden’s eyes were locked with Draven’s, and I felt his body tense against mine. Aden’s eyes fell away, refusing to answer me.

“There are some things in this universe that cannot be explained or understood,” Austin said, breaking the growing tension in the room. “In Chara, we watch the skies…let the stars speak to us….it’s believed that Landen’s insights exist because of the time he was born – A Pisces with a Virgo moon – the blood in his family reaches back to our beginning – we all expect great things from him.”

“What is he, like a king? The stars? Are you serious?” I asked as calmly as I could, but sarcasm was heavy in my tone.

Austin shook his head. “There are no kings, or queens – we believe each are gifted….Chara truly is a place for peace and love.”

“Then you don’t want me there…I promise you that.” As I said those words, my memory was cruel to me. I heard the violent whispers – I saw the shadows form into dark images. I knew without a doubt I was right. I couldn’t let this follow me anywhere…not to Chara.

Tension built in room, and I felt guilty – ungrateful for what I’d said…for the way I was acting. “I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “I’m just…I’m just a little overwhelmed and confused right now...I – I didn’t mean to make fun of your beliefs – I’ve never been a fan of the Zodiac…not like my friend Madison is, anyway.”

Austin smiled slightly. “Madison, my Scorpio friend,” he said, leaning forward. “I’m sorry…I pushed your memory tonight – and that was not my place.” His eyes moved to Draven. “What can I do to help you? I can’t explain how concerned I am about all of you.”

Draven looped his fingers through mine, and I looked up at him to find eyes fighting with anger and patience. He let out a quiet breath as he looked back at Austin. “These are uncharted waters – but we’ll make it through this – we’ve survived worse.”

“Have we?” Aden said shortly.

Draven didn’t argue with him; he just let his eyes fall to the floor and pulled me closer.

“I want to recommend leaving – now – I can hide you from this. I know I can,” Austin said.

Draven’s eyes moved to Austin’s. “I’m not making this choice on my own – we’ll be fine. By the time you make it back here, everything will be clear again, and I’ll tell you if we’re ready…”

Austin looked at Aden. “You feel the same way?”

Aden looked between me and Draven before he answered. “I think we have a lot to figure out before we go – I don’t wanna bring anything to your doorstep.”

“Listen,” I said, standing. “I think I should go – I don’t understand what you guys are talking about, but I feel like I’m holding you back – and – and that’s just not right.”

Draven stood and put his arm around me and whispered, “Please stay,” in my ear.

I felt a warm sensation rush through every part of me; even if I wanted to refuse his request, I was powerless to do so at that moment.

“I should go,” Austin said, standing. “I’ll be back in few weeks to check on Wesley; before that, if I manage to talk to Landen.”

Draven glanced up at him and said, “Travel safe.”

“Always,” Austin said, then he looked at me. “I’ve never taken you for a person that holds anyone back…it was good to see you.”

I smiled faintly and nodded.

“See ya, Aden,” Austin said, waving behind him as he left.

Aden waved as he stood and stretched. “I think I’m gonna disappear now.”

“No, you’re fine,” I said, holding out my hand to stop him. “I really should go – it’s late.”

The thunder clapped again, and the wind charged against the house. “If you really wanna go -I’ll have to take you – it’s not safe,” Draven said.

I nodded to agree. I figured that would be faster than waiting for Kara to come and get me or waiting on the storm to pass.

“I’ll see you soon,” Aden said as we left the room.

Draven looped his fingers through mine as he guided me down the steps.

“Do you need anything out of your car?” he asked.

“Just my phone; I’ll get it,” I said, letting go of his hand before he could volunteer. I didn’t want to explain to him why I had two – why I still had two.

I opened the door just as lightning illuminated the sky. I ran as fast as I could, getting completely soaked. I had to search in the dark for where I threw them earlier; once I found them, I tucked them under my shirt and ran back inside.

“Sure you wanna go?” he asked.

I nodded.“It’s getting late.”

He opened a small closet door in the entry hall and reached in and grabbed the black hoodie with a Celtic cross I saw him wear yesterday, then slowly reached to take the one that was drenched off me. A warm chill danced down my spine.

“This one’s dry,” he whispered, holding it out for me to put my arms through.

As I pulled it around myself, I smelled the addictive aroma of his cologne and smiled. It made me feel safe and warm. As he looped his fingers through mine and pulled me through the hall to the kitchen, I grabbed my bag from the corner, slid my phones inside of it, then followed him through the garage door.

His Hummer was backed in next to another one that was solid black. I wondered for a second if that was Aden’s. He opened the passenger door and helped me climb in. As I waited for him to walk around to the driver’s side, I told myself to just breathe – it was just one short drive home. I wasn’t driving, and I was strong enough to ignore the shadows and whispers - no matter how violent they were.

He slid in and pulled his belt around himself, then smiled at me as he pressed the button to open the garage door.

“I really did feel like I was holding you back in there,” I said, glancing to my side at him.

“Did Aden say something to you while I was talking to Austin? Are you OK? Did Austin scare you when he was talking about his home?”

I didn’t even want to try and understand where Austin was from – what place would be that peaceful at this point in history…or even that passage I remembered – the string. It all seemed superficial compared to the other memories I’d lost…the ones that I hoped had Draven in them.

I hesitated before I answered. “Aden was telling me to listen to my soul – to let my emotions unlock what I’ve managed to forget.”

He reached for my hand and carefully laced his fingers through mine. “What emotions do you have right now?” he asked as ours eyes met.

“They’re out of control,” I whispered.

“Mine, too,” he said as he tried to smile.

“Would you tell me if I knew you before?”

“I’ve already told you that I did.”

“That’s not what I mean – what are you patiently waiting for me to remember?”

“Just…how strong you are,” he answered as he let his eyes fall from mine. He let my hand go and put the Hummer in drive. I looked forward into the darkness at the wind and rain thrashing in every direction. I reached for the radio just as he did, then he smiled slightly as he turned it up, reaching for my hand again as he drove to the edge of his driveway.

An overwhelming fear came over me; I felt like I was leading him into some kind of pending doom – I had no doubt that this evil I was fighting would take anything I cared about away from me – I didn’t want them to see us together.

“Maybe I should just stay here until the storm passes – then I can drive myself.”

He let out a quiet breath and reached for a switch on his dash; at that moment, lights beamed from the Hummer so bright, it was hard to see the night. He then turned the radio up just a little bit more. “Please, just let me make sure you get home safe,” he said, glancing at me.

As I nodded and focused on the music that was playing, he reached for my hand as he pulled forward. I swear, I could see shadowed figures dodge out of the light that the Hummer was projecting. As we got closer to my house, I started to fear his drive home – convinced that they’d attack him. I let go of Draven’s hand and reached for the radio to turn it down. I closed my eyes and focused on every sound I could hear. The whispers were faint, but I could make out words. I could swear I heard, “Draven, Charlie” and the word “Come” overlapping with one another. I was terrified for the both of us.

All at once, they stopped, and I opened my eyes to see us pulling into my garage.

“Safe,” Draven said under his breath as he looked at me.

Lightning illuminated behind the garage as thunder crashed above us.

“The problem we have now is that I have no way of making sure you are…” I said, looking behind myself to watch the wind punishing the trees with a raging force. “I think you should stay here until this blows over.”

His eyes softened as he put the Hummer in park. “You really want me to stay with you?”

My heart started to pound in my chest, and my ears burned as I realized how bold that request was. “I – I just don’t want you to get hurt because of me.”

The corners of his perfect lips turned into a slight smile. “You’re worth the pain – trust me,” he said. As he reached for my hand and laced his fingers through mine, his thumb started to trace small circles on my skin.

“When you do that, I feel your skin hum…I don’t understand it; I wonder if it’s the music,” I said quietly, watching his thumb move and remembering how magically his hands seemed when he played.

He leaned closer to me, and his hypnotizing green eyes were just inches away. “Your skin hums, too.”

I smiled vaguely, not knowing what else to do. He didn’t smile back; he just held my gaze and leaned closer to me. I held my breath, and every part of me tensed. He titled his head tenderly and whispered, “Breathe.”

I let a quiet breath out; I was so tense, I couldn’t move. He reached his hand to cradle my face, then pulled my lips to his. As I felt his tender, warm lips on mine, my entire body relaxed. I felt so light, I thought it was quite possible that I’d float away. I smiled through his kiss, feeling more alive right now than I ever had.

He slowly pulled away, and a blushing smile spread across his face. “Now everything is humming,” he whispered.

I blushed and smiled as if to agree.



 




Chapter 10

I felt my phone vibrate in my bag, and I cringed. Draven leaned slightly back. “Someone’s looking for you.”

The numbing feeling his kiss had given me faded, and the fear that I’d lose him before I really knew him again came over me. I reached in my bag and pulled out my phone, hoping that was the one that was vibrating – a relieved smile came across my face as I saw Kara’s name on the Caller ID. I slid the bar.

“I’m in the garage,” I said as looked into Draven’s eyes.

At that moment, the back door opened and Kara waved us in. I slid my phone in my bag and reached for the door.

“You’re coming in, right?”

His smile grew as he nodded.

Kara stepped into the garage as we walked toward her. “I was calling to tell you to stay there – we’re under a severe storm warning.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty bad out there,” I said, looking back at Draven.

“I don’t think you should drive back until it passes, Draven,” Kara said. “Why don’t you guys go play music or something?”

“Sounds perfect,” Draven said, blushing as he looked at me.

“How was dinner?” Kara asked me as she pushed the door open for us to come in.

“Interesting,” I said, mocking the word she always seemed to use.

As she looked up at Draven, he shook his head no once and the hopeful expression Kara had fell.

“Alright – interesting is good. I’m done for the night. If this gets worse, wake me up so we can go down to the basement.”

“If we play, is it gonna keep you up?” I asked.

Thunder crashed above the house as I said the words.

Kara raised her eyebrows. “If anything, it’ll help me sleep – I hate storms.”

“Then we’ll play really loud,” Draven said charismatically as he reached for my hand and looped his fingers through mine.

Kara smiled, then turned to leave the room. I started to pull Draven toward the living room. With each step we took, the louder the guitar sound became; by the time we reached the stairs, it sounded like we were standing in the center of a concert.

“If she could hear this – we wouldn’t need to play for her,” I said, looking back at him as I climbed the stairs.

“It’s not hers to hear.”

When we reached my room, I let my bag fall by the short wall, then followed him up the stairs that led to the studio. He walked to the window and looked toward his house, then pulled out his phone. I cautiously walked up behind him. I could see almost everything in his studio from here. Aden was sitting on the couch with a guitar across himself - he reached in his pocket and pulled out his phone.

“Hey,” Draven said as he answered. “I’m gonna stay over here for a while – if it dies down before you pass out, will you just bring her car over? We can ride back together.”

Draven listened as Aden spoke, then responded, “I’ve seen worse – but yeah, it’s pretty vicious out there.”

Aden waved at me through the window; I smiled slightly and waved back. Draven slid his phone back in his pocket. “He said to tell you ‘sweet dreams’.”

“You guys are really fond of dreaming, aren’t you?” I said as I turned to get my guitar – I wanted to play the gray electric one again.

Draven laid the case that was on the couch on the floor, then sat down and watched me walk to him. “Dreams are the mind’s- eye,” he said as I pulled the strap of the guitar across myself and sat down next to him.

“I can’t remember the last time I dreamed,” I said quietly.

Draven relaxed into the couch as he let his arm stretch out behind me. “What do you think about as you drift to sleep?” he asked.

I gripped the neck on the guitar and played through a few chords flawlessly before I answered him. “I…I think about silence.”

“Maybe tonight you should listen to it, instead of thinking about it,” he said, nodding his head for me to play some more.

I let my finger dance across the strings, not really attempting to make solid sound. I was starting to mock the sound all around us, and I had no idea how I was doing it. “It’s hard to listen to something you never hear.”

Draven started to lace his fingers through the long tips of my dark hair. My heart was racing, but I was enjoying every second of it.

“Silence can be heard at every moment …you need to see your senses as something you can control….you’re not at the mercy of them…they’re at the mercy of you.”

I played a few more chords, trying to stay in rhythm with the guitar sound all around us. When my fingers started to ache, I let go. I didn’t want to play anymore – I wanted to figure him out. I stood and safely placed my father’s guitar in the stand. Draven held my stare as I slowly walked back to his side.

“Is it the same with seeing? Do you see what you want? Do you see what that Landen guy can – I mean, does your birthday state that, too?” I asked, looking into his perfect emerald green eyes.

The corners of his tender lips turned into a slight smile as his eyes danced over my face. “I’d rather see what Austin says that Landen can see…it would make a lot of things easier…”

I could see anger cloud his eyes, and for the first time I saw fear and betrayal behind them. I couldn’t help but think that it was my fault…I hurt him. My breath became shallow, and I struggled to hold his stare as I spoke. “I’m sor---“ he pulled me closer as he slowly shook his head, stopping me from apologizing. I let my eyes fall between us. Every part of me wanted to close that gap – to embrace him and feel the energy from his skin, the strength of his arms around me…his kiss. I closed my eyes as memories of moments filled with passion flooded my mind. My skin blushed and my heart pounded as I struggled to understand if they were real. I leaned further away and looked down and tried to think of something beyond the emotions that were screaming at me.

“Does that make any sense, though?” I finally said. “That Landen’s birthday gave him special traits?” I shook my head. “Seems absurd to me.”

He laughed quietly under his breath and reached for my hand. “That’s a debate you’ll have to have with Madison – she seems to understand that science.”

“So you don’t think your birthday gave you anything special? You agree with me?” I asked, daring to look into his eyes again.

He shrugged his shoulders. “I’m a Taurus…we’re known for our temper…and I have that.”

My eyes fell from his. I had seen anger in eyes more than I cared for, but I knew it wasn’t a violent anger…it was one with pain, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to bring up why that emotion was there.

“There has to be a good side to that sign,” I mumbled as I tried to change the subject.

“Well…Madison says it’s one of the reasons I have a strong voice….but that’s debatable.”

My eyes quickly rose to his. “Are you kidding – debatable? That is not debatable….I love…,” I hesitated as flashes of him came to me…I could remember how the sound of his voice would take every fear away. “I love your voice,” I whispered. An ache tore through the center of my soul, and I couldn’t understand how one word – love – could spark a pain that deep in me. My eyes fell, and my breathing became shallow once again. Draven leaned forward as concern filled his face.

I shook my head as I stared at him. “I don’t understand what’s wrong with me,” I mumbled as my eyes moved across his flawless features.

“Nothing is wrong with you,” he said, furrowing his eyebrows.

“Something is…I think...I think I’ve forgotten something…something that didn’t deserve to be forgotten.”

He let his arm fall from behind the couch around me, then pulled me closer to him.“Everyone is telling me that I should tell you what you’ve forgotten – that I should carry you away to some distant place, but they don’t know you like I do.”

I looked up at him, and he leaned down and let his lips gently touch mine. As I slowly moved my lips against his, I felt his energy flow into me. I told myself to breathe…to just breathe. As he pulled away, his eyes looked deep into mine. “My Charlie…the Charlie I know…she’s not scared or lost…she knew exactly who she was and what she wanted – I know if you’ve forgotten something that you had your reasons…and right now, I feel guilty…I feel like I’m holding you back.”

“From what?” I asked as I furrowed my eyebrows.

“I don’t know – I just know a few days ago, I lost you…part of me is saying to let your memory stay lost – that it’s safer that way.” His eyes looked down. “And the other part of me - along with everyone else - is telling me that you’re in danger.”

The guitar sound around us erupted as if to agree that the path I was on was the wrong one. Draven’s eyes closed as I heard it, and he let out a frustrated sigh.

“Would you be able to protect me if I was in danger?” I asked timidly.

His eyes opened, and a painful anger filled his expression. “You have never once asked me to do that…you’re too stubborn.” His perfect lips tried to smile, but his sadness wouldn’t let them.

“You didn’t answer my question.”

He nodded. “Without a doubt, we’re stronger together than we are apart…but you know something I don’t, and the only way to figure out what it is…is to let your memory come back on its own.”

“What if it doesn’t?”

His eyes danced across my face, then settled in mine. “Then…I guess I have no choice but to… beg you to fall in love with me again….because I can’t live without you.”

“Again,” I said as my breath left me.

In my mind, thousands of memories of he and I together echoed through my thoughts. Adrenaline was coursing through every part of me. I couldn’t put one thought in front of the other - I couldn’t hold on to one memory long enough to understand it. It was as if someone was showing me a life lived from a distance. I felt a thousand emotions. I knew what was between us was imperfectly beautiful. It was like I was grieving for him – like my heart was waking up and I realized how blind I really was – ‘again’ was the wrong word… I never could have stopped loving him.

He slowly reached his hand up, then cradled my face. Not waiting for him to pull me to him, I leaned into his kiss. He held me so tight, I thought I could barely breathe. Suddenly, the urge not to allow any distance between us came over me, and I pulled him closer to me, embracing every angelic move of his lips.

Draven lifted me into his lap, then laid me down on the couch. I could feel the strength in every part of his body. I could feel his anger, passion, and grief; for the time, I didn’t know who he was. I held him tighter, even though I could feel the power of his arms as his hands moved against my body; I wasn’t close enough. My skin blushed, my heart raced, and I found it hard to breathe – his touch, his kiss - it felt like life was coming back to me – power was coming into me. Not a supernatural power – just the power of knowing who you are… knowing that you are loved.

My mind was cruel to me. I knew I had broken his heart long before yesterday, and I hated myself for that. Angry tears came to the corners of my eyes. My thoughts were screaming at me – just remember! Remember it all! How could you forget him?! What did you do to him?!

The angry tears pooled from my eyes, then fell silently along my cheek; once they reached Draven, his lips moved from mine, then danced across my cheek and down my neck. He was trying to take it all away: my fear, my pain, my heartache…but it wasn’t my heart I was worried about. His arms tightened around me, then pulled me on top of him. I closed my eyes and laid on his chest. I felt his hand gently move across my back. He reached for my hand and placed it on his chest. “I feel you coming back to me,” he whispered.

We were both trembling with emotions that couldn’t be contained in words. I began to commit the beat of his heart to memory – I would never let anyone take his memory from me again.

A moment later, he began to hum a soft lullaby. I could remember the song…it was the first song he had written for me. I held his chest as tight as I could as I tried to grasp a memory long enough to make it mine again.

I felt his fingers glide through my hair. I closed my eyes in agony as an overwhelming desire to keep him safe came to me. I felt like I tried to do just that, but all I’d done was make things worse.

I drifted to sleep and let the echoes of a life I couldn’t recall rush through my mind. I wanted my memory back – all of it…I wanted us back.

The sound of his heartbeat chased me into my dreams; at first, I didn’t even know I was asleep. Then all of the sudden, I found myself standing under a starlight sky, swaying back and forth in Draven’s arms. I wasn’t afraid of the darkness - I couldn’t hear any whispers. All I could feel was gratitude for that moment – it was like we had been apart and I cherished that moment. I could feel a warm breeze blowing through my hair and smell the salt in the air. I looked up at him to find him smiling adoringly down at me.

“You don’t have to say it back,” he whispered. “I know we’ve never said it before – but I needed you to know how I feel.”

In my dream, my eyes questioned him.

“I’ve always loved you, Charlie – even before I knew what the word meant.”

A smile spread across my face. Just as I began to say the words back to him, a crash of thunder woke me from my blissful dream. I sat up, trying to catch my breath. Draven must have fallen asleep, too; he looked startled by the loud noise.

“Maybe we need to go to a room that doesn’t have so many windows,” he said, stretching his arms out.

I pulled myself up and tried to hold the emotion I felt in that dream – to understand it. I looked out the window just as lightning spider-webbed across the sky. As Draven walked closer to the window to look at his house, I saw him grin and shake his head. I stood and took one step forward, then I could see what he was laughing at: Aden was sound asleep on the floor next to the couch.

“That looks like it’s gonna hurt when he wakes up,” I said in a concerned tone.

Draven laughed under his breath as he pulled out his phone and sent out a text. I watched as Aden jumped in his sleep – he read what Draven had sent, then nodded and pulled himself up and left the room.

“He’s not coming to get you, is he? It still looks bad,” I said in a pleading tone – I didn’t want him to go - not yet.

Draven walked slowly to my side, put his arm around me, and guided me to the stairs. “It’s almost four. I just told him to go to his room and come get me at daylight - this should pass by then.”

I let out a sigh of relief – daylight was always safer – less shadows. When we reached my room, I slid out of my boots, then his hoodie. I folded the hoodie neatly and laid it across the short wall. Draven sat on the edge of my bed and scrolled through his phone. “Whatever this is will clear out in just a little bit – they just said to stay away from windows; I don’t think we need to wake Kara up,” he said, looking up at me.

I didn’t say anything; I just stared at his perfect image as I replayed the dream I had – I didn’t know if it was something that really happened or just something I wished had happened. I walked to the edge of my bed and sat next to him.

“Have we ever been to the beach together?” I asked, looking up at him.

A smile came to the corners of his lips. “Did you dream?”

I nodded as the sound of the guitar rejoiced around us.

“We’ve been to several ,” he said, staring intently into my eyes.

“Who said ‘I love you’ first?” I asked, holding his stare.

“Well…I’m sure we said it a lot when we were really little…but…when I was seventeen….you were almost sixteen….I finally told you how I felt.”

“On a beach, under the stars,” I whispered.

A grin spread across his perfect image. “That’s right,” he said, leaning forward to steal a kiss. I wanted to kiss him back, but I was too curious and I pulled away quickly.

“Why did it feel like we had been apart? I cherished every second like it would be our last.”

He looked down, and anger took over his expression. “We…we seemed to be fighting the same battles as our parents did.”

“My dad? Your mom?”

He nodded.

“Did it kill them?” I asked as my voice trembled.

I heard the guitar echo a solemn tone, and tears came to the corners of my eyes.

Draven moved closer to me and wrapped his arm around me, pulling me to him. “My mom died giving birth to me…no one could ever prove that your father’s death was anything more than an accident – but you and I…we’ve seen enough to believe otherwise.”

“Did something drive us apart? Why are we not always together?”

He hesitated and pulled slightly away. “The things that we could see – what we could hear…we kept to ourselves until around middle school – at that point, my dad figured it out.”

“How?” I asked, turning to face him – my heart was racing – inside, I was furious that the whispers could have very well taken my dad from me –I felt cheated and hurt.

“Charlie…I don’t wanna do this…I want you to find your memory on your own – I know something happened - that you know something – I can’t help you remember that …and it has to be important.”

“Draven, listen to me – answer my questions. I’ve already proven that I can remember us – help me fill in the rest, and I’ll find a way to remember what you think I know.” My tone was demanding and desperate at the same time.

He pulled himself back on my bed and leaned against my headboard. I crawled closer and stared at him. He wasn’t smiling, but his eyes were. “You’re starting to sound like my Charlie,” he said quietly.

“What happened in middle school?” I asked again.

He looked down and reached for my hand and let his fingertips run across mine. “One day on the field at school, Aden and I were playing football with the team. All of a sudden, the shadowed images came from everywhere. They were moving in and out of our friends – we attacked them – it led to a fight on the field – the coaches tore us apart, and my dad was called – he was furious – we’d never been in trouble before, our grades were flawless – when we got home that day, he demanded that we tell him what had gotten into us – when we refused, he told us we were grounded – that we couldn’t see our friends anymore until we explained ourselves – Aden and I couldn’t let that happen – we knew you and Madison could see what we could – that if they came after us, they could come after you. The only way we could protect you was by confessing the things that we could see and hear.”

“Madison acted like we all see differently.”

He nodded. “In a way – we may see the problem in different ways, but we all see the same answer. She and Aden are different from you and me. The shadows don’t call them by name – we’ve never understood why. “

“What did your dad say? Did he tell my mom – does she know?”

He reached his fingertips to my lips to stop my endless questions. “Shh…take what I’m saying in slowly…if you can’t remember any of it, let it go and hold on to what you do remember – your perception and mine are gonna be different, and yours is the one that’s the most important right now.”

I let my lips kiss his fingertips as if to agree. A smile beamed across his face as he let his hand fall into mine.

“Instead of my dad thinking we were insane, like we thought he would – he believed us – he believed us because my mom and your dad had told him the same thing before. “

“How does Madison fit into this? That doesn’t make any sense.”

“She’s my distant cousin – our grandmothers are sisters – same blood – that’s the only connection we’ve really found.”

“You said we were stronger together – why did they separate us?”

“At that time, they thought that Aden and I were attracting it – some kind of target – my dad thought separating us would keep you and Madison safe – we moved to the UK the next week.”

A horrible memory jolted through my mind as chills spread across my spine – I - I remember crying breathless into my pillow, clinching a photo of Draven when he was just a boy….I remember feeling like my body was being torn apart – like I’d lost part of my soul. “They were wrong…” I whispered.

“Yeah…the whispers were constant around you….you had insane nightmares of shadows taking over everyone around you. My dad had found old friends in the UK – people who understood what we were going through – he wanted us to stay there – he asked your mom to move there….but she couldn’t find the strength to move…it took everything she had to move to NY.”

“Why there?”

“She wanted you close to her, and she had to work…over the past few years, all of our parents have just been trying to figure out who the real attraction – trigger is – and why. You and I didn’t really care – we wanted to be together, and the summers – holidays and random weekends weren’t enough. We started looking for an escape – started counting down to the day when we could just run away together.”

“I was counting down the days…,” I said as my eyes raced back and forth.

He nodded to agree. “Madison and Aden are determined to go with us – they think they can protect us.”

All of a sudden, I remembered when they said that – it was last Christmas Break, and we were here – Austin was here; I couldn’t remember the words he said, but I knew he was our escape.

“Austin – he’s our way out.”

Draven looked down. “We used to think that.”

“What do you mean?”

Draven hesitated before he answered. “When Austin told us about where he lived – it was like someone had told us that we’d been cured from some terminal disease – he warned us that there was a myth that if you weren’t brought to that place by someone who you loved – that the world would reject you on a physical level. He didn’t know how much truth was behind that myth – he told us that Landen could see the truth - that either he or someone in his family would know if it was safe for us to go there, and if it wasn’t, Landen would be able to help us find a place that was safe – free from negative intent.”

My eyes grew wider as I remembered Austin saying that. I also remembered him testing us, he wanted to know if we could see something called a string. Draven and I stood next to him… the night air began to move before us. Austin looped his arms through ours, and we stepped forward – then all of a sudden, everything around us was glowing white. I could feel a wave of energy coursing around me, and I could hear a low hum. In either direction, I could see beautiful hazes of every color. Austin stepped back, pulling us with him, and it was night again. Next, he took Madison and Aden through the passage – all of us could see. Austin told us he knew without a doubt that we were special – that not everyone could see – because we could see, he had the confidence that his home would accept us – his world believes in fate…he believes fate led him to us – that he’s now been charged with the duty to keep us safe – to find a positive reason for what we can hear and see.

“The string – we were planning on leaving this world,” I whispered.

“Dimension – not world…Austin told us he could bring us back to see our families when we wanted but that the storms in the string would make each trip a dangerous one – that we may have to go months without coming back.”

My head was spinning; before my eyes, I saw small lights – it was like dormant memories were sparking to life with his simple words – it was like watching a movie of someone who looked just like me – I could see them, but I was still having a hard time believing all these memories were mine – that I lost them so easily, without warning. “I was too scared to tell my mom…I knew she’d talk me out of it – I just told her I was going to find a safe place… she knew I was lying, and that just made us grow further apart.”

The guitar sound around us changed its pitch, as if to confirm my memories. Draven’s eyes looked at the thin air and smiled slightly.

“You and your mom have never really talked about any of this…it’s just too hard for her – she doesn’t want to lose you.”

I looked down. “I was kinda hoping that distant memory I had of her was wrong.”

The guitar continued to play a sad tone.

Draven reached for my chin and gently urged me to look him in the eye. “All it’s going to take is just one conversation – you just have to talk to her.”

As I looked into his eyes, small tears came to the corners of my eyes. This morning, I would have told you that the distance between me and my mother was because she was grieving for my dad – but that wasn’t it at all – we were distant because I was just like my dad – and that hurt her.

Draven pulled me to him and wrapped his arms around me. I took in a deep breath as I felt his hand gently move across my back. My mind was racing in every direction. I tried to piece the precious memories I found tonight together with the ones I already had; the only thing that was missing was Aden and Draven – I couldn’t figure out why.

“Before yesterday, when was the last time you saw me?” I asked, wondering why he was so easy to forget.

Draven’s body seemed to tense all at once, and his hand - which was moving across my back - stopped. “We’re getting too close to what I need you to remember on your own,” he said quietly.

I looked up at him. “Just answer that one question,” I pleaded.

“Tuesday,” he whispered as he pulled me closer.

I squeezed my arm around him as the emotion of grief brought unwanted dormant memories to life. “We had a fight…I told you I didn’t want to go with Austin anymore.”

I felt his lips on my forehead, and I closed my eyes. “You told me that you’d never forgive yourself if we led this darkness to another world – that we had to conquer it here first – I agreed with you, and so did Aden.”

“Why did we fight?” I asked, looking up at him.

His fingertips tucked a lock of my hair behind my ear. As he swallowed, I could see the anger in his eyes. “You wouldn’t tell me what was wrong – I think Madison may have known, but she would never betray you and tell me – you promised me that you’re protecting me by not telling me. I wanted to stay with you, but you sent me home…”

The only emotions I felt at that moment were regret and anger. I was furious with myself – I hurt him, and I couldn’t even remember why.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered in a tearful voice.

He shook his head no as he pulled me to him and kissed my lips. I wrapped my arms around him and moved my lips passionately against his, holding him as tight as I could. I wanted to disappear somewhere inside of him and forget that something dark and cold was trying to come between us.

A knock was the only thing that stopped us from losing control in each other’s arms. I pulled away quickly and looked to the stairway - I could barely see the top of Aden’s head.

I looked back at Draven as a blushing grin spread across my face.

“You can come up,” Draven said as he smiled back at me.

Aden climbed the last few steps into my room. “It was too quiet…I didn’t know if you were sleeping or not,” he said, trying not to blush as he walked to the bed and sat down next to us.

“What time is it?” I asked as I felt a yawn come out of nowhere.

“Almost seven…did you guys sleep?” he asked, looking over me and Draven.

“Not long…we spent more time talking,” Draven said, grinning slightly at Aden.

“Remembering,” I corrected.

Aden raised his eyebrows as hope spread across his face. “Is Charlie back?”

“Almost,” Draven said, pulling me against him. “We’re back…that’s all that matters now.”

The guitar sound around us erupted into an electrifying tone, as if to celebrate.

I watched as a grin spread across Aden’s face. “I like that,” he said, rocking his head with the rhythm.

“You hear it, too? Madison doesn’t – I don’t get it,” I said, sitting up and looking between them.

Aden started to say something, but Draven shook his head, telling him to stop, then looked down at me. “Sometimes…sometimes you have to use one sense to create another…she can’t hear it because…because she’s never seen it.”

I held my breath as he said the words – I couldn’t move – was he saying that I could see my father before? Did I forget that? How could I forget that?!

“I’ll be downstairs, guys…I don’t wanna mess up and say the wrong thing,” Aden said, standing.

“I’ll be there in a minute,” Draven said, nodding for him to go.

“Show me how to see now,” I said, rising to my knees.

He shook his head no. “You’re tired…sleep first…dream for me.”

“Draven, have I seen him?!” I said, refusing to let it go. I stood and started to pace my room.

The sound of the guitar grew silent almost, as if it didn’t want to make its presence known anymore.

Draven stood and caught me as I passed him by; he pulled me to his chest and swayed us from side to side.

“Sleep first…let’s see how far your dreams take you…it’ll be easier if you remember more.”

I wanted to argue with him, but all of a sudden a calm and total serenity absorbed me – the room - my eyes were heavy, and my body grew numb. Draven pulled my covers back and urged me to lay down. I crawled under the covers and looked up at him through sleepy eyes.

“I want to see him….I want to show mom him,” I whispered as my eyes began to close.

“I’ll come back around four…you’ll see today – I promise,” he whispered.

I couldn’t hold my eyes open any longer. I let them fall as I felt his lips touch mine.



 




Chapter 11

As I drifted to sleep, the memories I had found raced through my mind. I felt so guilty – I knew that for the last few days that Draven had thought that I left him – I was a horrible person - I’d fought with him – then simply just forgot he existed.

In my dream, I watched us scream at each other in my apartment in NY. He demanded that I tell him what was wrong, but I refused – his face hardened, and he asked me if there was someone else – he asked me if I was cheating on him. The question invoked a fury within me – I didn’t answer him – instead, I pushed him and Aden out of my apartment door. I closed it, then slid down to the floor, crying breathlessly – saying ‘ I had to’ over and over again. I heard my phone ring and crawled to my bag to answer it, sure it was him, but it wasn’t. Bianca’s name was on the screen. I took in a deep breath and grew more determined that sending Draven away was what I had to do – I answered the phone like nothing was wrong.

The dream was excruciating – I rolled myself awake, then laid still, trying to understand why I needed to protect him from her – then I had this sick feeling that I had somehow cheated on Draven with Britain and maybe – maybe I thought Bianca would tell on me. I shook my head from side to side, knowing I never could have done that – there had to be another reason.

My eyes fell closed again. I drifted to sleep and focused on Bianca – I tried to think of every conversation I had ever had with her –to see if I’d ever told her about Draven. Voices overlapped in my dream, then I found myself on my bed in my room in NY. Bianca hit ‘Pause’ on my phone, stopping my music. “This summer – we should go away together. I’ll get my dad to pay for it.”

I rolled my eyes at her and hit ‘Play’ on my phone. “Can’t go,” I mumbled as I rocked with the guitar that was playing.

She paused the music and pushed the phone away. “Cancun – is that what you said? We could go there.”

I shook my head. “I said I can’t go.” Her expression was placid, but I swear I could see her pupils in the center of her blue eyes expanding and retracting as I stared at them, wondering how she was doing that.

“Cancun sounds fun…we’ll leave after graduation,” she said as she smiled at me.

I felt myself want to argue, but instead I whispered, “Can’t go – Cancun,” under my breath.

Bianca smiled and said, “That’s right, Charlie – Cancun.”

In my mind, I was desperately trying to find any clue in this dream – I looked down at what I was wearing – it was the same skirt I had on that night at the ER. My racing heart woke me up.

I rubbed my hands across my face, knowing that I never wore the same clothes in the same way more than once. I tried to remember if I had every really asked my mom if I could even go – a sick feeling came over me when I realized that I’d never said that I was going there aloud – that no one had ever mentioned that I was planning to, beyond Bianca and Britain.

I stretched and pulled myself awake. I decided I couldn’t lay there anymore. I couldn’t clearly remember Draven telling me when he’d be back, and I wanted to take a shower and change before he came.

As I showered, I questioned if Draven even knew that Bianca and Britain existed – it was hard to tell if he did or not. A sickening guilt came over me as I realized that if he did know about them, there was a good chance he believed I was cheating on him – maybe that’s why he refused to talk about anything past me sending him away. I knew I hadn’t – I knew that I couldn’t - I was protecting him – from what, I didn’t know. I planned to call Madison as soon as I got dressed – I was going to make her tell me what I was fighting on my own – what Britain had to do with any of this.

I hummed with the sound of the guitar as I got out of the shower. I was trying to put words to the music. I wanted to hear answers behind the sound. My heart started to race as I thought of the possibility of seeing what was creating this beautiful sound – right now, I didn’t know if I could handle seeing the image of my father.

I had a towel wrapped around me and had almost finished drying my hair when Kara charged in the bathroom; the look on her face was of pure anger.

“What kind of game are you playing, Charlie?!” she whispered harshly. “I really thought you were getting yourself together - starting to see things clearly.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked, looking at her like she was insane.

“Bianca is downstairs,” she said shortly.

A vacant, sick feeling absorbed every part me. I leaned against the counter, trying to find balance – a clear thought.

“Charlie,” Kara said, moving in front of me, trying to snap me out of my scared stare. “Did you know she was coming here?” she asked in a kinder tone.

“I didn’t know she’d show up at the front door – is mom here? “ I asked quietly, starting to see how bad this could really get.

“No. The meeting she had this morning ran late, and all of the flights this afternoon have been pushed back because of the storms that are rolling in – she flies in at three tomorrow.”

I shook my head and tightened my jaw and started to pull together what memories I had – I knew I’d find strength in them – that I was about to go into a battle of wits with Bianca.

“I told her you were asleep, that I wasn’t gonna wake you, but she started crying and said that you and her had a horrible fight – that she said things she shouldn’t and you won’t answer the phone when she tries to call - that she drove all the way here and has to make this right or she’ll go insane.”

I pulled my hairdryer loose and wound the cord. I didn’t bother brushing my hair. I had this vision of Britain sitting outside and Draven pulling up. I didn’t take either of them for fighters, but it wasn’t fair that Draven didn’t know that Britain existed – at least I didn’t know that he did.

“Where’s your phone?” Kara asked, blocking the door so I couldn’t leave.

“In my bag – I haven’t checked it since I went to dinner last night. I’m sure it’s dead by now.”

Kara shook her head. “I bet if you had, she wouldn’t be here – that you could have told her to stay away – obviously, ignoring her wasn’t a good idea – what happened to ‘I have to have my phone so I can hear music?’”

I pointed to the ceiling, calling out the sound I could hear, but she couldn’t. “I don’t need it for music anymore,” I whispered harshly.

Kara’s eyes softened as she tilted her head. I knew I’d somehow managed to convince her that I was innocent. That I wasn’t playing any kind of game with anyone – I’d tried to put space between myself and them and failed.

“I’m gonna let you talk to her - say what you need to say face to face – maybe that way, it’ll be clear.”

“Face to face,” I repeated quietly, then I looked at Kara. “Did you look her in the eyes?”

“No – Yeah – I don’t know – why?” Kara asked in a panicked tone.

“Don’t – she’s dangerous,” I said, taking in a confident breath.

“Charlie, is your memory back?” Kara said, putting her hands on my shoulders.

“Not all of it.”

“Tell me what you remember.”

I looked in her eyes. “That I love Draven – that I always have.”

Kara’s eyes glassed over, and a smile beamed across her face. “I guess he was right,” she said, catching one of her tears as they fell.

“Why didn’t you just tell me?”

“I wanted to – mom begged him to – but he said you had to find your way back; that if you forgot him, you had your reasons – it took everything we had to get him to play live for you. I figured you’d remember instantly when he played the song you wrote – and when you didn’t, I almost lost all hope.”

“I wrote that?” I said, clenching my towel around me.

Kara’s excitement faded as she nodded. “When you were twelve…”

My eyes raced back and forth as I replayed the argument I had with mom in NY – I remembered her clearly not liking music – the silence in our house – I knew there wasn’t a single guitar in that apartment.

“Does mom know – does she know that I’ve always played?” I asked hoarsely.

Kara sighed. “Mom knows everything…the only problem is, neither of you have found a way to talk about it – before all of this, that was the only real battle you had – you’d figured out everything else.”

As Kara spoke, memories flooded me. I remembered that Nana and Evan were the only ones that could talk to her about what I was going through – she never mentioned it to me – she refused to act like I was anything less than normal. I also knew that I’d never once played for her. I’d never played for anyone outside of my small circle of friends.

“Are you strong enough to stand up to Bianca? Do you need my help? For me to play the role of mean sister and tell her she only has a few minutes?”

“That’ll just make it worse,” I said, finally getting her to move out of my way so I could get dressed.

Kara followed me out and pulled out a pair of jeans and one of my long tank tops for me to put on.

“I’ll let her come up,” she said to me as I started to pull my clothes on.

I pulled my jeans on and searched for a belt. I ended up just putting on the one I wore the other night with the skull buckle. There was so many clothes scattered here and there that it took me a second to find where I’d let my bag fall last night. It was under my black hoodie that had dried almost stiff. I was digging and searching for my phones when Bianca topped the stairs. She was dressed like an innocent school girl. Wearing a dark purple skirt with black tights and black top, she did look like she’d been crying; the black mascara around her blue eyes was smudged. I knew whatever tears had fallen weren’t real. I’d seen her cry at the drop of a hat anytime she got in trouble at school. I moved my head and took a deep breath as I stood with my phones in my hand.

“Now you decide to look at your phone,” she said quietly, obviously trying to keep her voice from carrying.

I didn’t answer her. I walked to the bedside table and plugged my phone into the charger. I set Britain’s into the dock of my alarm clock so I could get it to play music and cover our conversation. I knew I’d have to be clever when I argued with her, and I couldn’t do that if I knew Kara was listening and judging my every word. I turned the volume all the way up. The sound was just loud enough to reach the entire room. I ignored the blue box that said I had twenty one unread messages and looked back at her and shook my head.

“You really don’t have boundaries, do you?” I asked bleakly as I started to make my bed.

“Me?” she said in the most surprised tone she could manage. “You’ve been here for forty-eight hours, and I don’t even know who you are anymore – what are they doing to you?” she asked, sitting on the part of the bed that I’d already straightened the covers out on.

“Nothing,” I mumbled, refusing to look her in the eye. I started to pick up the clothes across my room and make a pile of things I needed to wash.

“Oh, yeah, I’ve never seen you clean your room before; that alone should be a red flag.”

I cringed as I threw my clothes into a pile. “Listen, you got me in a lot of trouble by knocking on that door – she thought I’d planned it – why would you do that?” I asked.

She stood and started to follow me as I cleaned up. “Charlie, out of the blue you call Britain, talking about some other guy – then refuse to talk to me – your best friend – why? Because some rock star wannabe looked your way?”

I stopped rushing around my room and stood frozen. My ears started to burn as I realized I deliberately never mentioned Draven to her before – that when I was around her, I’d blocked every thought of him. Fear coursed through me as I realized in my ignorance that yesterday I had told Britain his name – I might as well have put a target on Draven’s back, but I still didn’t know why I hid him from them in the first place.

I gripped the shirt I was holding and walked the two steps between us. My eyes raced across her face, avoiding the center of her eyes. She must have realized that she pushed the wrong button because her confidence seemed to fade before me all at once.

“You stay away from Draven – from me – this friendship is over,” I said in the firmest tone I could manage.

Her expression was almost fearful, and I felt my confidence build.

“If I had known talking you into that party would land us here – fighting like this, I would have found a different way.”

“A different way to do what?” I asked sternly.

She moved her from head side to side as a sly smile came across her face. “Why didn’t you tell me about this place? Why didn’t you tell me that this was your real home – that you had a past here?” she asked, refusing to answer my question.

“Because it’s none of your business,” I countered.

“You’re my best friend – it’s my business.”

“I met you three months ago – I barely know you, much less understand you – do you really think I trust you enough to tell you about my past?” I said coldly.

“Well, well…I guess mommy has gotten to you – put that latch back on that little glass box I found you in. Two days ago, we were your only friends – now look …how could you be so cruel?” she asked as she tried to catch my eyes.

“My mom stays out of this – you want to question my friendship? Have I ever drugged you? Have I ever implied that your family wasn’t good enough for you?” I said through my teeth.

“Seriously, Charlie – that’s absurd – you act like I killed you – you enjoyed every second you were with Britain,” she said, trying to catch my eyes.

“Get out of my face,” I said, stepping back. “You did kill me – I lost memories because of that night – and I tell you what – you better hope you’re as innocent as you claim when I find them – because if you aren’t – you – will – pay.”

Tears started to come down her face as she walked to the side of my bed and sat down. I shook my head from side to side, knowing it was an act – one I had seen too often. I resumed cleaning my room. When I didn’t offer to console her – the tears stopped, and she just stared at me.

“Charlie…Britain is furious with me…this is my fault, and I need to make it better – please let me make it better –if you don’t, he’s never gonna talk to me again – then I‘ll have no one – do I really deserve that?”

I took in a deep breath and walked to the edge of my bed and sat down next to her. “Why is he mad – because your drugs weren’t strong enough? That by the grace of God, my mother came home just in time?”

She pulled her knees to her chest and moved her head from side to side as she stared forward. “No…he’s mad because he believes in free will…because I forced you into his arms…he thinks if I didn’t, you would have come on your own….he’s mad because he’d rather have you in his life as a friend than me…and that hurts.” She looked to her side at me, but I looked away before she could catch my gaze. “I don’t care how mad you are at me – you’re not cold enough to want me to be alone.”

“Well,“ I said, looking down. “I have no control of what he does or says…I want space from both of you - so there, go tell him that.”

“It’s not gonna happen, Charlie – he’s addicted to you, and I’m addicted to him.”

“That’s absurd – go find another addiction; obviously, you know your way around drugs,” I said coldly.

“At least tell him not to shut me out - please.”

“Fine,” I said, just wanting her to leave.

She reached her arm around me. “Have dinner with us…we can talk about our trip,” she said, trying to catch my eyes again.

“I told you that I ‘can’t go’ – remember?” I said, looking boldly into her eyes for the first time. Her pupils didn’t move – I think I shocked her. She looked down at her lap.

“Well then, let’s just have dinner,” she said quietly.

“Did you not hear me when I told you that Kara was furious that you were here? Did you not hear me say that I didn’t want to be friends with you anymore? Why are you so dense?”

“I’m just asking for dinner - tell her you’re gonna take me out to make me feel better – give me a ride in your new car,” she said, looking into my eyes. I looked away when I saw her pupils start to expand.

“Not tonight – maybe tomorrow before my mom flies in,” I said, bleakly hoping I’d have the courage to face them both or at least find a way to make Bianca leave this town – partnering with Britain to do that seemed worth it.

“Why? Do you have plans with Draven?” she said in a painful tone.

I heard Kara’s voice echo through the house, and my heart started to race; I was sure Draven was here.

A second later, Madison climbed the last steps that led to my room. She was in sweats and a tank top covered by a hoodie. In her hands, she had an energy drink and a stack of movies.

“Oh wow – amazing – Bianca, you’re here!” Madison said in a fake energetic tone.

Bianca looked her up and down like she was some kind of plague. I could feel the tension build in the room, but Madison couldn’t care less.

“This is great – the girls are gonna love you – a real socialite from New York. You can help us put new looks together – it’s movie make over night! Totally gonna be a blast. Everyone else should be here in a little bit – they stopped by the store to stock up on junk food because there’s no way a pizza guy is gonna get over that creek if it starts to rain again,” Madison said, setting the movies down on my dresser.

“Who’s coming over here?” I asked, oblivious to what she was talking about.

“I told you, everyone – I texted you and said if you had a problem to let me know - and you didn’t answer - so there you go – we’re all coming – they’re just excited to see you; no one had a chance to talk to you since you’ve been home,” she said, crawling on the bed between me and Bianca. She started to run her fingers through Bianca’s hair. “One of the girls is a master at hair coloring – do you want some highlights? Maybe a new shade altogether?” Madison asked.

Bianca pulled away and stood up. “No, thank you,” she said shortly. “I guess it’s time for me to go.”

“Wait, no - you’re staying; I told you, it’s girls night. Charlie would be heartbroken if she didn’t have someone to sulk with,” Madison said, wrapping her arm around me.

Bianca looked at me and shook her head. “So maybe you haven’t been having as much fun as I thought you were,” she said shortly.

“Aww, she’s having a blast – don’t let this solemn face fool you,” Madison said, reaching to squeeze my cheeks.

I angled my eyes at her and reached to pull her hand away.

“Charlie, tomorrow – it would be nice if you could at least text him before then.”

“Oh WOW - are we talking about Britain?” Madison asked. “Where is that hottie anyways? I’m sure the girls would find him very interesting.”

Bianca rolled her eyes. “Will you text?” she asked me.

I nodded.

“Alright, tomorrow,” she said, walking to the steps.

Madison leaned back on her arms and watched Bianca leave, completely satisfied with the fact that she annoyed her to that point.

I looked at her, and she raised her fingers to her lips, telling me not to say anything. She reached to turn down the music. “This is gonna be a blast, Charlie – I think you need highlights in your hair, too,” she said louder than she needed to as she walked to the short wall to look over. A second later, I heard the front door open, then shut. Madison broke out into an absurd victory dance. I just shook my head and tried to hold in a laugh.

She grabbed Draven’s hoodie from the wall, then came to my side and held it out for me to put on as if it were some kind of crown. I blushed but reached for it anyway and slid my arms in.

I looked at her. “Perfect timing,” I said, trying to hide a sly grin. “But you’re gonna have to cancel whatever plans you have - I made plans with Draven tonight.”

She laid back on my bed and stretched out. “I know.”

“You know?” I asked bleakly.

“Yeah, he called me – he said you were coming back around – that you knew the two of you belonged together.”

“I never should have forgotten that.”

“Agreed,” she said, looking over me. “Did I make it over in time? Kara was near panic when she called me.”

“Kara called you?”

Madison laughed, “Do you seriously think I’d leave the house looking like this if it wasn’t an emergency?” she asked, pulling her sweats out to show me how ridiculously big they were.

I shook my head. “Brilliant, thanks – I was holding my own ,” I said as I thought over my argument with Bianca.

Madison’s eyes looked all around me. “Starting to see through the darkness.”

“I need your help – my memory hasn’t come back all the way. I have to figure out what I was trying to protect Draven from – you have to tell me.”

She looked down. “Draven told me to be cautious when I helped you remember – to be careful and not to put my opinions or perception in your mind.”

“Just answer my questions – that’s all I’m asking.”

“K,” she said, taking in a deep breath and sitting up.

“Have I always known they were bad?”

“Since the first day you saw them – you said it was quiet.”

As she said that, memories started to echo through my mind and a sick feeling absorbed me. I remembered looking up from my work – it became silent for no reason. Bianca was talking to the teacher; he nodded, then told the girl next to me to move so Bianca could have her seat. It took her most of the day to get me to talk to her – class after class, she’d look into the teacher’s eyes and find a way to sit next to me. I remembered the first thing she said to me: “You are simply breathtaking – I have to introduce you to my friend.” Her eyes stared into mine, and I watched as her pupils dilated. I looked away and said, “Thanks, but no thanks.” Her response was immediate: “You’re not with someone, are you? What’s his name? Is he special like you?” I shook my head no and stood to leave.

When I stepped into the lobby of the school, I could see that it was about to rain – the sky was dark, and I reached for my headphones, but my phone was dead. I remember panicking, thinking that I’d never make it home without my music. Bianca came to my side and said, “Aww look, it’s gonna rain – let me give you a ride home – it’s the least I can do – you’re the only friend I’ve made today.”

“Why did I get in that car?” I said under my breath, shaking my head from side to side as I looked at Madison.

“I asked you the same thing – you said you felt like if you didn’t, you’d pay the price on the walk home,” Madison said, holding my stare and trying to see how far my memory was going to take me.

“Did I ever try to get away again? I mean, did I just give in after that point?”

“You tried every trick in the book – you couldn’t see their past, which made us believe that they were pure evil – you became determined that Bianca was trying to distract you with Britain so she could reach Draven – we’ve always thought he was the target for the darkness.”

“See…see their past,” I repeated, wondering what she meant by that.

“I’m not going there with you – Draven said he’d teach you.”

I remembered him leaving this morning – the idea that I could see my father – that sparked another memory.

“I was afraid that if he shared his gift of music with the world that he would pay the price my father did,” I said in a tearful whisper.

“Right…and he vowed never to do that…instead, they stay hidden and just let their music leak out across the ‘net’ without a name behind it.”

I reached for the phone on the dock to turn it off so I could hear the guitar sound – I wanted to hear my father tell me I’d make it through this. The sound was still there, and I felt the confidence behind every chord.

“What’s he saying?” Madison whispered.

“That I’ll break through this dark cloud around me,” I answered as the sound grew louder, as if to agree.

“I think we were wrong. I think you’re just as much a target as Draven is…I don’t think Bianca was distracting you. I think they’re after you, at least, she is,” Madison said as her eyes looked over me.

“Did I ever agree with you?” I asked.

“No…but I know I’m right – they took the memory of every man in your life away and only left Britain’s.”

“I never told them about another man…they couldn’t take what they didn’t know,” I said, determined that I still had to protect Draven. I knew that Bianca was a seductive, manipulative soul. I remembered having Madison drive up and take every piece of evidence that Draven was in my life back to Salem – I even remember telling Draven that I was just packing for the summer – that I wanted to take those things with us when we left with Austin. I cringed as I remembered the lie leaving my lips.

“They played you, Charlie – let you believe that Bianca was after Draven – watched you wash away evidence that he existed. I would even say that they saw the shield you used when you lied to Draven.”

“He knew I was lying to him,” I said under my breath, thinking of the pain I remembered in Draven’s eyes.

“He knew you had your reasons,” Madison promised.

“What’s my shield? Tell me how to use it.”

“I’m not going there with you. I told you that Draven will teach you to see. You have to see to protect yourself.”

I looked down, knowing that no matter what, I had to figure out how to see before I was face to face with Britain.

“When was the last time I talked to you before Saturday?” I asked, looking up at her.

“Thursday morning.”

“The day of my party.”

She nodded. “You said you were going to end this – that you’d figured out that they had to obey free will – you said you were going to let your shield down long enough for them to see the free will of your soul – you thought they’d fade like the shadows.”

That phone call came back to me – it was the only time I can recall ever fighting with Madison; she told me I was insane and threatened to tell Draven – or at the very least, call my mom – I wondered if that’s why Mom came home early.

I looked at her with accusing eyes – my mom may have saved me that night – but there was no telling what she had to face to do that.

“I didn’t tell anyone – not even when your mom called me from the ER – Draven’s dad tried to get it out of me – but I didn’t tell him either…I wasn’t gonna betray you. I just told them to get you away from those two – I begged your mom to just leave town that night, but she refused to run…she said at the very least, you deserved to walk the line at your graduation. I begged Draven and Aden to go there – but they wouldn’t either…Draven refused to break his promise to you.”

“I told him to wait for me here…that no matter what happened, not to come for me,” I said as tears came to the corners of my eyes.

“I could kill you for saying that,” Madison said, reaching her arm around me.

“I just didn’t want him hurt.”

“Being away from you hurts Charlie – it always has.”

“Does Draven know Britain and Bianca exist? Did you tell them – Evan?”

“Draven knows you fought something…but he doesn’t know the name behind it. I’m gonna keep it that way…at least until I know that they really aren’t after him. What that birthmark means – if Britain doesn’t have one, then you may have been right – if he does, then you were a fool.”

I gazed into a blank stare. I didn’t have any new memories to enforce what I was thinking, but I was starting to put the pieces together.

“I thought Britain was a victim of Bianca…that…that he was under her command – possessed.”

“That’s where I think you’re wrong – you thought that the dominance he had around her was an act to fool you – that’s why I came up last week. I think they’re one in the same…I just don’t know what they are.”

“I had to have a reason to think he was a victim – I had to have seen something.”

Madison shook her head from side to side. “I really think he was just playing you. I watched him with you – he was more aware of you than Draven has ever been…I think you just fell for the attention – it was like he could read your thoughts.”

My eyes grew wide. “Do you think he can?”

“When you learn to see again, you’ll understand that what we think comes across in our body langue; he was reading that…the only person that can see behind that shield of yours is Draven…but you’ve managed to block him out…that’s why we are where we are now.”

“Why did you say I fell for his attention…did Draven and I have a bad relationship…did he not give me attention?”

“You had a perfect relationship…a real one – one that had every element in it. You had your problems…you felt like you were holding him back from his music…that if it wasn’t for the shadows or knowing each other since you were children that what you felt for each other would have faded – can we agree now that you were wrong?”

I nodded as she said that. I could remember lying awake at night, thinking those thoughts and fighting with the urge to tell him to chase his dreams.

“You were wrong…if anything, this ordeal has showed you that. It wouldn’t have mattered if you had met him as child or passed him on the street – the way you feel about each other would be the same. The two of you complete each other….what was meant to make the two of you weaker has only made you stronger…he’s never gonna let you out of his sight again.”

I bit my bottom lip and fought angry tears. I was furious with myself – with Bianca. I had to fix this….fix us.

“I can only hope I can find someone to love me the way he loves you,” Madison said, reaching her arm around me.

“You will,” I said as I tried to smile.

She looked down and pulled her arm to herself and began rubbing her wrist. I glanced down and saw that it was raw…like she drew something there, then wiped it away. For the first time in a long time, I saw her confidence show its weak side.

“What was there? Why did you wipe it away?” I asked, trying to decode the smudged ink.

“I was thinking about getting a tattoo…I wanted to see what it would look like.”

“Of what?”

She continued to wipe the ink away from her olive skin. “I was thinking about an Ankh.”

“That sounds pretty cool – that’s the cross with a loop at the top, right?”

She nodded. “Eternal life.”

“You should get it – draw it the way you want it; we can find an artist to mock it.”

She shook her head no. “It was – It was just a stupid idea. I think I want something more original.”

“You are original – one of a kind…get it.”

I’ve known Madison my whole life, and even though my memory was out of place, it was easy for me to understand that we weren’t talking about a tattoo…there was something else beyond being inked or the battle I was fighting that was tormenting her thoughts.

“What’s wrong?” I mumbled as I scooted closer to her.

“We have more to worry about…it’s nothing.”

“Tell me,” I said as firmly as I could – she was always my rock, and it was clear that right now she needed me to be hers.

She let out a deep breath, then closed her eyes. “I keep having bad dreams.”

“About?”

She opened her eyes. “A guy.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know – I’ve never met him…I’ve dreamt of him before – I’ve dreamt of him my whole life.”

“Is he bad?”

She looked down at her hands and began to play nervously with her rings. “I don’t think he is…but I think where he is – it’s bad. I think he’s confused…lost.”

“Is he a man, or is he young like us?”

“Like us…he’s tall…he has the most captivating dark eyes…and there’s this power that seems to emanate from him…but under that, he’s just a boy….and I think…I think he’s gonna be hurt.”

“Madison, look at me,” I said as I reached for her hands. “I don’t understand seeing or what we can do – but you have to realize that these dreams must mean something – I mean, maybe you should leave my problems alone right now and figure this out.”

She shook her head and looked away. “You saw Austin last night,” she mumbled. I nodded. “Did you remember him telling us about Chara – the string – that path he showed us?”

“It’s all vague, Madison…when I remember things, it’s like watching a life that doesn’t belong to me.”

She tried to smile. “It makes sense that your memory would come back like that….that’s the way you see,” she mumbled.

I wanted to question her about seeing, but I was too worried about her. “What does Austin have to do with this dream – this boy?”

“I don’t know…I just know that when we met him…the first image I saw was the guy in my dreams. It’s like Austin is a doorway to him….but I’m too scared to go.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” I said, putting my arm around her. “Not yet…don’t be scared of this – I’m told dreams are the mind’s eyes. This guy could really need you, and I know you wouldn’t let anyone be in pain without a reason.”

She wiped away a tear that she was too brave to let fall. “I don’t know….it seems so tangled. Sometimes…sometimes in my dreams, he looks right at me, and I can feel…I can feel utter devotion. Other times, he’s looking at someone else…she looks like me – but I’m not her, and this…rage soars through me – because I don’t want him to look at her like that.” She looked to her side at me. “How crazy is that? To be jealous of someone that may not be real – to feel like I have some kind of claim on him.”

“It’s not crazy – you said it yourself – Scorpios are jealous creatures.”

“When we get through this…this thing that has happened to you, and Draven convinces you to go with Austin – I’m coming, too, but only to protect you…I think….I think if I ever saw this guy in real life – I would have no choice but to run.”

“Why would you run?” I asked, bewildered, as I brushed her long, dark hair over her shoulder.

“Because I’m not gonna let him hurt me….I don’t want to feel the way I feel in my dream.”

“Maybe that girl with him is hurting him, and you need to save him,” I said as I looked into her emerald green eyes.

She smirked and shook her head. “Maybe…but he doesn’t seem to mind.”

“Why do you feel like something dark has him?”

“I – I just feel like everything that we’ve seen or heard is nothing compared to what’s around him – I swear, it’s like a living hell – sometimes I can see around him, and even though where he’s at is nice – almost like a palace…the world is gray – lost…so lost.”

“That doesn’t sound like the place Austin is talking about – Chara.”

“Right…but Austin said there are other dimensions. I have no doubt that one of them is the one I dream of; that one of them holds this tall, dark, flawless image I see in my dreams.”

“Well, then, if I ever figure out who I am – and we go…we’ll just walk by that one…we’ll go when you’re ready.”

She ran her hands across her face. “Thanks…sorry to bring this up…I think Britain has made it all surface, and I just…just wanted to talk about it.”

“How did he bring it up?”

She shook her head from side to side. “It’s stupid.”

“Tell me.”

“Last night, I dreamt about Britain and this other guy – they were fighting….and I woke up before I could see who won….and what’s really sad…is I don’t know who I wanted to win…and that doesn’t make any sense because I can’t stand Britain.”

“I think you kinda like him,” I mumbled.

She shook her head from side to side. “No…I just don’t get him…and I hate not understanding something.”

We sat in silence for a minute, both lost in twisted thoughts. Madison took a deep breath and stood up. “OK…I’m gonna go…I’m still trying to look into that birthmark of Bianca’s, and I’m trying to track down Britain and Bianca’s family line – history repeats itself.”

“Let me help.”

“No…I’ve got this. Focus on bringing back more of your memory.”

She leaned down and hugged me, then turned to leave the room.

I bit my bottom lip as I watched her leave….something told me that her dreams – what I was going through now….was just the beginning….that our fate was here and there was no way to avoid it anymore.

I tried to weave my new memories into the ones I already had. From this point, it looked like the game I was playing with Bianca was a battle of the wits – I could only assume that if I played out the role she had created for me, I would find a way to win – that my wit could find a way out of this.



 




Chapter 12

I reached for Britain’s phone. I was terrified that if I didn’t text him like I told Bianca I would – that he’d just show up. I read through the texts that came from him since last night. They started out by saying that he should just come now – that he was worried about me. They then moved on to him telling me that my silence made him think it would be worse if he did. Around one in the morning, he started to ask if I was home – if I had fun – for me to call him – that he couldn’t fall asleep without hearing my voice. This morning, the texts said he was here and sent me the address of his house. The last one warned me that Bianca was on her way to my house and he couldn’t stop her – for me to think of something quick to say to my sister. I was furious with myself – I couldn’t believe how out of control I had let this get.

I took a deep breath and texted: ‘That warning came a little too late – not good.”

“Sorry – you know how determined she can be when she wants something.”

“I’m not a thing – I’m over this.”

“Over what”

“You and her – it’s like it doesn’t matter what I say you don’t listen – I feel ignored.”

“You’re not ignored – far from it”

“Then how come what I say doesn’t matter – I have no free will.”

He didn’t text back, and for a minute I was starting to believe that those two words were a powerful defense.

Then he texted. “I don’t know what she said to you – but you know I care about your free will.”

“Then why don’t you see that I need space – from both of you.”

“That hurts Charlie – you can hate her that’s fine just don’t assume we are one in the same.”

“Hard not to” I rebutted.

“Come see me.”

“Madison is here – not tonight.”

“When?”

“Maybe tomorrow before my mom gets in.”

“Maybe – or yes?”

“Yes – only for a minute – and I have to bring an alibi”

“Madison?”

“Yes.”

“Sounds like fun.”

I shook my head – I didn’t like the idea that Madison was dreaming about him any more than she did….none of this made any sense.

“I have to go – tomorrow.”

I hit the ‘Sleep’ button on his phone and tossed it in the drawer of nightstand.

I reached for my phone. The last text was from Draven; he said he was on his way. That was five minutes ago. I scrolled through the other texts, not even bothering to read the ones from Bianca. There was one from my mom, telling me to call her when I got up. I laid my phone down so I could finish getting dressed. I knew Draven wouldn’t care if I was on the phone with her when he got here. I brushed my hair, then put on a little eyeliner and perfume. I pulled on my Sketchers, then found my mom’s number in the contacts.

She answered on the first ring. “I was about to call you – I just got off the phone with Kara,” she said.

I cringed, wondering if Kara had told her about Bianca being here.

“She said you call a lot,” I answered quietly.

“I just wanna make sure you’re OK; I know she can get lost in her work,” Mom said

“Runs in the family,” I said, not able to hold in the sarcasm. I swear, it was a reflex that had gotten out of control.

“Fair comeback – but I’m trying. I’ll be there tomorrow - did Kara tell you?”

“Yeah – at three, right?” I said, crossing my legs on my bed.

“Yeah, I’ll rent a car and drive to the house.”

“I’ll come get you – I have a car now,” I said, trying to sound proud of her gift.

“You do,” she said in a tender tone, “but I wanna have something to drive anyway.”

It was quiet for a second.

“So I hear you had dinner with Nana,” she said.

“I did.”

“Anything else happen?” she asked casually.

“Yeah…a lot.”

“Do you wanna talk about it?”

“I’m still trying to figure it all out, mom…but I know that…I know I forgot something that I never should have.”

“I don’t think you ever really forgot him…you may look like your dad…maybe even play like him, but that stubborn determination comes from me – you were just trying to protect the ones you love. I – I just want to make sure that the next time something like this happens, you trust me enough to tell me.”

“I do trust you,” I said in a whisper. I really wanted to let her in – but there was a wall between us, one I doubt I’d ever figure out how to climb.

I heard Kara and Draven’s hypnotic voice echoing through the house. My eyes moved to the stairs, expecting to see him there at any moment.

“What brought your memory back…the music or Draven?” she asked.

“Both…it’s not all here, though…I’m still lost.”

“I talked to Nana today; we both agree that it may not be a good idea for Draven to see what you went through – she said she’d help you work through it…please let her.”

“I will,” I said as Draven reached the top step of my room.

I smiled at him and mouthed the word ‘mom’. A smile beamed across his face, and my heart started to pound. He walked quietly to my side and sat down next to me, leaning back on his arms. I breathed in the addicting aroma of his cologne, and my eyes dared to glance over his perfect body. His jeans were loose, but his dark green T-shirt seemed to cling to him in all the right places. I felt heat rise in my cheeks as I looked into his captivating eyes as they stared intently at me.

“Is he there now?”

“Yeah, he just got here,” I said, smiling at him.

He reached for my hand and kissed my fingertips gently, sending a warm sensation to every part of my body.

“OK… well, listen, if the weather gets really bad – just stay there. I don’t want you two trying to get across that creek in the middle of a storm. I think we need to look into replacing the floor in that bridge this summer; the rising water over the years has made the wood weak.”

“Maybe we should just stay here,” I said, glancing at my side at Draven. He furrowed his eyebrows to question what my mom was saying.

“No…you need to see Nana…to learn to see again.”

I swallowed as I felt my stomach tie itself in knots; I was sure she’d never acknowledged ‘seeing’ around me.

“Can you see?” I asked timidly.

Draven sat up and stared at me with wide eyes.

She was quiet for a second, then said, “We’ll talk about that tomorrow…I want you to play for me.”

“You really are serious about that, aren’t you?” I asked as fear came over my expression.

I was making Draven uneasy. I put my hand on his knee to tell him I was fine.

“Very…” she said as she let an uneasy breath out.

“OK,” I said as a timid smile came to the corners of my lips.

“Ask Draven to come to dinner with us tomorrow…I want to thank him for bringing you back.”

“K”

“Love you, Charlie.”

“Love you.”

“I’ll see you soon,” she said as she hung up the phone.

I slowly let the phone down and slid the bar to end the call.

“Are you OK?” Draven asked as he slowly rubbed his hand across my back.

“I can’t believe she wants me to play for her,” I answered, looking at him.

A smile spread across his addictive image. “Maybe some good will come out of all of this.”

“I don’t think I can,” I said, trying to smile.

“I know you can,” he said as he leaned in to kiss my lips. He reached his arms around my waist and pulled me against him. As our lips moved against each other, my head spun. Everything about him was so insanely addicting; it was like he was the air I was breathing in. It was impossible to care about someone more than I cared about him – I knew the risk of losing him was too great. I had to fight Bianca on my own.

Our kiss slowed, then I pulled away and laid my head on his shoulder. I felt his arms tighten around me. I let my lips touch his warm neck, then whispered, “I’m sorry…for everything.”

He leaned his shoulder back, causing me to look up. He then put his hands on either side of my face. “Don’t be sorry…I know,” his eyes looked over every part of my face. “I know you had your reasons.”

I let a breath out, then leaned forward and stole one more kiss before I stood and grabbed my bag. “I want to see…” I looked around at the thin air chasing the guitar that had fallen into the background. “I want to see everything.”

The sound of the guitar erupted, as if to encourage me. Draven looked around himself, then grinned slightly as he stood. I reached for his hand. He nodded once, then gently pulled me to the stairs.

Kara was on the phone in the kitchen. I could tell she was talking to her husband because everything she was saying was at the speed of light, describing some creative flow she must have had today. Her husband, Robert, was the only one that seemed to understand her when she talked like that. I used to think it was because he was a writer, too, but now I’m not so sure. She asked him to hold on, then looked at us as we walked in the kitchen.

“Did you talk to mom?” she asked.

“I just got off the phone with her,” I answered.

“Good,” she said, smiling. “Be careful; it’s getting bad out there again.”

I stared at her for a second and let my eyes say thank you for not telling mom or Draven about Bianca. I think she understood what I wasn’t saying because she nodded, then waved us to go on.

Draven nodded at her, then led me to the backdoor; as soon as we stepped on the steps, the guitar faded, and for a second I heard silence. Draven gripped my hand and led me past my car to his Hummer, which was just outside of the garage. I studied the shadows of the trees across the pavement, then I heard the whispers begin. At first, I was sure they weren’t in English, but then I heard: “...Come, Charlie…take us.” They hissed in overlapping taunts.

I shook my head and glared at the thin air around me. Draven opened the door for me. Once I climbed in, he reached over me and turned the key, causing the music to come on. He looked at me as he climbed down. “No one’s taking you – that’s not what they mean.”

Shock came over my face as he closed the door and walked around to the driver’s side. My heart was beating violently against my chest. I was terrified that these demons could tear us apart – that they could tell him that Britain existed – I told myself that he’d never believe them over and over as he climbed in and pulled his belt across himself.

As he reached for my hand, I took his and squeezed it. “Promise?” I whispered.

He brought my hand to his lips “Promise,” he said against my skin.

“When you teach me to see – when I see them – will I be able to handle it?” I asked in a shaky voice.

He turned the radio down slightly and looked at me. “They’re more afraid of what we are than you are of them.”

“What are we?” I asked timidly.

“Wide awake,” he answered in a serious tone.

“Is that bad?”

“No – the beauty we see is just as powerful as the darkness.”

“How do we fight this? I mean, are we supposed to run – hide behind music and fool ourselves into thinking it’s not real?”

“We face it – it’s a war of souls – the only strength you need is your mind.”

I looked through the windshield at the shadows that were lingering around the driveway. I felt hopeless and full of dread.

“How can you face something you can’t see? There are so many – I can’t even make out what they’re all saying most of the time.”

“They’re fooling you, Charlie – there are never as many as you think – they play off your fears – they read every part of you…out of all of us. You’ve been able to protect your mind the best – you hide behind a song you hear – the song that’s playing inside your house right now…when you feel the darkness trying to invade, you remember it – you see yourself playing it, and that causes a wall to come up – from behind the music, you can still see what you need to fight, but you’re protected.”

“I don’t get it…I have no memory of playing that song.”

“I don’t think you’ve played in real life…you said it was too sacred…but maybe you should.”

I glided my head from side to side as I looked at him. I knew he was asking too much of me. Out of everything I needed to remember – playing was the last thing on my list.

“Can you remember it clearly now?” he asked, looking through the windshield.

I nodded.

“Alright…,” he said as he unfastened his belt. “Focus on that – we’re about to make this soul remember who he is,” he said, reaching for his door.

I lunged across the seat and grabbed his arm. “Wait - are you crazy?! I don’t wanna see this – I’m not ready – I don’t even know how!”

He let go of the handle and looked at me calmly. “Yes, you do…” he reached for my hand, and his fingertips began to circle across my skin. “It doesn’t matter who you meet - dead or alive – you have the power to see everything that’s brought them to that point. All you have to do is listen.”

“Listen? Draven – I don’t want to do this!” I said in a panicked tone, reaching to turn the radio up just to reassure myself that I couldn’t hear the whispers.

He turned it down, then let out a breath. “You can do this…you taught me….before you figured it out, we just hid. When you listen – you see. You won’t be standing in this driveway – you’ll be standing in the center of every single memory this soul has.”

I shook my head as tears started to glass over my eyes. I was terrified.

He leaned closer to me and stared intently into my eyes.

“Breathe,” he whispered.

I let out a breath that I had been holding, but every part of me grew tense.

“All you have to do is search the memories…find a point before they lost their way…say one word - the name of a loved one, pet, a place, a toy – something that will cause them to remember the emotion they had at that point – if you pick the right emotion - they’ll be flooded with peace – they’ll see how and when they took the wrong path, and with… free will…they’ll change their course…I can’t tell you how many souls you’ve helped – dead and alive.”

“Dead?” I said breathlessly.

“You’ve helped more of the dead than the alive…they’re easier to save.”

“How?” I asked breathlessly as horrible images of demons raced through my imagination.

“You can see deeper into the dead – they have no secrets. The living…,” he paused as his eyes slowly moved across my face, “we do…and we hide things from ourselves – from others.” He tilted his head slightly as his eyes stared deep into mine.“There’s a soul behind what you hear…that’s what you said to me…you convinced all of us that we were gifted – not cursed. Because of you…so many have found their way. Listen…what is your soul telling you? Do you not feel pulled to help – to protect?”

Down deep – I mean really deep inside, I felt this pull – this desire to fight – to end darkness, but everywhere else I was horrified. I didn’t want to do this. “What if I can’t see? What if they just attack? They’ve been violent before.”

“It’s all in your mind. Charlie – they’ve been violent because you’re scared and they can see that – they sense it – and they reflected the emotion you had - all you have to do to see is …listen.”

“I can’t,” I said again.

He reached for his door and climbed out. My heart was beating violently against my chest – I thought I was going to be sick from all of the adrenaline racing through my body. Draven opened my door and reached for my hand.

“I will never let anything hurt you – right now, I have no idea what you’re hiding from me – but I have to know that you can defend your mind – your soul.”

I could see his eyes pleading with me to tell him what I knew – who I was fighting, but I couldn’t find the courage – right now, I’d rather look a demon in the eye than confess.

I took his hand and slid down. The whispers laughed and mocked, “Come, Charlie.”

Draven took my hand and pulled me to a part of the driveway that was shadowed by the trees. He stood behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist as tight as he could and whispered, “Breathe,” in my ear.

I let another breath out as I watched the shadows slither across the pavement.

“Play the song in your mind,” he whispered against my neck. “Do you hear it?”

I nodded, feeling the warm sensation of his breath.

Draven squeezed his arms around me, then in a demanding tone he said, “Show yourself.”

I held in my breath as I saw the shadows across the ground begin to move together; within an instant, they were mocking the image of a man. I couldn’t see any of his features; it was just dark. Behind this image, I could hear the mocking laugh and annoying hiss.

“Listen,” Draven whispered into my ear. “Look past the darkness and listen – who was he – how did he get here?”

“Charlie…,” the image hissed at me.

I focused on the music in my mind – my song. I felt a protection and confidence – I felt like I was looking through glass – like I had a shield. As soon I felt that, I stood up straighter and found my breath. I listened and stared forward - all of a sudden, I didn’t feel Draven’s arms around me...I didn’t see the driveway or the image...it was like I was standing in glow and a life that didn’t belong to me was sliding before me.

This man had lived hundreds of years ago…somewhere in the east. He had been on his own most of his life - never had a wife – a child – he couldn’t clearly recall his parents – in his mind, they had left him. He lived his life in anger, full of hate…always struggling to survive. As I searched deeper in his life, I could see an older woman rocking him to sleep as a child. I listened to what she said and repeated it slowly: ‘je vous amie ma beaute douce.’

I said the words over and over again as I watched the woman rock this little boy. I pulled myself out of that illusion and focused on the figure in front of me. It was no longer a dark shadow - it was man, and his whispers were silent. He gazed into my eyes, as if to beg me to say the words again. ‘je vous amie ma beaute douce,’ I repeated. The man before me began to grow younger, and before my eyes he turned into the child I saw the woman rocking in my vision. This child smiled slightly at me, then turned to leave; he vanished at that moment.

I stood in shock as I listened to the silence. I felt Draven’s arms loosen as he stepped in front of me. I looked into his eyes to find a pride that I didn’t think I deserved.

“What did I say?” I asked in daze as I replayed what had happened in my mind.

“’I love you, my sweet beauty’…you made him remember the only woman that ever really loved him: his grandmother.”

“Do I speak French?” I asked, mystified.

“Not well,” he said, an impish grin spreading across his face.

I looked all around us. “It’s quiet,” I mumbled.

“For now…more will come – you just lashed out at the darkness – it will send more… and then more.”

“French?” I questioned, wondering if that was why, at times, I couldn’t understand what the whispers were saying.

“We see images from all over the world – when they speak our language, they’re only repeating the fears we have…they’re under the command of something dark – all we have to do is make them realize that they don’t have to be.”

“Madison said you see something darker than me – how?” I asked as I grew more terrified for him.

He reached his arms for my waist and pulled me closer to him. “I see all the dark moments they lived through…their nightmares…I step into the darkest part of their life....but you helped me understand how to help them through what I saw – I take their fears and give them a reason to find a way out.”

“How dangerous is this? I mean, where do we go – are we here, or is this only in our mind?”

“It can be dangerous if we forget that it’s not our life – if we try to change it for them. They have to change – just like with the living – free will of the soul is the only thing that can save them.”

“I can’t let anything happen to you,” I whispered as I gazed up into his eyes.

“I know when to get out – when to look away. I never let their nightmares consume me…I promise.”

I looked down. “You could literally spend all day doing this – there has to be countless souls,” I said as grief absorbed me and I felt an indescribable desire to fight for redemption.

He nodded. “There are. You have to understand that sometimes….sometimes, walking through the mind of another can be painful – dangerous…we don’t help everyone….we have to protect ourselves. We’ve been trying to spend more time helping those that are still here….it hasn’t worked out so well, though.”

“I can do that with everyone? You can see everything? All my fears - memories?” I asked as panic came over me. I knew if that were true, he already knew about Britain.

“No…not everything,” he said quietly. “I told you it was easier to see into the mind of the dead - in the living, you see life around them. Madison calls it their aura– I don’t see it that way, though; it looks like a cloud of energy and inside that energy you can see what’s happening in their life, but – if someone has refused to acknowledge what has happened to them – or if…or if they‘ve made it a point to hide something deep inside –then it stays that way. All we can do is look at the world around them and interrupt their circumstances – honestly, after a while it’s as easy as noticing the color of someone’s eyes.”

All at once, my mind was flooded with memories. I remembered doing this over and over again. I knew…I knew around a year ago – there were too many for me to help – that as I help one dark soul, countless others would taunt me – I felt outnumbered, so I simply hid behind my music. The only time I tried to face them was when I was with Draven, Aden, and Madison. I could even remember how we were helping the ones that were still here.

“Music…we reached people through your music…I helped you write.”

He nodded as sympathy filled his eyes. “It was like finding a secret weapon – we could take a powerful sound – even if it screamed defiance and anger – we found a way to lace hope through the lyrics – to help at a distance.”

I looked up at him, then back at my house. I let my eyes fall to the ground. I knew what I feared the most: I was afraid if Draven ever showed his talent openly, he’d be taken just like my father. I remembered feeling guilty for asking him to hide his gift – guilty that I was putting my life before countless people that he could help.

“I’m holding you back,” I said, looking up at him.

He moved his head from side to side and reached his arms around my waist. He leaned his forehead to mine. “You were right…once the music became viral…this all became worse…there were too many for us to help. Music…music isn’t my true gift…seeing is. I don’t want fame. I just want you at my side – I want silence…and we’re gonna find that one way or another.”

As he stared into my eyes, I could remember flashes of all of us helping – even together – helping more than one at once – it wasn’t enough. I remembered thinking that the music wasn’t helping the living – it was calling the dead.

I reached my arms around his shoulders and leaned back so I could look into his eyes. “I thought…I thought if Austin took us to his home…that we could live in peace….with our music….but now I don’t think it matters where we are – it will find us – that it won’t rest until we submit.”

“I disagree…,” he said, tilting his head. “The one thing that we’ve discovered as we see through the lives of the people around us is that - reason lies under the heartache…there’s a reason that we can do what we can do…a reason we know of Austin’s world…and in the end, we won’t submit – we’ll live in peace, knowing that because of us the world is a brighter place.”

“I don’t think I’m ready to leave.”

“Then we’ll stay,” he mumbled, clearly not agreeing with me.

I slowly reached up and stole a gentle kiss. As he pulled me closer, I felt his phone vibrate in his pocket; he ignored it at first, but then I slowly pulled away. “Someone’s looking for you.”

He blushed slightly. “I’m sure she’s looking for you,” he said as he reached for his phone.

I walked slowly back to the passenger side of the Hummer. In the silence, I scanned the ground, looking for any sign of a shadow that was out of the ordinary. Even though my confidence was growing, I felt an impending dread – if I was used to facing all of this – what could I have seen behind Britain? What could be more terrifying than speaking to the dead?

Draven climbed in. As he hung up his phone, he glanced at me as he put the Hummer in drive. “I was right; she was looking for you.”

I looked out the passenger window. “My mom said she wanted to help me work through a few things.”

He didn’t say anything. I could feel the tension between us begin to rise, and it was near heartbreaking.

The rain had caused most of my yard to flood. The small creek that ran beneath the covered bridge looked more like a raging river. Draven slowed down as he crossed it. I heard the wood creak and knew why my mom was intent on not wanting us to pass over it later tonight.

We didn’t speak as we drove to his house. I studied the shadows of the trees as they stretched out across the road. I couldn’t hear the whispers anymore, but I feared that at any moment they’d be back – and it would be more than one – more than I could handle once again.



 




Chapter 13

As we pulled into his driveway, I could see storm clouds fighting to take control of the sky. I wanted it to rain – rain so hard that I wouldn’t have to say goodbye to Draven tonight. He backed into his spot in the garage. I fumbled with my belt and managed to get it unhooked just as he opened my door. He helped me down, then took my hand as he led us in.

I could smell the spaghetti before he even opened the door. Nana was slicing bread, and Aden was taking glasses to the table.

“There they are,” Nana said warmly as she looked up at us.

“Sorry. We decided to help someone at her house before we came,” Draven said, letting go of my hand and leaning down to kiss her forehead.

Aden’s eyes danced all around me and Draven. I could only assume he was taking in what he could see. “I tried that earlier – I suck at French, though,” Aden said, looking across the room at me.

For some odd reason, his tone made me laugh. “I don’t think I’m much better,” I said, feeling the tension leave my body.

“Is he gone?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.

I nodded to confirm.

“Then you’re better than me,” he said as a grin spread across his face.

“Come,” Nana said, taking the plate of bread to the table.

As I sat down next to Draven, I felt myself completely relaxed… it was if what I had done moments ago was all in a day’s work. I know that sounds odd, but I felt myself coming back.

“Did you get some sleep?” Aden asked as I sat down.

“I did – I’m sure I’ll be up all night – my days and nights have been trying to reverse for a while now.”

Nana’s eyes looked over me, and her serious expression made the calm of the moment leave. I stared back at her, and all at once I wasn’t there - I was watching her answer the phone in the dead of the night – I heard her tell my mom it would be fine – then I watched her wake up Evan. The images moved forward to the next night: I listened with her as my mother called, sobbing and saying that I had no idea who I was – who Draven was. I listened to her comfort her with wise words – telling her I was strong and that we’d make it through – to not push me; just let me find my way.

I blinked once, then I was back at the table; it was like a single second hadn’t passed. I looked down, feeling guilty for causing so much worry and stress in everyone’s life.

“I can’t believe how far you’ve come in one day – it feels good to have you back,” Aden said to me.

I smiled to thank him, then I looked to my side at Draven. I knew he was worried about me, and I wanted to make him feel better - I wanted to let him know that I could protect myself.

I looked across at Aden. “That sound – the one at my house.” As I said the words, he smiled at me.

I smiled faintly. “I think I wanna play it,” I said as my eyes moved to Draven. I watched as a relieved breath left his body.

“If I figure it out – could you put a beat to it? I feel like it’s unfinished…like I should finish it.”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Aden said, smiling to say yes. “I’ve been working on one for years.”

A smile beamed across my face as I looked at Draven. “You’re gonna have to help me – can you teach it to me?”

He smiled to answer me.

“Promise?” I whispered.

He leaned closer and let his lips touch my temple. “Promise,” he said as he pulled away.

“Are you going to play for your mom?” Nana asked.

I felt my stomach fall as the anticipation for that moment came to me. “I guess I’m gonna try…I may ask her to wait until I have it mastered again,” I said, looking into Nana’s eyes.

“I think the time has come…the two of you need to work through this wall of emotions…you’ll never be able to leave here if you don’t.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a glow of light. As I turned to see where it was coming from… it vanished before I could focus on it. Then I felt a calm come over the room. As I studied the thin air, I felt everyone’s eyes on me. Then I felt Draven’s hand on my knee. “We’ll talk about that later.”

Through the calm I was feeling, my heart was racing. Even though I had no memories of seeing my father in some kind of ghostly image – it wasn’t a farfetched idea anymore – not if I could see the darkness take shape – see the past behind it.

We finished dinner in silence. With each moment that passed, I grew more nervous about talking to Nana alone. I couldn’t sit still. I got up from the table and started to clear away the dishes. Once Draven and Aden were finished, they came to help me.

With each second that passed, the tension between me and Draven grew. Nana stood from the table and walked to the counter we had just cleaned off.

“Um, why don’t you boys go and play? Let us have some time alone,” she said, looking at Draven.

Draven moved his head from side to side. “I don’t like this – all these secrets - how can I know she’s safe if I don’t know what’s wrong?” he asked in an accusing tone to Nana.

Aden leaned closer to him. “You said it yourself, Draven – she had her reasons…let Nana help her…no one’s gonna let her get hurt.”

Draven looked at me, then looked down. “If you tell me to back away, I will…just like I did before.”

I stepped around the bar and reached my hands for his waist. I then looked up into his green eyes to find them haunted with fear. “Let me figure out why I did that in the first place,” I whispered.

He leaned down and kissed my lips gently. As he pulled away, he let out a deep breath.

Nana put her hand on Draven’s shoulder. “I promised her mother I’d talk to her – you don’t need to hear this – not yet - go play her song – write her another one. I’ll call you if I need you.”

“Come on, man,” Aden said, nudging Draven.

Draven looked at me; I could tell he didn’t want to leave me, but he trusted Nana. “I’ll be listening,” he said quietly.

He kissed my temple before he walked to the door. Aden put his hand on my shoulder; I smiled at him, then he nodded once and followed Draven. I took in a deep breath and let an innocent smile come to the corners of my lips as I looked at Nana.

“Come,” she said, putting her arm around my waist.

She led me out of the kitchen through the entry hall into a living room that was off to the left. It was a cozy room with a fireplace, a couch, and two sitting chairs. I sat down on the couch, and she went to light candles on the mantel. The only other light in the dim room came from the small lamps on the end tables. I could hear the music begin upstairs as she sat down next to me.

She turned to her side and let her arm rest on the back of the couch. I felt my face flush with fear as I turned in my seat so I could see her more clearly.

She looked into my eyes and smiled slightly. “I’m not going to lie to you – I fear what we may find as we walk through your memories.”

“Can’t you see? Can’t you just tell me?”

Her wise eyes told me no. “You’ve blocked it.”

I looked down as fear absorbed me – how could it be worse than talking to shadows?

She reached for my hand. “We’re just going to talk…if it’s too hard, then we’ll stop…tell me the first time you figured out that your friends in New York were bad.”

I took in a deep breath as my mind replayed the first time I saw Bianca. I remembered almost expecting her.

Then lost memories started to echo around me. “Instantly…I knew she was coming.”

“How?” Nana asked quietly, looking all around me.

My eyes moved rapidly in every direction as I tried to answer that simple question. I cleared my mind and slowly asked myself over and over again. Slowly – almost painfully, the memories began to ignite in my mind.

I remembered that the whispers had become violent- that they were to the point of driving me mad. I’d been caught by teachers, friends – even my mom - talking to the shadows. It seemed like I’d help one – then a hundred more would appear. The problem was that the language of these shadows – the ones in their memories, were ones that I’d never heard. The words were so complicated, I couldn’t even repeat them if I tried – I felt hopeless. I could see where they went wrong, but I couldn’t help them – in a way, I thought that made them more angry.

One day, I went to the city library. I wanted to see if I could find anything that could help me understand how old these shadows were. I searched for hours through every country- every language, and I still couldn’t find anything close to the language I was hearing. It was almost like it wasn’t from this world.

I remembered thinking that I needed to talk to Austin – to see if somehow the words I was hearing were from one of the dimensions he’d visited. I had a fear that what we faced here was nothing compared to what was beyond the string – the glowing passage he’d showed us. I knew that Austin’s world didn’t have this – the one he called Chara, but I thought maybe there was another one – one that was darker – one for which we’d become a target.

I’d lost track of time, and it was near closing. I pulled my headphones out to hear the announcement come over the intercom. Just as the music left my ears, a loud, violent hissing noise took over. It took everything I had not to scream in pain - it was so loud that I thought my ear drums would burst open. I glared at the dark corners of library, then called out, “Show yourself.”

All the shadows came together into an image of a woman. She was wearing a long black dress covered by a cloak. She almost looked gray. I let my father’s song play in my mind and peered at her through the glass wall of protection I’d given myself. As I looked through her memories, I saw a world of gray – everyone around her was sad – it was as if they had no hope. It was the darkest thing I’d ever witnessed. I knew the world I lived in had never been through such a controlling – heartbreaking period of time. As I watched this woman’s life slide by me, I didn’t see a thief or a murder - I didn’t see anything bad at all…all I could see was heartache.

Once I reached her youth, I saw her in love…I saw the man that loved her. In their modest home, I watched as he drew pictures of her – as he drew pictures of things that were beautiful and pure… it was clear that things like that couldn’t exist in the world they lived in… he had a divine talent.

Then I found the moment that had caused her to be the way she is now…a beautiful, seductive woman came to this gifted man, and as her face came into view, panic consumed me – it was Bianca. I tried to deny it, but as she turned into the man, I could see the birthmark of the broken heart on the back of her neck. How could that be possible? This period of time was ages ago.

Bianca whispered into the man’s ear, and I could see the lust grow in his eyes. The man had no power against Bianca’s charms. He fell under her spell, then all of his pictures burned, taking away any proof that they had ever existed.

At that moment – the woman I was looking at lost her soul. She turned into the darkness I was seeing. Even though she had lived years past that day, she died at the moment her love was taken from her. I felt her heartache as she watched Bianca hold the man she loved – I watched as she tried over and over again to break the spell he was under. When she couldn’t take it anymore –she ended her life…and now she was trapped - committed to serving the darkness that took her love.

I didn’t know what to say to her…I knew if I said the man’s name, it would bring her more harm than good. I searched every memory, only to find that the man was the only thing in that dark world that had ever made her happy. My thoughts shifted to what I would do if I were her – if someone took the gifted one I loved. I looked at the woman and said, “Do you seek revenge?” Her eyes told me that she did. “Then only remember the love – forget the end – you’re in control…not this…whatever it is.”

I watched as she took in my words and years melted away from her image. Color rushed through the ashy image… I could see in her soul. She didn’t turn to leave – or disappear, like each one I’d helped before. She stared at me. Her eyes filled with sympathy. “Your escort is coming….your life…it will be the same.” As she said the words, dark shadows swarmed and hissed all around her. I watched as she vanished before me, not knowing if I’d saved her or not.

I put my headphones in and turned my music up as loud as I could. I tried to catch my breath as I rushed from the library. I was terrified. That night, I cried myself to sleep. I knew that that was a warning….that someone was coming for Draven….that my life would end in misery – I couldn’t let that happen…he…he was too gifted – the world needed him.

Tears streamed down my face as I saw these dark memories come to life before my eyes.

I felt Nana squeeze my hand, pulling me from my thoughts. “You thought Bianca was an escort sent to distract Draven from his gift – to trap you in the shadows.”

Through the glass panes of tears in my eyes, I stared into her wise eyes. “I still do.”

“I’ve heard of these before…these escorts.”

“From who?”

“Souls I’ve helped in the past. Their only purpose in this world is to escort you through your life – to cause you to turn a blind eye to your gift. They bring darkness to you and everyone you may have helped.”

“Put you to sleep,” I mumbled.

“They are surviving - taking the energy that gives them existence.”

“Why?” I asked, looking down. I felt cheated. I would almost rather live in ignorance. For a moment, I thought that may be why I forgot Draven – that it would be easier if I didn’t remember him when they took him.

“The theory…and mind you, it’s very vague – the theory is that… escorts seduce – mystify and distract the ones that hinder the darkness. They spend their lives at the side of their victims. They’re faithful and give every desire to them – these demons even grow old with their victims. Once the life of the light is over, they simply begin again – moving on to the next pure soul.”

“And there’s no way out…” I said as a suffocating weight came over me.

“I would think that any bright…beautiful soul would have a moment of choice…that they would have to freely volunteer to submit to the darkness,” she whispered.

I moved my head from side to side. “This is different…I saw what it did to that woman – and I refuse to be her.”

“How do you know that you’re not what the darkness is after?” she asked, leaning in. “Why would they go all the way to New York when Draven was right here?”

As she said that, I remembered thinking the same thing. “I don’t know…she’s a demon; I’m sure she’s plotted every move…I think Britain was one of her victims.”

“Do you think that – or do you know that?” Nana whispered.

“I’m not going back to that night,” I said, standing.

She stood and reached for my arm before I could turn to leave. “Face this – I will be with you – right by your side. I know you, child – I know you plan to continue this course – you plan to face them again – would it not be wise to know how they trapped you before – so you could avoid it?”

My heart started to race, and pure terror came over me. I knew that I was weak – that I had to protect myself.

I nodded as I let out a jagged breath.

“Look at me – tell me what happened that night - what did they say?”

My eyes raced back and forth as I reached back to that night. At first, all I could see was darkness – all I could hear was an evil hiss. I searched deeper and deeper into my thoughts, and slowly I felt myself finding the light – the truth about what had happened to me.

I stared forward as the vision of that night came to life all around Nana and me. “I was going to look into her eyes. I was going to tell her my free will was sending her back to hell.”

I saw myself on my bed, listening to music. I saw the conversation with Bianca about Cancun – I didn’t even notice that she had fooled me. Once Rosa left, we moved to the living room, and Bianca called Britain and ordered food for us.

I sat down on the couch and listened to my headphones as I plotted what I’d say when Britain got there – I wanted him to see her as a demon – to understand that he was blind…I thought he was blind because all I could see when I looked at him was me…like I was his only reason in life…like he’d been told by Bianca to handle me so she could have Draven.

Bianca had brought me water. With each drink I took, the thirstier I became. By the time Britain and his friends arrived, my eyes were glassed over and all I could do was stare at him. When I couldn’t find a way to focus, I knew I’d been drugged, and I was furious – I knew she’d taken my free will. I looked at Bianca as I tried to stand and said, “You’re in trouble now,” through slurred speech.

She laughed at me. “What are you talking about, Charlie?”

As I stepped forward, I stumbled, and Britain caught me. He put his hand on my face and tried to look into my eyes, but I couldn’t see him – the drugs had taken away my ability to focus.

“Free will – she took my free will…she took yours,” I mumbled.

As I watched these images replay all around me, I witnessed pure rage come over Britain as he glared at Bianca across the room. The friends he’d brought with him cowered away from his glare, deciding to leave the three of us alone.

“What did you do?” he said through a locked jaw.

“Relax…I tried to give her something to calm her down – I guess I gave her too much…she’ll come out of it – eventually,” she said with an evil tone that reflected the demon I could see she was.

“If she ends up hating me – never speaking to me after this….I will never see you again – I will end you – do you hear me, Bianca?!” Britain said as he pulled my body to him, trying to balance me.

What could only be fear consumed her eyes, and the manipulation she was known for began as her blue eyes softened and she reached to stroke my hair gently as I laid against Britain’s chest. “I just wanted her to relax…to open up so she could see how amazing you are – see that at your side is where she belongs….I was helping, I swear.”

I watched as the image of me filled with fear…he wasn’t a victim; he was just another version of her. I felt like a fool. Then I tried to think of a way to save him anyway – knowing that someone had given him this fate – one that gave him no real life – one that was encased in darkness.

Britain’s eyes grew more fierce as he pulled me away from her. “I don’t need you for that – I never did. You’re nothing more than a pitiful excuse for a woman.”

Bianca held her innocent expression. “You need me. If not now, you will soon. More will come for her – he will come for her…and I will be the only one that can help you then.”

I knew then that I was right: she was after Draven. My hands gripped Britain’s side, trying to find my balance so I could turn and hit her. His arms tightened around me, thinking I was about to fall – which sabotaged any attempt to hit Bianca I would have made.

“You’re wrong - if anything, you’ll only make this more complicated - and I’m done toying with you,” Britain said as he started to guide me to the couch.

“She can see,” Bianca said loudly.

Britain looked down at me, then back at her.

“You heard me,” Bianca said, crossing her arms. “She has some kind of mind block she uses, but it’s just a defense – she can see clearly – I’ve seen her do it – I’ve seen her help both the living and the dead.”

Britain looked down at me. “Is that true? You see my soul?” he asked in an almost hopeful tone.

I moved my head weakly from side to side. “I see nothing in you….only me….you’re a ghost.”

“I’m not a ghost,” he said in a whisper…I was sure my words had hurt him.

“You’re not good – not at all. You take them from me – give them back – show yourself,” I mumbled.

At that moment, a light beamed from me, and darkness from every corner of the room swarmed in my direction – horrifying screams and echoes of the damned surrounded me. As they charged at my body, I felt cold, heavy….helpless.

The shadows tortured me for hours, then all at once they were gone and it was silent. Every single part of my body was in pain. I was so weak, I couldn’t even try to run. Bianca crouched down and looked into my eyes.

“She’s coming back around,” she said to Britain, then she tilted her head as she looked at me. “Did you like that? Do you wanna call them to you again – next time – you may wanna have a clear thought to ‘help’ them,” she laughed, “because all you’ve done now is make them mad – you’re a tease…and no one should tease the dead.”

I sat up and spit in her face. She reached back to slap me, but Britain caught her hand and flung her across the room. He then reached down, picked me up, and carried me to my bedroom. I wanted to struggle against him, but I couldn’t hold my head up any longer.

He laid me across my bed and leaned over me. I stared up, and oddly, I felt sorry for him….he looked weak; dark circles were under his eyes…it looked like all the color was wiped from his skin…like he was starving for life. “I’m gonna kill her,” I mumbled.

“Not yet, love…it seems you show her more than me – so there is some purpose to her lingering around me,” he said as his eyes searched over my face. “I won’t let her hurt you anymore….I’m your servant.”

He leaned down to kiss my forehead, and I turned away. “I’ll give you whatever you want – anything at all…I’m at your command,” he whispered as his lips slowly moved across my cheek.

“This is over,” I said, turning my head away.

I watched as jealousy came over him. “I’m the only man in your life – do you understand that?”

I refused to respond to that ridiculous statement.

“Look at me, Charlie,” he commanded.

I refused.

“What color are his eyes, Charlie?”

I looked at him with eyes full of rage. “Who’s?” I asked, blocking out every single thought of Draven.

“That’s right,” he said as he held my stare. “There is no one else – there never has been.” I watched as his blue eyes began to flood with darkness, and I looked away as quickly as I could, fearing he was about to blind me – trick me.

I fell to the floor, and the shadows snaked toward me. I scrambled out of the way, but I wasn’t fast enough; they drug me back to my bed, and Britain stared down at me with his now dark eyes. “I think you need to rest – I think Bianca has toyed with your mind…and all of this is a nightmare.”

I heard my mom come through the front door at that moment, screaming my name. Britain waved his hand, and my bedroom door flew shut. Then he put his hand on my face and stared intently into my eyes.

“This is a wicked dream – you were drugged by someone outside of us – we’re innocent – you cherish having me in your life; you want to protect me….you want to help me.”

I heard my mother beat against the door.

“Charlie…do you want her to pay the price for your defiance?”

I didn’t answer him. I couldn’t focus anymore; I was barely conscious.

“Charlie, say I’m the only man you know, and I’ll spare her.”

“Spare her,” I mumbled as my eyes closed.

At that moment, my mother charged in, and Britain acted as if he were passed out beside me. I watched as my mother picked up my limp body and screamed my name over and over again. I heard the shadows mock her, and I watched as they reached for her….it was like they were fighting over me – that my mother was pulling me away from the shadows and because I’d called them before and hadn’t been able to help them – they were furious.

As I watched these memories, I stepped forward, wanting to protect my mother. I felt Nana try to hold me back, but I was too strong for her. I started to push the dark shadows away; as I did, they completely consumed me...I was cold and horrified. After countless minutes, it became quiet and I started to feel heavy - too heavy to move, then I began to drift away.



 




Chapter 14

Out of the silence, I heard my guitar sound…it started to grow louder and louder, then I heard Draven screaming my name. I focused on his voice – that hypnotic voice, and I felt the weight slowly leave my body. My eyes flew open, and I saw him holding me in a panic. I stayed focused on his fearful green eyes and pulled myself out of the illusion I was in. Draven wrapped his arms around me and pulled me up. I’d fallen to the floor. Aden was at our side, rubbing my back, and Nana was standing near us with the greatest sorrow in her eyes.

“How did this happen?” Aden asked her as Draven helped me stand.

I couldn’t take my eyes off Draven. I thought if I did, I’d slip away again - and that terrified me. He kissed my forehead and pulled my head to his chest. Nana didn’t answer Aden; she just stepped forward and put her arm around me.

“Go get her a glass of water –both of you, and take your time.”

“No,” Draven said, holding me tighter.

“Draven, five minutes – trust me, son.”

I looked up at him and nodded, letting my hands fall from around him. “Are you sure?” he whispered.

I nodded, knowing I had no choice but to keep this a secret from him. Grief filled his eyes as I tucked away the dark memories – hiding a part of myself from him.

“Five minutes,” he said, quietly stepping back.

Aden nudged him to go, and I watched them whisper to each other as they left the room.

“Never jump into a memory – you could be trapped there forever,” she warned in a tender whisper.

“I couldn’t watch them hurt her…that was my fault.”

“No, it wasn’t…and don’t worry about your mother…she was never in danger.”

I looked at her with questioning eyes. She looked away, hiding her thoughts from me.

“It’s obvious that staying away from these people is the wise thing to do.”

“I’m not running,” I said as anger coursed through me.

“Charlie –”

“No,” I said, stopping her. “Free will – if I tell her to leave, she has to – if I run, they have no reason to ever stop chasing me…I can’t save Britain now…I know that – he’s one of them.”

“Are you going to tell Draven?” she asked.

“When they’re gone…not before – I refuse to watch Bianca seduce him.”

“Right now – you are the target…you have to see that.”

I moved my head from side to side “Draven is – his gift in music is divine.”

“It is…but so is your gift to save the darkness…one by one, you destroy the dark energy - the energy – that’s something they must have…you are the threat.”

“I’m keeping him safe – this is my choice.”

She let out a breath and looked down. “Remember to choose your words and thoughts carefully when you face them…hold on to the strength your father has given you.”

I nodded slightly.

“I’m going to call Kara, you stay here tonight – where you’re safe,” she said, reaching to hug me goodnight.

I knew that she was trying to keep me close – to make sure I didn’t have a chance to face Britain, but I didn’t care. Right now, all I wanted was Draven.

I rubbed my hands across my face as if I could wipe away the stress. I took a deep breath and went to find Draven. I could hear their voices mumbling in the kitchen. When I walked in, I saw Aden sitting on the counter and Draven leaning against it, waiting for the second he could come for me.

“You’re early,” Aden said in a teasing tone. “Nana still had one minute on the clock.”

I smiled faintly and locked eyes with Draven. He walked slowly to me, looking over every part of me. I knew he was trying to see what was wrong. The frustration and anger in his eyes told me couldn’t.

“What happened?” he asked quietly.

“I stepped into a memory,” I answered calmly.

“What – why?!”

“It was a reflex…I didn’t mean to do anything stupid,” I said quietly.

He shook his head in wonder as his eyes looked over me. I knew I was torturing him, but I couldn’t help it.

“How did you know to come for me?” I asked, hoping that no matter how bad I messed up, he’d be able to help me.

“She texted him,” Aden said, hopping down from the counter.

His tone made me smile. “Really?” I asked, bewildered.

“I guess she thought it was faster than going to the studio – or maybe she just didn’t want to leave you,” Draven said, reaching for my waist and pulling me closer to him, then leaning his forehead to mine.

“I’m fine,” I whispered, reaching up to steal a kiss.

“I’ll guess I’ll leave you guys alone,” Aden said, walking to the door.

“No, wait,” I said, feeling bad that he felt like he had to leave.

He turned and smiled, displaying his adorable dimples. “It’s late – I’m sure you’re going to have to leave soon – you guys should be alone.”

I smiled. “As scary as that was,” I said, nodding to the doorway, “it earned me a sleepover – I’m here all night.”

Aden raised his eyebrows, and his smile grew. “Well, why don’t you guys go play? I’m gonna take a shower. If it sounds like you want company, I’ll come up.”

“Deal,” I said, smiling at him. He nodded, then turned to leave.

I looked back at Draven to see a surprised grin on his face, “Really? You’re staying here?”

A sly grin came across my face. “You can take me home if you want to – Nana just wanted me to feel safe.”

He blushed. “I’ll stay at your house if you wanna hear your guitar.”

I reached for his hand and pulled him to the door. “You play it for me – you promised.”

He put his arm around me as we walked up the steps. I lied to myself as I walked at his side – I told myself that the world outside of these walls didn’t exist, that there was no evil seeking him…that we could live a life of peace without the threat of losing who we are – or each other.

Once we reached the studio, I took my spot on the couch, eager to watch him play the tune that had protected me more times than I could count. Draven went to his guitar, then pulled an amp closer to the couch. He sat on the end and held his arm out, encouraging me to scoot closer. He laid the guitar across us and moved my hands so they would rest on his. He slowly began to play the chords that I always heard. I watched the way he moved his fingers, how they slid almost angelically down and up the neck.

The sound I’d heard would always change as if it had mood swings, but what Draven was playing was the heart of it, the baseline of what I could hear.

His lips rested on my temple, as if to encourage me to take control. Then he moved his hands over mine.

I gently let my fingertips touch the strings; as I played the chords, I was flooded with emotion. I felt the power – the sacrifice behind the sound. I closed my eyes and just listened. I felt myself coming back - all of the lost memories of playing this beautiful instrument belonged to me again. I remembered mastering it - embracing each sound I created as if it were a part of my soul.

My fingers slowly began to move as I searched for more memories. I looked up at Draven. “Have we ever seen the dead when it isn’t sad – have we…have we…” I wanted to ask if I’d ever seen my father, but I couldn’t find the words.

He pulled me closer to him. “Yes,” he whispered.

My body tensed. I pulled slightly away and stared disbelievingly in his eyes.

“It makes it all worth it…when we help the darkness…our goal is to bring them to the peace we see in their eyes.”

“I can’t do this…not yet,” I said breathlessly as my heart began to race.

“This is the only memory you’re missing….and you need this to make you whole…I don’t know why, but I know you need your dad – he can be there when I can’t.”

I just stared at him. My emotions were out of control. I was furious that Bianca could have taken something so precious from me – afraid of what I’d see – and empowered by the idea that I was watched over.

“I’ll show you mom first,” he whispered as he tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “Close your eyes,” he said quietly.

I held my breath and listened intently to everything around me.

“Feel the calm of the room, the warm sensation that tells you that you’re safe…watched over.”

I cleared my thoughts and only listened to my breath.

“See it within first – let her come to life in your mind….she’s beautiful, simply angelic; the worries of life are nowhere in her image. Her eyes smile adoringly. Her hair and body seem to float on a wave of energy. Everything around her is white and seems to glow,” he said tenderly in the addictive tone of his voice.

I held an image in my mind of this beautiful woman – as he said the words, I remembered her – I remembered that she was always here – silently watching.

“Open your eyes, baby,” Draven whispered.

I let them open slowly, and before us she was there. My heart began to pound, and fear came through every part of me. Draven put his arm around me and leaned us forward. The image of his mother stepped closer - she didn’t look at Draven; she smiled at me – like I was the most precious thing she’d ever seen. Draven had described her perfectly: her skin was almost ivory, and her hair flowed in the still of the room. Her image knelt before us, and I began to tremble.

Draven moved his hand across my back as if to calm me. “She loves you,” he said quietly.

“How can this be real?” I asked breathlessly.

The image of his mother let her hands rest on mine, and the fear I had just washed away. It was as if I could clearly see that all of the worries in life were pointless if this was the peace you feel in the end.

She slowly let go of my hand, then reached for Draven. She cupped her hand around his flawless image and leaned her forehead to his. He smiled at her and pulled me closer. She let go of him and stood before us again. Her eyes seemed to reflect a relief. I furrowed my eyebrows, questioning her calm, then she began to fade against the wave of energy she was on. Even though her image had vanished, I could still feel her.

I held my breath and looked up at Draven. He smiled tenderly. “ She didn’t leave us –she’s not trapped between this place and another; she’s simply free – watching over me until I don’t need her to anymore.”

I just stared at him. I couldn’t move because in the room I felt someone else - the presence of my father. I felt a wave of beautiful, unconditional love absorb every part of me, and tears glassed over my eyes…how could I forget such a beautiful emotion?

Draven reached his hand to cradle my face. “He’s strong, but gentle. You can see the passion for the life he had in his dark eyes. There’s a pull to him…it may be the signature of his gift in music – the one that called so many to hear him, or…simply the love he has for you - it’s powerful – beautiful….”

I started to tremble uncontrollably – the only thing worse than forgetting Draven was forgetting that I was never alone. Draven let his hand fall and tilted his head, encouraging me to look. I held his stare as a lonely tear streamed down my face.

I felt a warm hum on my hand and slowly looked down. I saw a strong hand and the image of a silver wedding band. I turned my hand to hold it and tried to understand how real this was. I could feel the warm hum of life; it was so real, silent tears began to flood from my eyes. I slowly let my eyes move from his hand, then up his arm. I hesitated, looking at his strong shoulders – images of his guitar that I’d seen in pictures flashed through my memory.

Draven moved the guitar that was across us, taking the security of his embrace away from me. I felt Draven’s hand on my back, encouraging me to look. I let my eyes rise to stare into the wonderful image of my father. His dark eyes sparkled warmly, and he smiled angelically at me. The silent tears continued to wash down my face.

His image gently pulled me forward and wrapped his arms around me. I reached my numb arms up to hold him, and my father pulled me closer. I felt life, not breaths or the sounds that a body would make – just life, a beautiful life that loved me – loved me more than I could ever imagine. My tears fell, but they weren’t of grief; they were of happiness – I felt so complete. I heard the sound of the guitar begin. I couldn’t tell if it was Draven playing or just the haunting sound, but I didn’t care either way. My father swayed me back and forth with the rhythm I heard.

As we moved to this rhythm, I saw every part of my life with him at my side. I felt my confidence build…the old Charlie coming back to life.

The music began to slow, and he let his embrace loosen. I sat back and stared at him for countless moments, trying to read his eyes. His eyes moved to Draven. He smiled slightly and nodded at his guitar. Draven slowly placed it across us again, then nodded respectfully at this image of my dad. My dad reached for my hands and placed them on Draven’s across the strings, then he leaned forward and kissed my forehead; I felt the warm sensation of love flow through me and closed my eyes. I didn’t open them until I felt it fade. He was gone – his image, but I could still feel him all around me.

Draven slowly moved his hand across my back. I looked at him as he smiled slightly, then slowly pulled me to his chest. I felt his warm lips on my temple. He started to play the chords of my song. I took over and played each chord to absolute perfection.

I heard the haunting sound of the guitar rejoice and play along with me. I played on until my eyes grew heavy and I fell asleep in Draven’s strong, protective arms.



 




Chapter 15

I felt someone gently squeezing my knee. I slowly opened my eyes and began to stretch. Sunlight was spilling into the room from the wide windows. I looked to my side to find Draven and his guitar gone. Kneeling in front of me was Aden, smiling tenderly. I slowly reached my hand out and let my fingertips touch one of his dimples.

“Those are adorable,” I said, tilting my head and smiling a sleepy smile.

“Why, thank you,” he said as he tried not laugh.

I let my hand rest beside me on the couch. It was still warm; I knew Draven hadn’t been gone long.

“He’s taking a shower,” Aden said, moving to sit on the other side of me.

I stared forward and let last night rush through my memory. I smiled at first as the blissful memory of my father came to me, but then I remembered everything else I’d learned. I remembered that today I was going to face Britain – I was going to drive to his house – look him in the eye –and then this…whatever this is...would be over.

“You really aren’t afraid of anything, are you?” Aden said, resting his arm along the back of the couch.

I looked quickly to my side at him – I was afraid I had just shown him everything – that he knew what I was about to do. “Are you seeing me now?” I asked in a hoarse voice.

His eyes filled with sympathy as they slowly danced across my face. “There’s only one person that’s ever been able to see you clearly…and right now…he’s blind.”

I looked down and let out a jagged breath. “He’s safe…not blind.”

“Charlie, I may not be able to see you – but I can read Madison like a book. I know what you’re facing.”

I pulled myself forward and leaned on my knees. “Then you know I’m right.”

I felt Aden’s hand come around my shoulder as he pulled me against his side. “You’re wrong…we need you – you’re the strongest one…you’re making us weak by fighting this on your own.”

Clarity slowly began to sweep through every part of my being – I admit that I may still be missing a few memories, but one thing I knew for sure: I remembered my biggest fear.

“I always knew...” I said, looking to my side at Aden. “I always knew that…one day the darkness would come for us…that we’d reach a point where we’d saved too many – that it would have no choice but to stop us. I…I guess I just never imagined how painful the price would be.”

“What price? If you have a price – we all have one,” Aden said as he tensely leaned forward.

I moved my head from side to side. “They want me because I save the dead…they want Draven because he saves the living. You and Madison are spared from this persecution.”

“Charlie, Draven has saved more dead than he could ever dream to save alive – you both have.”

“I can’t let anything happen to him,” I said, fighting angry tears as they invaded the corners of my eyes.

“Listen to yourself -”

“No,” I said, stopping him as I stood and rubbed my hands across my face. “I know what it looks like from the outside.” I began to pace in front of him. “Like I’m some poor little girl who’s so obsessed with her boyfriend – so in love that she’d rather die than lose him.”

Aden stood and put his hands on my shoulders; I pushed them off immediately. “He has a gift,” I said through gritted teeth. “Without people like Draven, the sea of dead in need of redemption would be endless – people like him can stop it – they can invoke emotion at a distance.”

“Stop,” Aden said, successfully gripping my shoulders, making it impossible for me to move. “You’re so blind – you act like he’s the only artist in the universe. How many musicians can you name?” He paused for me to answer, but I refused – I knew it was a ridiculous question; there were countless. He tilted his head and let out a deep breath. “How many musicians do you know that can redeem the dead?”

“A few,” I said under my breath as I gently pushed his hands from my shoulders.

“For all you know, the only reason that we have a love for music is to help us deal with what we see…help us find a way to express the emotions that course through us as we witness life at its darkest moments.”

“I will not watch him be destroyed – I refuse,” I said boldly, looking into his eyes.

“Listen,” Aden said in the calmest tone he could manage. “The only thing that can destroy Draven is losing you – don’t do this; we need to run – like now.”

I shook my head from side to side as tears pooled in my eyes. “How is that fair? How is it fair that we have to leave our family behind? They’ve lost enough – this is our life – our world. I’m not running – I want to fight.”

“Then take me with you –I’ll help you fight them – how many can there be?”

I looked down, knowing there was only two. I knew if I told him that, he wouldn’t understand. I could remember the four of us facing hundreds at once. It was almost like a game – who could find the memory first – who could pick the right emotion to change them. It was a beautiful game because not only did we save souls…we found silence.

“I can’t let you come – not this time,” I whispered.

“This shield,” he said, waving his hand all around me. “It will only take you so far – there’s a point where your mind will grow tired – you need someone with you.”

“Fine…I’ll take Madison,” I said, looking away.

“Promise?” Aden said, trying to catch my eyes.

“Promise,” I said, looking up at him.

He looked down. “Alright,” he said quietly. “I trust you.” He reached his hands up and let his fingers run through his hair. I could see him arguing with himself – wanting to stop me. I had to think of a way to distract him.

“I’m gonna go freshen up…when I come back, will you show me the beat you think will go with my song? If you want to help me –help make it stronger in my mind.”

He nodded and tried to smile.

I looked down and walked to the stairs. I was starting to remember this house. It was starting to look as familiar as my house. I found a bathroom at the bottom of the stairs to the right.

I splashed water on my face to wash away the salty tears that had dried across my skin. I stretched, then leaned forward and stared at my reflection. Flashes of all the dark souls I’d saved exploded before my eyes. Any sane, normal person would have been grateful that they’d forgotten searching through the darkest moments of countless souls – but I’m not normal. I was glad I could remember them – I was glad because I could also remember the moment I’d helped them – the moment the world grew a little brighter. I was never going to let anyone take those moments away from me – those victories were mine, and I grew determined to have more – a lot more.

I let out a deep breath, then opened the door. Draven was walking by at that moment; his hair was still wet from his shower, and he smelled so good that I almost couldn’t stand it. As his eyes found mine, I found calm – in that moment, I forgot what I was fighting. He grinned warmly at me and reached his arms around my waist. His lips touched mine, and I found myself losing control in his powerful embrace. I cannot explain how good it felt when he held me tightly. He slowly pulled away. “Good morning,” he whispered.

“Morning,” I said, stealing another kiss.

“Did you dream?” he asked, still holding me tight.

I gazed back at him. “No…I barely remember falling asleep.”

He leaned in to kiss me again, taking my breath away. The only thing that stopped us was the sound of beating drums as they erupted through the house. I pulled back away from him. “He’s trying to make my song stronger,” I said, grinning faintly as I listened to the music come to life around me.

Draven walked forward, taking me back into the bathroom to muffle the sound of the drums.

“How do you feel about what you saw last night? Do you wanna talk about it?” he asked.

“I can’t…not yet.”

Anger filled his eyes as he let his hand fall into mine. “I’m not gonna stop listening.”

“I don’t want you to…just trust me.”

His eyes moved across my face. “We’re stronger together...”

“I know that – and I’m trying to make sure that we stay together – that what we do – how we help people stays alive.”

He looked down, then gently pulled my hand to guide me back to the studio.

Aden didn’t stop his beat as we walked in; he just smiled at us. Draven walked over and picked up his guitar, then brought it to me and slid the strap over my shoulder. I felt the weight of it and the power it seemed to give me, then I walked over to the couch and sat down, slowly adjusting my fingers around the strings. Then I began to play, and I played perfectly.

A grin spread across my face as I felt the music flow from my fingertips. Draven’s eyes studied me carefully as he nodded along with the music – it was as if he were committing the sound to memory. In a way, it felt like this song was making us all stronger. We played it over and over again until I couldn’t stand the strain in my fingers anymore.

Aden slowed his beat, then ended with a bang. “I knew I had it,” he said, twirling his sticks.

“Good job,” I said, grinning at him.

“You’re brilliant,” he said, pointing his sticks at me.

“That, she is,” Draven said, staring at me and trying to mask his frustration with me.

I looked back and forth between them, feeling a confidence rise inside of me. I sighed, then said. “I think I need to go; my mom will be home in a few hours, and I want a shower and stuff.”

I saw a look of concern come over Aden’s face. I looked away before he could make me feel guilty for the secrets I kept. Draven looked between us, trying to see if he’d missed something.

“Well, be safe - don’t forget your sidekick,” he said, raising his eyebrows as if to make me confirm my promise.

I stood and smiled slightly. “I’m never alone.”

“Never,” Draven said, reaching to help me take my guitar off. I kept my eyes down and waited for him at the top of the stairs. He came to my side and laced his fingers through mine, then led me downstairs.

“Where’s Nana?” I asked him as we walked into the kitchen.

“Aden took her to play bridge this morning. She said to tell you goodbye,” Draven answered, opening the backdoor.

I climbed into the Hummer, realizing I’d left my bag in there. I thought about checking my phone, but I didn’t want to do that in front of Draven. I knew he was waiting for one thought – one second that I’d let my guard down and show him who I was fighting.

He climbed in looked around me as he put his belt on. “You alright?” he asked curiously.

“Yeah,” I said, reaching for his hand. “Did I tell you that my mom asked you to come to dinner tonight?”

He shook his head no. “Don’t you wanna spend time alone with her, though – to play for her?” he asked as he pulled forward.

“I do – but you can be the icebreaker,” I said, watching the road.

He squeezed my hand. “You can do this…it’s the one thing you’ve always wanted.”

“Getting what you want isn’t always a good thing,” I mumbled as I felt the anticipation of the moment that I’d play for my mom come to me.

He relaxed in his seat and leaned closer to me. “She wants to know you the way the rest of us do…let her.”

I smiled slightly as I reached to turn up the radio. We rocked back and forth with heavy guitar and drums as we drove to my house.

From the road, I could see that the water in the creek had risen to the base of the bridge. Draven rolled his window down so he could judge how safe it was. The wood squeaked in protest as we drove over.

Draven turned down the radio as he circled behind my house. I could feel the tension between us begin to rise again. I didn’t give him a chance to ask me again to tell him what was wrong. Once he put the Hummer in park, I leaned across the seat and kissed his lips; he pulled me close and held me so tight, it almost hurt. I didn’t think he was going to let me go, but he did after a minute or so.

“I’ll see you in a little bit,” I said, stealing one more kiss before I grabbed my bag and opened the door to leave.

He watched me go, daring to say something, but he didn’t.

I was surprised not to find Kara in the kitchen as I came in. I called her name as I walked through the house, rocking my head to the sound of the guitar.

“Coming ,” she said as I started to climb the stairs.

I walked back down as I saw her come out of her room.

“Hey,” Kara said as her eyes looked up and down me. ”Are you alright? Nana sounded a little uneasy when she called last night.”

“Yeah…we worked through it together.”

“Did you?” she said in a doubtful tone as she walked over to the step I was on and took a seat.

“What did Nana say?” I asked as I sat down next to her.

“She said she helped you remember the party – that it was hard, and you were scared.”

“I figured out I was always right – my first instincts were flawless, and…and this is over,” I said, looking confidently at her.

“You sure you’re OK, though? With what happened that night?” she asked quietly.

“No, I’m not OK – I mad as hell, and I’m gonna take a shower, then go over there and end this.”

“What? Wait! Go where?” she asked, baffled.

“He bought a house here so he could see me this summer,” I said in a disgusted tone.

“Creeper – you are not going over there - no way – I’m hours away from showing mom that you’re not only safe and sound, but healthier than before.”

“Face-to-face is the only way to do this,” I said, confident in my words.

“I’m going with you,” she said, standing.

“No,” I said, standing with her. “I’m gonna take Madison,” I said, pulling out my phone to send her a text. I had two unread ones; I cleared them and texted: “Can I get you to go with me somewhere??”

“I don’t like this; this is bad - I can feel it – why don’t we try a restraining order? That’ll work,” Kara said as her face flushed with fear.

“Seriously – a restraining order on a demon? And I thought I was crazy,” I said, shaking my head at her absurdity.

“You’re crazy! You’re the one playing with demons,” Kara said as her face flushed with fear.

“I’m not playing with anyone – free will, Kara. They have to obey that – I can end this today.”

“Maybe you don’t remember that party,” Kara said, looking over me.

“I do – I remember every cold, agonizing second of it – but this time – there will be no ‘relaxing me’, no drugs - just a simple command – one I should have made three months ago.”

“Free will?! This guy is a creeper – if he believes in it, then he also has the confidence that he can manipulate you,” Kara argued.

I tapped my temple. “I have a shield,” I said, looking down to read the text that just came in.

“when – where –is Charlie back?”

“An hour – you don’t want to know – maybe” I texted back.

“She’s coming – no worries.”

Kara shook her head. “You better not drink or eat anything – I mean, don’t put your fingers in your eyes or mouth – this is bad.”

“It’ll be over before you know it….then… we’ll have dinner with mom – I’ll play for her, and everything will balance for the first time ever.”

I listened to see if the guitar sound had changed, but I only found a calm rhythm. Kara started to say something, but I put my hand up to stop her, then turned and ran up the stairs, coming out of my clothes so I could take a shower.

I plugged my phone up, knowing it was almost dead. It was already one in the afternoon. I could see that I had three unread messages on Britain’s phone. I didn’t bother to read them; I knew I only had two hours before my mom’s plane landed.

I took the fastest shower of my life, then towel-dried my hair. I dug in the closet for something to wear. I didn’t want to look great, but I wanted to look confident. I made a face, realizing almost all of my clothes were the same – just Charlie. I pulled out a pair of dark blue skinny jeans, a purple studded belt, and a black shirt with a cross across the back. Then I pulled on my combat boots. I didn’t bother with eyeliner, but I splashed some perfume on my wrist.

I walked over to my nightstand and picked up Britain’s phone. The first text said: ‘good night sleeping beauty’, the next said: ‘good morning precious’, and the last one read: ‘what time are you coming’.

I texted: ‘right now but I only have minutes’. Instantly, he texted back: ’that will do – time stands still when you are around.’ I rolled my eyes, knowing his time in my life was about to end – I could only hope that someone else could save him – release the demon inside of him.

My phone vibrated, and I picked it up and read the text that Madison had just sent: ‘um I’m down stairs getting lectured – lets go – like now.’

Britain’s phone vibrated again. The message just showed his address again. I grabbed both phones and stuffed them in my bag, then draped Draven’s hoodie across my arm.

I raced down the stairs, listening to the rhythm of the guitar – committing every chord to memory. I could see Madison sitting at the table with her legs and arms crossed, looking totally bored. Kara was pacing in front of her, mumbling.

“There she is,” Madison said, exaggerating a sigh.

Kara turned to look at me. “I want that address – I wanna know where to send the SWAT team if you aren’t in and out in ten minutes.”

“Fifteen,” I said slyly, trying to show her I wasn’t scared.

“I’m serious, Charlie,” Kara said sternly.

I pulled my phone out of my bag and showed her the text; she took the phone and forwarded it to herself.

Madison stood. “Alright, let’s go break some hearts,” she said boldly.

“Madison,” Kara said.

“I know, I know – no food – no drink – hands out of mouth and eyes,” Madison said, looping her arm through mine.

I kissed Kara on the cheek., “See you in a bit; no worries,” I said as Madison pulled me to the door.

Once I stepped out on the back steps – I hesitated; the guitar was gone, and I could only hear silence. I studied the shadows carefully as Madison made her way to my car. Once she reached the passenger’s side, she glanced at me. “I already helped everyone here…there were like a hundred.”

I raised my eyebrows, doubting her count. I knew my memory was weak, but I could never remember a time when one of us could help so many in such a short amount of time.

“OK, maybe like eighty – but it was still a lot,” she said, rolling her eyes as she opened the door and climbed in.

When I climbed in, I looked across at her. “Eighty? Seriously?”

“Seriously – I’ve gotten really good at it over the last few days – it’s never been this loud….thank God for the energy drinks – I’ve never had to stay this alert this long.”

“It’s quiet where we’re going,” I said as I put my key in and fastened my belt.

“That should have been your red flag – that it was quiet – it’s terrifying to think that there’s something out there that can make the darkness we see tremble in silence.”

I backed out and pulled around the house. “I knew before the silence…I guess I was just waiting on them to make the first move.”

“That was dumb,” she said under her breath as she leaned forward and looked at the rising water of the creek.

I stopped at the edge of my driveway and typed in the address on the GPS. It said it was forty-five minutes away. I made a face, frustrated it was so far away – but I did like the fact that I had distance.

I plugged in my phone and turned the music to Draven’s track. As he began to sing, I felt any anxieties about doing this wash away.

I glanced at Madison as I drove. “So….any more dreams?”

She looked out the passenger side window. “No…just forget it - K”

I wanted to push her, I knew there was something more to those dreams, but the only way to get her to open up to me was going to be letting her help me.“Did I ever tell you about the woman I saw in the library – the one that warned me about all of this?”

She turned to look at me, and I felt the disappointment coming off her. “Are you telling me that someone warned you about this - and we’re still in the middle of this mess?”

“She warned me about Bianca – which gives reason to the fact that Britain still may be a victim.”

“Did Nana help you figure that out last night?”

“Yeah,” I mumbled.

“Are you alright?”

The images of that night and the weight of the darkness soared through my memory, and a chill ran down my spine. “I am now…I wanted to tell you about that place I saw around that woman – when I remembered it last night, it reminded me of your dream.”

“How?” she said in a terrified tone.

I shrugged my shoulders. “This woman was…gray…so was the world she was in. It makes me sick to think there is or was a place like that.”

“The place I see is pretty wicked – but I think that boy is ruling it, or at least meant to….that’s another reason I don’t wanna find him.”

“Well…maybe you can save him from that.”

Madison turned to stare out the window. “No, Charlie. Just forget I told you…I don’t wanna mess with this darkness anymore than I have to.”

“I think we should ask Austin about it.”

“Charlie.”

“OK…sorry,” I mumbled.

We sat in silence for a few minutes, then I decided to get her to talk to me again. “Did you find anything out about their family line?” I asked as I remembered seeing that image of Bianca in another time.

“A little bit – their family has always been wealthy – though no one really knows why or where the money comes from. I’m trying to find a pattern. It looks like in each couple, one person is weaker – like under a spell - even in Britain’s family – his mom is like a trophy wife…she doesn’t really do much of anything; like she’s lost. Bianca’s mom is the same way, but with their grandparents, it’s the other way: the woman is strong, and the man is weak.”

“You think Britain is the same as Bianca?”

“I don’t think he’s the same,” she said, looking to her side at me. “Bianca’s bloodline has been the same for as far as I’ve been able to look back, but Britain’s only changed with his grandparents – his great grandparents didn’t seem to look odd to me …I think what you saw – the reason you thought you could save him is because whatever this is hasn’t been in his family as long as it’s been in Bianca’s.”

“Yeah, but don’t you think if they were possessed or something – we could save them?”

“I don’t know, Charlie – I mean, it’s safe to say that half of what they are is good – the good person that submitted to the demon is there – in their blood - no doubt there, but at the same time so is the weakness of the good person that submitted to this darkness. Saving them is not an option right now – surviving them is our only choice.”

“What about the birthmark? Would that tell us if they could be saved?”

“Why are you so intent on saving him? Do you not see that he has you under a spell?” she said in an angry tone.

“I’m not trying to save him – I’m trying to understand this. I’d feel horrible if he could be saved and I left him to the devil – or even worse, if he can’t be saved because he’s a devil and he moves on to another girl – one that can’t stop the pull he has – what if someone who could make the world a brighter place is taken because I left this unfinished?”

“I wouldn’t worry about another girl – every couple I’ve found, it was clear that the bad never had another interest in anyone else – it’s like they’re charged with the purpose of stopping the one that was given to them.”

“So we save him – or end up fighting him endlessly?”

“I don’t know…if he doesn’t have that mark, then we may have a shot at this – I saw the same mark either written about or painted in almost every member of Bianca’s family.”

“I wonder how free will plays into this?” I mumbled.

She shook her head from side to side. “I read a few dark journals I found online – I don’t know enough to say one way or the other, but it looks like if they fail and there’s no hope, then they fall to hell…Evan will know more when he gets back.”

“He knows you’re looking into this?” I asked, afraid that I had no real secrets.

“Actually – he was looking into it on his own,” she said, raising her eyebrows. “I think someone…not mentioning any friendly ghost you may know – told him about it. He asked me what I knew about that mark; I told him Bianca had it. He went to the UK to chase her bloodline – I could only trace it a few hundred years back here.”

As I looked to my side at her, my face flushed with fear at the idea of Evan talking to Draven’s mom; it brought the notion of my mom seeing my dad to life, and I couldn’t fathom the idea.

“Can Evan see?” I asked in a trembling voice.

“I’m sure,” she said under her breath as she looked out the window.

“I’m just gonna tell Britain to back away…we’ll figure out the rest later.”

She shook her head, and I could tell she was upset with me. “Seriously – I should get hazard pay,” Madison said, sliding down her window.

“Thanks for coming – I don’t think I could do this on my own,” I said as I slid my window down.

“I knew it wouldn’t take you long to come back around – I just figured when you did, you’d realize Draven needs to be here, not me,” she said, shaking her head.

“I don’t need this from you, too,” I mumbled.

We sat in silence for a while, then all of a sudden she started to whisper – just short words. I turned down the radio and glanced at my side.

“Are you trying to say something?” I asked sarcastically.

“Not to you,” she said as she whispered another word.

I turned the radio all the way down and watched the shadows on the road – they were normal.

“What are you doing? What are you whispering?”

“I’m clearing a path – I told you they were everywhere.”

“You can’t possibly be seeing – not that fast.”

She shook her head at me as she whispered another word. “I’ve gotten ‘that’ fast – so has Draven and Aden. When you’re outnumbered, you have no choice.”

I pushed the button to roll her window up in a vain attempt to stop her. “It’s not about how fast you do it – it’s about doing it right. There’s no way you’re even sure you’re helping anyone…it’s not right…they deserve your undivided attention.”

“Do they?” Madison said, crossing her arms. “They deserve that because they lived such a good life – and in the end, for some reason – they were picked for misery – I don’t think so.”

“We aren’t judges…you could be making it worse – what if you picked the wrong memory?”

“I’m not a fool – I wait until I see the light,” she said, looking out the window and whispering another word.

I looked in my rearview mirror for any sign of a light that she could be talking about.

“I’ve never seen a light…they just fade,” I said, sure that that memory was correct.

“It must be your shield,” Madison said, looking to her side at me. “I always see a light – just a little one, but it makes it worth it.”

“I must be the weak link now…I don’t even hear what you’re helping,” I said, letting out a deep breath.

“Doubt that,” she mumbled as she crossed her arms.

“Why do I feel like you’re mad at me?” I asked, glancing at my side at her.

“I’m not mad…frustrated, but not mad.”

“Sorry.”

“If this doesn’t work, this goodbye – then you’re telling Draven about all of this…did you ever stop to think that they’re trying to drive us apart? To make us weak?”

“I did…but that’s not what this is about; they want to end us, not weaken us.”

“Then we all have a right to face it,” she said, turning in her seat.

“Let me do this – my way.” I argued.

“Fine – but I warned you I’d tell Draven if this doesn’t work.”

“If it doesn’t work – I’ll tell him,” I said under my breath.

The closer we got to Britain’s, the harder it got for me to breathe. I felt this pressure on my chest, and my stomach was tying in knots. My anxiety didn’t go unnoticed. I could feel the concerned gaze of Madison and her struggling to find the words to say to give me courage.





 





 



 




Chapter 16

The GPS had us turn into a driveway that was almost twenty feet wide. A large iron gate was connected to a brick wall that was at least ten feet high. The gate opened as soon as my car pulled in front of it. In the distance, I could see a massive dark brick, almost black house; it was three times the size of my house, and it had wide white pillars across the front porch.

“Creepy; luxurious, but still creepy,” Madison said as she unfastened her seat belt.

I rolled my eyes as we circled in front of the house. Britain’s Aston Martin was parked in the front, along with three other cars that I was sure were more expensive than my house.

Madison reached for Draven’s hoddie, which was lying across my lap. “Put this on – I feel a chill,” she said seriously.

“I don’t need to wave any flags – I already told him Draven’s name by accident,” I said as I let my fingertips run across the Celtic cross on the breast of the hoodie.

“This guy needs a red flag – one that says, ‘I’m not alone’,” she said boldly.

I pushed my arms through the sleeves, smelling Draven’s cologne. Though it made me feel safe, it also made me feel guilty. I zipped it up, then put my bag across myself and stuffed my keys inside. Madison got out first and looked up at the house like it was a mountain she had to climb. I took a deep breath and called back the memory of my song to my mind. I felt the shield I always had come to life as I opened my door.

Madison ran up the steps and rang the bell. The sound it made was eerie, so loud I felt it echo through me. I walked slowly up behind her just as the door opened. Bianca was standing there.

Her eyes coldly met Madison’s, then glanced at me. “Seriously, Charlie.”

“Alibi,” I said, staring blankly at Bianca. “You know what those are –right?” I said coldly.

“What’s with the attitude?” she asked, furrowing her eyebrows at me.

I pushed passed her into the large open entry hall. Nothing less than luxury was in front of me. White marble floors, huge oil paintings, a red velvet staircase that circled to the floors above. In the distance, I could hear a loud TV – gaming.

Madison was at my side as Bianca circled around us. “What are you?” I said flatly to her.

“What kind of question is that?” she said, smiling adoringly – trying to look innocent.

I stepped closer to her and smirked. “I don’t even wanna know – you’re not worth my time.”

Bianca reached for my shoulder, and Madison blocked her. “Keep your hands to yourself,” Madison said boldly.

Bianca smirked, no longer trying to hold her innocent approach. “I knew I should have handled you sooner.”

“Handle me now,” Madison said, bowing her chest out as she glared at her.

I shook my head from side to side. “No one is handling anyone – get the hell out of my life – you hear me?” I said calmly as I walked passed her toward the sound of the gaming that I was sure was coming from the room in front of me.

The hall opened up into a huge room. The back wall was windows, and to the left there was a massive TV. Two guys from my party were lounging on leather couches, playing some kind of game. Britain was sitting on the arm, watching with little interest.

I’d forgotten how attractive he was. His dark blond hair was brushed perfectly out of his eyes. He was wearing black slacks and an oxford button up shirt. He didn’t look like a teenager – he looked like a powerful man – someone who had no fears. The moment I stepped in the room, he looked at me, and his commanding steel blue eyes captivated me. I felt like he could see right through me. I reached back and pulled my hood up.

“Told you it was cold,” Madison said, quietly plotting how she’d play this.

At that moment, I felt someone pull me back and looked back to see Bianca pushing me against the wall. “Time to go back to sleep – sweetheart,” she said as she smiled wickedly and her pupils began to expand and contract.

I closed my eyes tightly, blocking them as I felt her ripped away from the hold she had on me. I opened my eyes to see Madison on the floor on top of Bianca, slapping her; Bianca fought back. Britain had come to their side, and he looped his strong arms around Madison, holding her back. Thinking for sure that we were now outnumbered, I had no choice but to charge him- but before I reached him, he kicked Bianca away from him and Madison.

“Get her out of here,” he said firmly to the room.

The boys that were playing the game had dropped their controllers and were just waiting for a command. The biggest one pulled Bianca up; she spit, trying to hit Madison, but Britain moved her out of the path.

“This isn’t over – no – this has now begun!” Bianca yelled.

“Out!” Britain said firmly. The boy pulled her through the entry hall as she kicked and thrashed against him.

Britain didn’t let go of Madison immediately. He held her…gently…almost as if he were enjoying how she felt against his body. She was still at first – like she was trapped in the same twisted illusion he was in, then she stepped forward, then looked back at him. As they held each other’s stare, I felt an odd current flowing between them – one that was full of countless emotions that neither of them seemed to understand.

“I need to talk to you,” I said, breaking the tense silence.

He nodded. “Excuse us…,” he said quietly, smiling slightly at Madison. “Let them know if you need anything.”

Britain nodded for me to follow him to another room. I began to follow him as I tried to focus on the song playing in my mind – my father’s song.

“OK, but listen,” Madison said. Reaching in her bag, she said, “I’m the mom alert, and you only – and I mean only - have minutes.”

Britain hesitated; as he heard her voice, he turned to look at her and nodded politely. Then he placed his hand on the small of my back and led me out of the room and into a doorway to the left. It led into a study that was covered wall-to-wall in books. An arched window framed a beautiful flower garden outside.

He closed the door. I took two steps in, then turned, wanting a fast exit.

He stepped slowly forward, holding my gaze. When he reached me, he raised his hands cautiously and pushed my hood back. I held the breath that wanted to escape.

I stepped back, wanting more space between us. Even though he had protected Madison and ordered Bianca away, I didn’t trust him; in my mind, he was still dangerous. He tilted his head and smiled innocently as his eyes searched over me.

“What have they done to my Charlie?” he asked.

“Nothing,” I said sarcastically.

“Then why are you so mad?” he asked, furrowing his eyebrows.

“I remember, Britain,” I said, finding strength in my voice.

“Then you remember that nothing happened,” he said calmly, holding my gaze.

“Nothing could have happened – Bianca took my free will – but all she did was delay the inevitable,” I said, staring boldly into his blue eyes.

“You’re right…,” he answered innocently.

I stared past him, not finding the courage to look him in the eyes any longer. “Free will…my free will is telling you to leave me alone…I can’t help you now.”

He gently reached to turn my chin to look at him. “My free will wants to stay right here with you…I told you…you’re addictive…both of you are.”

A new fear shot through me – it was for Madison. I didn’t ever want her to have to find herself captivated by the silence around him…the illusion of protection - but then I had a wild thought: what if she could save him? What if I was only meant to lead him to the one that could help him? Aden may have said I was the strongest of all of us, but that was only his perspective. I knew we were all strong – that we all had a purpose behind the gifts we shared. I tried to think what Madison would say if she were in this room – without a doubt, she’d find a way to gain the information she needed to understand what he was – to protect us.

I furrowed my eyebrows as I said, “Do you have a birthmark?”

He smirked at my question, and his eyes sparkled. “No.”

“I don’t think I believe you,” I mumbled as I told myself to stick to the plan and just tell him to go away.

Britain took a step back, then slowly began to unbutton his shirt. I held his stare as he let his shirt fall to the floor. He still had on a tight white tank top. I held my breath and tried to not let heat rush to my skin as he raised his shirt, revealing every perfect sculpted part of his lean body. He turned to show me his back; I couldn’t see a single mark on him.

He turned to look back at me. “Do you wanna look anywhere else?” he asked with an alluring smile.

I shook my head no and held the look of anger. “There may be hope for you…but I can’t save you now…I need you to leave my life. When I understand what has control over you - I’ll help you.”

His eyes moved back to Draven’s hoodie, then he locked gazes with me. “He doesn’t know I exist – does he?” he asked, smiling.

“Why does that matter?” I asked, furrowing my eyebrows.

His grin grew, and I saw confidence build in his eyes. “I can be your secret, if that’s what you want.”

“What kind of twisted mind do you have? Do you even have one? You have no connection to me – you never have.”

He moved his head from side to side as if I were oblivious, which only made me angry. “This Draven boy…I have no harsh feelings for him….I’m not the one that can hurt him.”

I slowly shook my head no, refusing to let him fool me. I was sure he was trying to push the blame on Bianca, but I was no fool – birds of a feather flock together.

His eyes moved slowly across my face. “I have empathy for him…for he’s the one that’s truly blind right now.”

“He’s going to stay that way, then,” I said shortly.

“Not for long…not for long,” Britain said as disdain for something beyond Draven was made apparent on his face.

Madison knocked on the door. “Mom alert – let’s go,” she yelled through the door.

Britain ignored her and stepped forward. I stepped back, but he causally followed me and leaned his forehead to mine. “You don’t wanna leave me…think about the risk.”

“The risk of staying near you is worse,” I said, stepping back, then walking around him.

He reached for my arm and gently held me back. Stepping behind me, he pulled my body against his and whispered in my ear, “If we’re friends, then I’m in your life…and you’re safe…everyone is safe…at least for now.”

I could feel the threat between his words. I couldn’t find the words to stand up to him – I knew I’d need help – I needed Draven.

He let my arm go, and I walked forward. “Call me when mom goes to sleep; I wanna hear your voice before I close my eyes.”

I didn’t say anything; I just pulled my hood up and fumbled with the knob on the door. I found Madison eagerly waiting on the other side. She looped her arm through mine.

“Seriously – Kara just texted me. You have to meet your mom for an early dinner,” she said, pulling me through the house.

The two boys were leaning against the couch, staring blankly at me, almost as if they feared the moment I left. I looked for Bianca as we ran through the entry hall – prepared to fight with her, but I didn’t see her. I reached for my keys before we made it out the door. I ran to my car, and Madison climbed in just as I did. I didn’t bother putting my belt on as I threw the car in drive and circled the driveway. Madison started to dig through my bag, then plugged my phone in, turning Draven’s song all the way up. As soon as I heard his voice, I felt a calm come over me and I took in a deep breath.

“Much better; put your belt on,” Madison yelled, rolling down her window.

I rolled my window down, trying to get air – to stop my heart from racing as I hit ‘Home’ on the GPS.

“Well, is it over?” she asked seriously, turning the volume on radio down.

I shook my head no. “I don’t think he’s ever gonna let it be over – I have to talk to Draven.”

She furrowed her eyebrows in disgust. “Like now?” she said, reaching for my phone.

I took my phone from her. “This isn’t a conversation you have over the phone – I’ll tell him after dinner with my mom.”

At that moment, my phone vibrated and I felt my insides fall. Madison took my phone from me and looked down and read: “You better be on your way back Mom is too tired to wait for us to cook she wants to go out. Draven is driving us so we only have one car – hurry.”

I sighed, realizing that Draven would be at my house before I would and I’d have to find a way to explain where I’d been – I didn’t want to lie – but I wasn’t ready to tell the truth. I had to focus on getting through dinner with my mom.

Madison changed the song on the phone just as it vibrated.

“You may have a guardian angel watching over you,” she said, scrolling through my texts.

“Really?” I said, smiling as my father’s image flashed before my eyes.

“Yep, this one is from Draven, saying he was across town playing with the guys he played with the other night, and this one is from your mom, saying that she’s having to wait for them to clean the car she’s renting.”

I took in a deep breath and relaxed into my seat, thinking I might be able to pull this off - or at least come close.

“Take the next left,” she said, setting the phone on my dash.

“It says to go straight,” I argued.

“I grew up here; I know these roads better than a computer – do you wanna take a short cut or not?” she asked, crossing her arms.

“You better be right,” I said, putting my blinker on.

“I’m always right,” she said, turning up the radio.

I fidgeted in my seat, taking every turn Madison told me to, driving faster than I should. All at once, above the radio I heard a violent hiss; my heart started to race as I looked at Madison. She was whispering random words as fast as she could – but it just seemed to make it worse. It was so loud, I thought my ear drums would burst. Then out of nowhere, a dark shadow grew from the road we were driving on. I slammed on my breaks, not knowing what was on the other side of it.

“You’re gonna have to help me,” Madison said as she let her seat belt loose. “Do you remember how? Tell me you do!” she screamed over the hiss that was all around us.

“I do,” I said, letting my belt go and stepping out of the car.

I met her in front of the car. The hiss turned into laughter. “…Charlie…come,” the dark cloud mocked.

“Show yourself!” I yelled.

At that moment, the dark cloud divided, and before us were hundreds of ashy ghostly images. My heart started to race, and I felt adrenaline rush through every part of me.

Madison stepped forward and into the mass of shadows, saying random words. “Summer…Buttercups…lavender.” Each time she said a word, one of the images would vanish.

It took everything I had, but I remembered my song and felt my shield come to life inside my mind. I faced the image closest to me. It was a woman; her eyes were cold, and as I stared into her soul I watched her life come to life around me – she had been hurt by everyone in her life - man and woman. I knew I’d have to dig deep to find a memory. I was so distracted by the fact that there were others that I grabbed the first memory I could find. It was a priest, and he simply said, “You are loved…you’re a beautiful soul.” I repeated his words, and at that moment she faded. Others closed in around me, whispering my name, begging me to come with them. I just stared forward and let the memories of lives that didn’t belong to me come to life – I didn’t even know which image they belonged to. I started to say words – names – cities – songs – smells – seasons of the year. At first, I thought I was doing it all wrong - too fast - because I couldn’t see them fade; when I thought I did, more would emerge - but then the hiss grew calm, and the whispers became innocent.

Their taunts ended, and their pleas began. I felt them fight for my attention – for my words that would bring an emotion to life – one that would help save their soul. I wanted to help them all, but I had to go – I had my own life to live.

I stepped back. “If you want my help – clear my path…let me find my light, and I’ll bring yours to you.”

As I said the words, the dark images melted into ordinary shadows and it was silent. I could see Madison a few feet in front of me. Shock and confusion was all over her face as she walked back to the car.

Stunned and numb, I stepped slowly back to the driver’s side and slid in. Madison climbed in, and we sat in silence as we stared forward at the ordinary world before us now.

“I can’t believe they listened to you,” she finally said, daring to look at me.

“They could just be playing games…I don’t trust any of it,” I said as I reached to turn down the still-playing radio.

“Charlie – you just told them to clear a path, and they did…you made a promise to them…if I were you, I’d keep it.”

“I will…as soon as I figure out how,” I said, putting the car in drive. I was so numb from the adrenaline, I felt dizzy.

“Maybe they’re our weapon…not the enemy,” Madison said, turning in her seat to look at me.

“That doesn’t make me feel any better – the bigger the weapon, the bigger the enemy.”

“It’s gonna take the four us to do this – you see that now, don’t you?” Madison asked me in a pleading voice.

“More than the four us…much more...I don’t know what to think…I just know this is the beginning, not the end.”

“Evan is flying people over here….”

“What?!” I asked, completely confused.

Madison pointed for me to turn; once I did, I hit the gas, knowing I’d lost time helping those shadows.

“There are more of us…a lot more…so far, we’re the best…the strongest - but after what happened to you, we had no choice but to reach out to others – we can’t be outnumbered.”

“We already are – who’s he bringing?”

“I’m not sure…I was too focused on you. Ask Draven tonight when you tell him about all of this.”

Her directions managed to cut twenty minutes off our time. I slowed down as I crossed the bridge in my driveway, then sped up again as I circled the house.

Madison threw her hands up in the air. “Score – no Hummer.”

I sighed and pulled into my spot in the garage. I put the car in park and leaned back in my seat, telling myself to just breathe. I felt Madison’s hand on my arm, and I opened my eyes.

“Tell him, have dinner with your mom, smile and be happy, and tonight tell him. Don’t let Bianca destroy you – the both of you,” she said quietly,

I smiled faintly. “K,” I said as my eyes danced over her face. “What was with that look you and Britain had? It didn’t look like you two hated each other then.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know if he can see or not, but if he can, I’m sure he saw my dream….Aden saw it the other day….at least parts of it.”

“What did he say about it?”

She raised her eyebrows. “Now he and Draven are more determined for us to go with Austin.”

My eyes grew wide. “You showed them Britain?!”

“He saw my dream…I was thinking about it, and I didn’t know he was watching me – they don’t know the name – I doubt they think he’s real – I was more focused on that gray world.”

“Real enough to wanna leave.”

She shook her head. “They may be my cousins, but they’ve always acted like big brothers…they’re just overprotective of the both of us.”

“I may need you to save Britain…you caused him to hesitate – twice. That doesn’t happen to him. He always knows what to say and what to do.”

“Charlie, let this go – you don’t need me – you need Draven. I doubt he can be saved.” Even though her words were strong, her tone was weak…she saw something in him, too; she just didn’t want to admit it.

I looked in my rearview mirror to see Draven’s Hummer pulling in behind me.

“OK,” she said as she climbed out. She kept her eyes down and rushed to her car. It was obvious she was avoiding Draven.

I pulled my phone loose and pushed it in my bag as I got out. Draven was walking to me, looking over his shoulder at Madison.

“What have you guys been up to?” Draven asked, turning to look carefully over me.

“Nothing much….she’s gotten really fast at saving people.”

He stepped forward, let his hands settle on my waist, and pulled me to him. “We all have,” he whispered.

I didn’t wait for him to lean in to kiss me. I reached my arms around his neck and pulled him to me. The moment his lips touched mine, I felt the stress wash away and I pushed the pressure of Britain down deep inside.

Draven pulled slowly away and looked down. “Please tell me what’s wrong?” he pleaded.

I reached up and pulled his perfect face to me, stealing another kiss. “Get me through this dinner…and I’ll tell you everything.”

He started to say something, but Kara opened the back door, stopping him.

“Finally – are you trying to give me a stroke?” she said, looking at me.

I locked eyes with her and begged her just to stop and not say a thing about where I was. Draven looked back and forth between us.

Kara put on a fake smile. “Shall we?” she said, walking to Draven’s Hummer.

I didn’t look at him; I just put my arm around him and let him lead me to the passenger side of his truck. When he closed the door, Kara slid in the center of the backseat. “Well?”

“Not now.”

“Not good, Charlie,” she said in a concerned tone.

Draven climbed in. As his eyes met Kara’s in the mirror, I could see him looking all around her, hesitating as he backed out. I bit my lip, fearing he’d see right through her somehow and read her concern for me before I had a chance to explain. He didn’t say anything as he pulled forward.

“I hope you’re OK with eating early,” Kara said, putting her hand on his shoulder.

“Starving. I haven’t eaten today,” Draven said, smiling slightly.

“Me either,” I said quietly.

“Alright, no one tell mom that – wait, I’m innocent; she was in your care for breakfast and lunch,” Kara said in a teasing tone.

Draven’s jaw tightened and reached for my hand. “Starting to regret letting her out of my sight...”

He brought my hand to his lips and kissed my skin.

Kara relaxed into her seat, and I reached to turn up the radio.

“This is what I did today,” Draven said, nodding in the direction of the sound.

I started to rock back and forth with the sound, recognizing some of the lyrics: ‘hold fast to the dream you think you never had.’

Mom texted Kara before we pulled into the restaurant, saying she already had a table and appetizers ordered. Kara climbed out as soon as Draven parked. I fumbled with my seat belt, feeling nervous. Draven reached over and unlatched it for me.

“Calm down,” he said quietly.

I tried to smile and avoided his eyes as I climbed out. He met me in front of the Hummer and took my hand. I focused on the hum I felt from his skin and followed Kara in.

Mom was sitting at a side table, dressed in one of her powerhouse business suits. As soon as she saw us, she tucked her phone in her purse and stood up and hugged Kara, kissing her on the cheek. I let go of Draven’s hand, knowing I’d be next.

“Wow…this feels good…like it should,” she said, smiling at me and Draven.

“Mrs. Myers,” Draven said, reaching to hug her.

“Stop it,” she said, reaching up to hug him. “’Nichole’...you know that.”

He hugged her back, smiling at me over her shoulder.

Mom let go of him and reached for me. “I missed you,” she whispered in my ear.

“You, too,” I said, squeezing her.

She extended her arms and looked over me. I swear, I could see concern there. I looked away and took a seat at the table.

“So where’s Nana and Aden?” Mom asked Draven as they sat down next to me.

“Aden was on his way to pick her up from playing cards all day,” Draven answered.

“They should have come,” Mom said, laying her napkin across her lap.

“I promised them I’d bring them dessert home. I’m sure Nana is tired. I think she puts too much effort into those games sometimes,” Draven said lightheartedly.

“Sounds like her,” my mother said tenderly.

The waitress took our order, and we listened to Mom tell us all about her flights and how insane it was to try and get from one place to another without having to dodge weather. How proud she was of her team and Boston – that she felt comfortable letting them handle things there so she could come home. I nodded along with the conversation and smiled when the time seemed right, but my thoughts were wandering.

Mom looked across the table at me and Draven as they brought our dinner to us. “So what have you two been doing the last few days?”

“Finding our way back,” Draven answered politely.

My mother’s eyes looked carefully over me as she reached for her silverware. I looked down and began to push my food from side to side. I was too nervous to eat. I wanted to talk to Draven alone…to deal with that…then maybe – maybe then I could find a way to connect with my mom.

“Well…I can tell we’re almost there,” my mom said quietly.

Draven smiled slightly and looked to his side at me.

“I understand that we now remember how to play music?” my mother said as her eyes searched over me.

I looked up to question her words. I assumed Nana and Kara had kept her informed on my progress.

“Have we learned a song?” my mother asked quietly.

I felt my cheeks blush and my heart race. I couldn’t look in her eyes. I looked down and nodded.

“A really good one, well written,” Draven said, reaching his arm around the back of my chair.

“I can’t wait to hear it,” my mom said.

It took all I had, but I looked into her blue eyes. “Really?” I asked nervously.

“Of course,” she said, reaching to touch my hand. She turned my palm up and looked down at my fingertips. “You’ve been playing,” she said, running her smooth skin over the callouses that were starting to form over them.

I nodded and looked down at my hand, remembering how empowering if felt when I played music. In the back of my mind, I was wondering if there was a way to just play a perfect song for the shadows – if there was a way I could help them all at once.

We finished dinner in silence. I could see Draven, Kara, and Mom glancing at one another, then me. I was sure they were having some kind of silent conversation.

When the waitress came back, Draven ordered dessert to go for Nana and Aden. I was starting to think I could just go with him to take it to them – that Kara could ride with mom. I wanted to talk to him about Britain – Bianca...to get it off of my chest. I thought I’d done my part – I had dinner with my mom…now I had other issues to deal with.

“Did your dad say when he’d be back?” Mom asked Draven.

“He didn’t… last time I talked to him, he was trying to get in touch with some old friends,” Draven answered.

I looked to my side at him, remembering that Madison had said that there were more of us. I was curious to know how many – to see if they had a faster way of making the whispers silent.

“If there’s one thing I’ve learned in this life – it’s that friends are always there when you need them – I’m sure he’ll find them,” my mom said as she smiled at Draven.

“If he doesn’t, we’ll be fine…we’ve made it this far,” Draven said, looking to his side at me.

I just looked down, growing more nervous as the minutes ticked by. I just wanted to talk to him alone. I fumbled with the words I’d have to say in my mind. I was terrified that he’d be angry with me – that he wouldn’t see that I was just trying to protect him.

When the waitress came back, Draven tried to pay, but my mom managed to beat him to it.

“So, um…,“ he said, looking down at me. “I guess I’m gonna take these to them,” he said, nodding to the dessert.

“I’ll go with you,” I said, scooting my chair back.

“I tell you what,” he said, catching my gaze. “I’ll take these; you can help your mom get settled – show her what you learned – then I’ll come back over in a while, if you want.”

“That sounds nice,” my mom said, agreeing with him.

I started to argue, but he leaned forward and kissed my forehead, then stood, taking his bags with him. I closed my eyes as he walked away, wanting to chase after him.

“I can’t tell you how relieved I am to see you with him,” my mother said.

I blushed before opening my eyes. “Thanks,” I said quietly.

Kara raised her hands as if to look accomplished. “Did you hear that? No sarcasm at all – I’m a good role model.”

Mom laughed and shook her head as she stood and grabbed her purse. I slid back in my chair and stood to follow them out. On the way home, Kara talked out the story line of her book with mom. I stared out the window, letting my mind trace over the conversation I had with Britain – the fight with Bianca. I couldn’t believe I was stupid enough to try and face this on my own. I hated myself for it.

When we got home, I helped mom carry her bags to her room. The guitar sound seemed to be louder now than ever before, making it hard to ignore. I watched my mom closely to see if she showed any sign of hearing it, but she simply started to unpack quietly.

“I’m gonna go up to my room. I guess I’ll see you when you’re settled,” I said quietly.

“I’m just gonna change into something comfortable. I’ll be there in a minute,” she said as I walked out of the room.

I unzipped Draven’s hoodie as I climbed the stairs to my room. I walked to the edge of my bed and sat down, pulling my bag to my lap. I reached in for my phones, wanting to charge them. I pulled out Britain’s first; there was one message: ‘we need to talk’. I cringed as I read the text and let the phone fall to the floor, feeling frustrated – and afraid. I didn’t want to talk anymore – I knew he’d just confuse me…what did he mean that Draven was the one that was blind? Did he mean that because I hadn’t told him about them? Something told me it was much more than that.

The guitar sound began to scream at me. I knew it was saying to run, to end this, but I didn’t know how. I felt my bag vibrate and reached in for my phone. Draven had sent a text: ‘play for the both of them – I’ll be there before you know it.’ I smiled at his words, but then the dread of what I had to say to him came to me. I stood, reading his text over and over again, trying to find courage as I climbed the stairs to my father’s studio.

The sun was setting, and a purple haze coated the room. I thought I felt my dad, so I looked up, scanning every inch of the thin air, not finding any sign of him. I walked slowly to the couch, slid my phone in my bag, then took it off and let it fall to the floor. I turned and walked to the guitar stand and let my fingers dance across each one. The echo of the guitar around me grew almost silent, as if it were waiting for me to play with it.

I let my shoulders fall, finally losing all the nerve I had to play for my mom. “I think if I play for her….it’ll make her sad,” I said quietly.

“It won’t,” I heard my mother say tenderly. “I promise.”

I froze, unable to say a word. I looked over my shoulder to see her standing at the doorway in holy jeans and a tank top. I furrowed my eyebrows, knowing I’d never seen her dressed so comfortable. She shrugged her shoulders. “ I found them in my closet,” she said, looking down at her jeans.

I turned and looked out the window toward Draven’s house. This would be so much easier if he were here. I was angry with myself. I’d waited so long to finally connect with my mom – to feel some kind of bond, and the moment I got what I wanted, I was too distracted to make it a good memory – I was sure I’d mess this up – and in the end, we’d be worse than we were before.

She walked slowly to the couch and took a seat on the far end, then nodded her head toward the rack. “I’m ready to listen,” she said, smiling affectionately.

“Really?” I asked, quietly trying to judge her mood, to see if she was just trying to be strong.

She nodded and tilted her head toward the stand. I looked around the room once more, thinking if I saw my dad again, I’d be stronger. I still felt him, but he wasn’t showing himself. It almost felt like he was letting us have our moment. I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, then reached for the black and grey electric guitar. I led the cord to the amp around to the side of the couch and climbed up on the arm, facing my mother. I plugged the amp in and adjusted the guitar across my lap.

I glanced at my mother to see her slowly moving her head from side to side with a slight smile.

“What?” I asked, thinking I was doing something all wrong.

“Irony...beautiful irony,” she said, nodding for me to play.

I furrowed my eyebrows, wondering what she meant by that, then looked down at the guitar. I adjusted my fingers around the neck and closed my eyes. I forgot she was there. I forgot everything that was bothering me at that moment, and I played. I played so perfectly, for a moment I thought it wasn’t me, that the sound of my father’s guitar had just risen again. As the music played, I felt absorbed by it, completely safe; it was like this song simply had the power to make me forget everything, yet hold on to my convictions. Once I was finished, I kept my eyes closed for a second. I heard the sound of my father’s guitar erupt, as if to applaud my performance. A blushing grin spread across my face, and I slowly opened my eyes.

My mother was staring at me. She wasn’t sad like I thought she’d be - she seemed content. I watched as her eyes searched over me, and the concern I knew she had surfaced in her expression. I stood and gently removed the cord to the amp before placing the guitar back on the stand. I kept my back to her as I studied my fingertips….the cuts there….made me feel strong.

“Charlie,” my mother said quietly.

I looked over my shoulder at her, and she extended her arm for me to come sit by her side. I kept my head down and went to her. She let one arm fall around me and reached her other to hold my hand.

“That was beautiful,” she said quietly.

I didn’t say anything; I just leaned into her. Slowly, her soft fingers circled on my hand.

“Does it make you feel safe when you hear it?” she asked, looking down at me.

I looked up at her and let my eyes tell her yes.

She smiled vaguely. “I understand that you remembered how to see last night?”

“Nana called you?” I questioned, fearing she’d told her everything.

She let her eyes tell me no. I furrowed my eyebrows as I searched over every part of her beautiful face.

“I want you to see me right now. I want you to listen to me tell you about the first time I heard that song,” she whispered, leaning her head against mine, still turning her soft fingertips on the top of my hand.

My heart started to race, and heat flushed in my cheeks. Then out of nowhere, I felt a warm hum absorb me, and a calm that couldn’t belong to me took over. I stared into her eyes, and memories that could only belong to her came to life around me. I was sure I hadn’t seen them before – that she’d shielded them from me. I could remember feeling the frustration of not seeing her before – I remembered thinking that it was because she didn’t want me to really know her – that she’d lost all trust in humanity. Seeing this wall fall now made me feel…honored.

“Life was perfect in every way… we were happy. He came home just before the last leg of his tour. He told me he just had to see us. I remember being so mad at him because he managed to spend almost the entire two days he was here in this studio.”

Suddenly, I was standing next to her in the corner of this room. It was dark, and my father was on the couch playing the black and grey guitar…the song I’d just played. My mother, very pregnant with me, was standing in the doorway in a long white cotton night gown, a sleepy smile on her face.

He reached his arm out for her to come to his side. She sat down next to him, and he leaned forward and kissed her lips tenderly, holding her stomach.

He then reached up and let his hand cradle her face. “I’m gonna play this for you – for the baby, and I need you to remember it,” he said softly.

“Tomorrow,” my mother said, taking his hand, wanting to go to bed, but he pulled her gently back down to the couch and stared intently at her.

“Listen, I need you to listen – this will keep her safe,” he pleaded through an innocent smile.

“’Her’?” my mother said, raising her eyebrows as if to question why he assumed that I’d be a girl.

He didn’t answer her; he just smiled, then began to play my song, holding her stare.

It was more than I could take. I had to step out of this memory. I had to glance away. My heart was racing, and I could barely breathe. I had no idea what she’d show me next, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to handle it. I felt her arms tighten around me. “Listen to my voice – look at me,” she said calmly.

I did as she said and nervously looked into her eyes. She smiled and caressed my hair, tears glassing over her eyes.

“I didn’t understand his urgency that night, but…four days later, in the middle of the night I heard that sound erupt all around me, waking me from a deep sleep. At first…I thought he was home and went to look for him, but he wasn’t. I couldn’t figure out where it was coming from. I searched every room in the dead of the night.

“When I opened the front door to look outside, Evan was on the front porch – I never heard him say the words – I couldn’t; the sound wouldn’t let me. I didn’t hear the wake, the days that followed. The only sound I could hear above it was Kara’s voice…until you were born. Then it began to quiet. It would change with the mood of the moment – I remember it putting you to sleep when I didn’t have the strength to...”

“You’ve always heard this?” I asked in a shaky voice.

She nodded.

“That’s why you didn’t listen to the music...you didn’t want to cover it...” I said as my eyes rushed over her expression.

“This is your song,” she said, pointing at the thin air. “There are hosts of others that are mine. I still hear new ones from time to time.”

“Do you ever see him?” I asked, wanting desperately to show her what I saw last night.

A smile beamed across her face. “All the time,” she said, leaning forward to kiss my forehead.

“I wish I’d known,” I mumbled, not understanding why she’d never told me this. “How did he know he was gonna die?” I asked in an angry voice, thinking he could have avoided it.

She pulled me to her and rocked us back and forth with the slow rhythm of the guitar. “Your father…could see clearly. His gift haunted him.”

“How?” I asked, petrified.

Her hand caressed my hair. “Everyone can see…everyone can hear…most just choose to ignore the world around them –it’s easier that way. It’s easy to be blind….it’s easy to play the role the world has given you…you father fought it…defied his nature, and….it refused to let him find peace in that choice.”

I turned forward, burying my face in my hands. At that moment, I wanted to be blind – to live a normal life. I didn’t want to be anyone’s last hope. An old anger swelled deep inside me. I could remember thinking that these shadows had caused my father’s driver to crash his bus – that they stole him from me. Helping them should be the last thing I’d want to do – I guess the only reason I did is because I didn’t want to die – I didn’t want my mother to lose me, too. I felt my mother’s hand gently moving across my back.

“You’re stronger than he was...than either of us…you’re always protected,” she said quietly.

I looked up at her, wanting her to explain – to tell me how to escape this hold they have on me.

I could tell she wanted to explain something to me badly….something she thought I couldn’t comprehend at this moment….and I trusted her instinct to keep it from me – at least for now.

We sat in silence for a while, watching the sinking sun, then I felt her arm go around me. I knew she was trying to find some way to build my confidence…to make me feel safe, but couldn’t quite find the path she wanted to take….so she chose to explain her version of what happened to me. “As you grew up – anytime you were in danger, your dad would tell me – his music would erupt, and I’d run to you just in the nick of time. Last Thursday, it was so loud and violent that it shook my soul; I’ve never been more terrified for you….I called Rosa, and she told me you were safe and sound, watching a movie at the apartment with Bianca – as I hung up the phone with her – it all made sense – I realized that as soon as your new friends came into your life – we grew even more distant – that you were starting to turn inward, away from everyone. I ran every step I could to get to you, screaming at your dad to watch you until I got there….something told me he couldn’t, and I guess I was right because when I found you, I saw the shadows – I saw Britain waiting for you to submit.”

Flashes of what I saw last night came to my mind, and terror consumed me. “I don’t know how to send them away, mom – I’ve tried,” I said as my voice and body trembled.

“Free will, baby,” she said, gently pulling me closer. “I didn’t tell you this for you to fear them – I told you this so you could be strong and tell them to go away. I’m not a fool, I know it’s not that simple, that you’ll struggle – but I also know that you’re strong enough – bright enough - that they’ll never take you over.I’m quite certain that if anything – you’ll only grow stronger – more determined because of this.”

I shook my head no, knowing I’d become the weak link.

“Listen,” she said, squeezing my shoulder. “Your father always told me that if he listened, he’d find a way out of the darkness…you just have to listen.”

She pulled me to her shoulder, and we sat in silence for a moment as my thoughts raced through a reality that I couldn’t comprehend.

“I admit, I was afraid for you,” she said quietly. “But I’m not anymore – I know you’ve found your father again – that you’ve remembered Draven – that with allies like them in your life, there isn’t a darkness or shadow you can’t help.”

I looked up at her. “Draven doesn’t know what I’m up against – he’s gonna be furious,” I said quietly.

“Not at you,” she said under her breath.

“I don’t know what to do,” I said quietly.

She smiled faintly. “Hold your ground – turn your enemies into your weapon, at least that’s what I would do.”

I heard a knock and looked up to see Kara in the doorway.

“Am I interrupting? It’s been quiet for a while,” she asked, carefully gauging our mood.

My mother smiled. “We were just catching up.”

A relief seemed to sweep over Kara. “Well, I was gonna go to the store and get some popcorn and a movie – do you guys need anything?” she asked, walking to the couch.

“I do. I’ll just ride with you,” mom said, hugging me before standing. “Coming?” she said, reaching her hand for mine.

I shook my head no. “I need to talk to Draven,” I answered.

“You don’t have to say a word – just let him see you again,” my mother said, looking down at me.

I nodded and looked over my shoulder out the window. She leaned down and kissed my forehead before they left. I leaned back into the couch, took in a deep breath, and tried to figure out how I would explain all of this to Draven – what we would do. I knew running away wouldn’t stop it – that if we ran away with Austin, we’d not only leave our family in heartache, but we’d also bring the devil to the doorstep of countless unsuspecting souls…I couldn’t let that happen.



 




Chapter 17

I took a deep breath, then stood to walk back to my room. Now that it was dark, the only light that showed my way came from over the short wall. I reached for the light to turn it on, but I hesitated – I was tired of being afraid of the dark.

I heard the door close downstairs, then I heard my phone vibrating. I looked at the stairs behind me, knowing my phone was still in my bag – that the one that was ringing was Britain’s. My heart started to race, and I felt a sick feeling absorb me. I walked to my bed and felt around on the floor, trying to find it. I could see the light from the screen under my bed. I thought about just leaving it there – to just ignore it – to call Draven and tell him to come over, but then I had the insane idea that maybe I could try this once more – just tell Britain to go away.

I stood with it in my hands. My body was trembling so much that I had to struggle to slide the bar to answer. The sound of the guitar grew louder, and the tune was powerful - almost as if it were scolding me.

“I’m gonna tell him,” I said quietly to the guitar. I just wanted to try once more.

I head Britain’s voice. “Tell me what?”

I looked down at the phone, then slowly raised it to my ear.

“I don’t need you to feel safe,” I said bleakly.

“At this moment, you do,” he said in an alarmed tone.

“This is over,” I said with a jagged breath, squeezing my eyes closed. “This ends tonight – it’s over – I promise you that.”

“Charlie, wait, you don’t –” I didn’t let him let him finish. I hit ‘End’ on the call. I didn’t want any warnings from him – any words that would confuse me further. I wasn’t helping him until Draven was safe.

I was terrified that he’d call back, so I held the button down, wanting to turn it off. I had an overwhelming fear that I’d just called the devil to battle – and I wasn’t sure I’d survive.

“This is what you’ve been hiding,” I heard Draven say shortly.

I turned to see him standing at the top of the stairs with an angry scowl on his face. As I stepped closer, he held his hand out, stopping me.

I hesitated, then said, “It’s over – I was gonna tell you – right now,” in a trembling voice.

“Tell me what?” he said through a locked jaw. “That you’ve been playing me for a fool?”

“No,” I said in an angry tone, not understanding why he was being so cold. “I was protecting you from them.”

“I heard you: ‘This ends tonight,’” he repeated coldly.

I stepped forward, wanting to see him more clearly - to explain. He held his hand out tell me to stop. “You’ve been cheating on me – on us – no wonder you didn’t want me to see you – this – this is over!” he said, turning to walk down the stairs.

“Draven?! Stop – listen to me!!” I said, chasing after him, but before I could take another step a force blocked me from going forward and the guitar screamed in anger.

“Let me go!!” I screamed, pushing forward against the nothing that was holding me back. I flung Britain’s phone over the wall in pure anger. “Draven – come back – I need you!!”

The sound of the guitar bellowed, and the invisible force wouldn’t let me move. “Let me go!!” I yelled, struggling and finally falling to the ground.

Out of the corner of my eye on the staircase that led to the studio, I saw my father. He was staring at me with absolute fear and heartache, like he wanted to tell me something but couldn’t. He started to walk up the stairs as the pressure that was holding me back released me. I hesitated, not knowing if I should chase Draven or follow him. I scrambled to my feet and raced up the stairs after my dad. The song changed; it was one of rage and heartache. When I got to the studio, his image was in front of the window and the lights were blinking on and off rapidly.

“Say it,” I said through my teeth as my heart raced. “Just say what you want to – I don’t understand –tell me how to beat this!”

I walked boldly to my father, holding his concerned stare as tears began to pool in my eyes. Once I reached him, he vanished. I balled my hands into fists, furious with him, with Draven. My eyes looked past where he was standing, through the window, to Draven’s house.

I saw him; I saw Draven. At first, I thought maybe it was Aden, but he was there, too. Draven’s back was to the window, and Aden was playing the drums. I pressed my forehead against the window and blinked my eyes to make sure I hadn’t gone insane – there was no way he had made it home – I doubted he’d even made it out of the driveway.

My eyes grew wider, and my heart pounded in my chest as my breath left me. The window fogged over instantly, then the word “RUN” appeared.

I turned and grabbed my bag, throwing it across myself, then ran down the steps, trying to find my keys. I pushed through the back door. It was dark now, and I could hear the hiss of the shadows as I rushed to my car and struggled to find the right key.

I threw the car in reverse and sped around the side of the house. I couldn’t see anything – my headlights weren’t powerful enough to shine through the shadows that were blocking my path. As my car drove over the bridge, I felt the vibration of the wood as it began to fall. I tried to speed forward, but the floor gave way and the back of my car crashed through to the creek below. My front wheels were balancing on edge of the bank, but as the water began to push against the back of the car, the wheels lost their balance and the car began to slide back.

The water started to rush in all around me. I tried to open the door, but the weight of the water was too much. I was petrified. I turned in my seat and started to kick the window – I used all the force I could as my feet slammed against the glass over and over again. The water was climbing over my body – it was cold and dark. I took in a deep breath and put my head under the water and kicked once more – that time, the window gave way. I turned in the water and climbed through the broken window, feeling the glass slice my side.

I surfaced by my car, only to find myself trapped again. The bridge had collapsed all around me, and though I was above the water, I knew the only way out would be to swim beneath the bridge. Dark shadows began to take shape – and whisper to me, “Come, Charlie…come, Charlie.”

I glared in their direction, then took in a deep breath and dove under the water. The bed of the creek was littered with jagged rocks, and I had to struggle in the darkness to find my way around the wood that had fallen from the bridge. I felt something holding my leg back; in my panicked state, I was sure it was the darkness. I turned my body to fight it, and when I did I saw that it was a jagged rock that that had hooked my jeans. I was losing my breath, so I pulled forward, feeling the leg of my jeans tear away from me.

I found the surface and my breath in the next second. I crawled out of the bank, gasping for air. Coughing the nasty creek water out of my lungs, I tried to focus my eyes so I could find my bearings; I had no idea which way to run. I crawled forward and saw feet before me. My eyes slowly rose up to see Britain reaching his hand down to help me up.

“What happened? Are you OK?” he said in a concerned tone.

I didn’t take his hand – I scrambled to my feet and glared at him. “You need to read the rule book again – I told you to go away – how dare you try to kill me!” I screamed in anger.

“Me?” he asked in an astonished tone as his steel blue eyes looked innocently over me. I knew that look….and it didn’t belong to Britain….it belonged to Bianca. I tried to focus my eyes, fearing I was in shock and that they were playing tricks on me. “Charlie… you’re safe with me,” the image of Britain said calmly as it stepped closer me. “Listen…it’s silent.”

I looked all around me and heard the silence of the darkness. In my mind, I called forth the sound of my song – I remembered it as loud as I could, flooding the silence with its purity.

“I hate the silence,” I said through gritted teeth as I felt the song in my mind empower me.

“You know what your problem is?” the image asked in an amused tone. I knew then for sure that Bianca was behind this image – I could hear her tone laced in the image’s words.

“Apparently, I don’t,” I said, glaring at this image.

“I’ll tell you,” the image said smugly. At that moment, I saw her come to life within it – I saw Bianca; I guess she figured out she wasn’t fooling me. “You’re too stupid and blind to see your own power – too stupid to see that not only will I end you – I will end them all.”

“If you touch them – if you even look in their direction, I will stop at nothing to destroy you – my willpower alone will end the tragedy you bring.”

“’Tragedy,’” she repeated as she smiled confidently, like that was what she adored: tragedy.

“Aren’t you the devil - a demon ?” My eyes looked over her in disgust. “No, you’re not the devil – you’re just a servant – too weak to have your own life – too weak for me to even conceive as real - I should pity you, but I can’t; there are too many others that deserve my help.”

She laughed out loud and stepped forward. “You are nothing – do you hear me? Nothing – not anymore.”

I pushed her, and she stumbled backwards, then her image changed back to Britain’s strong image. As his arms encircled me, pulling me against the cold energy, I could feel it in whatever this was I was fighting. At that moment, I saw headlights beam across us; it was Madison. She slammed her car in park and pushed her door open.

The image nodded his head in her direction, and all at once dark shadows consumed her. I screamed in horror as I watched her vanish. I couldn’t tell if she was still here or not. I thought I could hear her saying random words, but there was no way for me to be sure – I was still hiding behind my song in my mind, and my heart was beating violently in my ears.

“Let her go!” I screamed, pushing against this cold, dark energy that seemed to hold more power than any human could perceive.

“Why, Charlie? What good would that do me?” the image asked in an amused tone as he let me go.

“Send the shadows to me!” I demanded.

The image shook his head no. “I’m not a fool…never have been.”

“Obviously, you’re blind – I wouldn’t submit to you for silence – the only way I’d come to you would be if they heard silence – if they were protected and allowed to live their lives the way they wish – even if meant fighting your kind.”

The image slowly began to circle me; I ignored it. As I stared at Madison, I could see her through the darkness, she was helping – breaking through them. I knew it wouldn’t be long before she’d be at my side. In the distance, I could see headlights speeding toward us – I knew as high as they were that it had to be Draven – that he’d seen my father’s warning in the window of his studio – that he was coming for me.

The image circled in front of me and reached its cold arms around my shoulders. “Go back to sleep…,” the image said as the pupils within its eyes began to expand and contrast just as Draven’s Hummer reached my driveway. The image breathed in, and I felt the warmth of my soul fading – a numbing cold filled every part of me.

I felt a weight come over me, so heavy, so mindlessly numb that I closed my eyes and began to fall. I heard Draven scream my name – I heard Aden scream at the image that reflected Britain, then I heard the whispers hiss. As I collided with the ground, I tried to focus. I saw the shadows overtake Aden; they tried to overtake Draven, but he was saying random words so fast, the darkness was breaking apart before it could reach him.

Draven charged at Britain. I tried to scream, to tell him to stop, that it was an image of a demon – not some shadow that could be talked down - but I couldn’t find the words. I was slipping away. I was losing myself again. My eyes closed, and the only sound I could hear was my guitar.

The darkness started to fade, and I heard my name: “Charlie.” It was so faint that I couldn’t tell who had said it. “Charlie,” the voice said again. I opened my eyes, and all around me there was a white glow; it was warm and inviting, and I felt at peace.

Kneeling beside me, looking adoringly at me was my father.

“Are you real?” I asked in a tearful voice. “Did I just die?”

He gently reached for my hand and pulled me up. “You are not only alive…your soul is on fire.”

“Help me stop this – help them fight the shadows,” I pleaded, looking into my father’s dark eyes. I watched as his he carefully looked over every part of my face.

“The shadows are not the enemy.”

“I can’t save them fast enough; there are too many memories – too much heart ache.”

My father tilted his head and smiled warmly. “All you have to do is invoke an emotion – one emotion…and the most powerful emotion may be one they have never felt.”

“Then how can I help them remember something they never felt?” I asked in a pleading voice.

“Show them what it feels like to have it – let them see it in your life.”

“I can’t let my shield down – it’s not safe.”

“My beautiful girl,” he said, reaching to cradle my face. “It would only take an instant – then you can hide behind the wall I gave you.”

He leaned forward and kissed my forehead. I closed my eyes and felt the bliss of his presence fade and the coldness of the ground come to life around me. I struggled to open my eyes. Through a blur, I could see Draven and…Bianca, face to face – I could see Aden and Madison still struggling with darkness – I was terrified she was hypnotizing him – stealing him from me.

I pulled myself up on one arm, and in the loudest voice I could manage I said, “Come.”

In that instant, I was surrounded by dark images – and evil taunts. I couldn’t see past them. I had no way of knowing if they were the same ones that the others were fighting or simply more.

Too weak to hold myself up, I laid back on the ground and stared up at them as they hovered around me. “Do you want to feel this?” I mumbled as I let my shield fall and the memories I had of Draven loving me – the way his kiss felt – the way I felt when I heard him say “I love you” came to life around me.

The whispers stopped, and the images that were all around me grew hungry for that emotion. I let the sound of my guitar play in mind and felt my shield come to life again.

“If so,” I mumbled, trying to hold my eyes open, “fight for the one I love – redeem yourself with this one good deed.”

My eyes closed against my will. When I forced them open, I saw that the images were walking away from me. I rolled to my side and saw that Aden and Draven were side by side and that Madison was running to me.

Bianca looked past Draven to the images of the shadows that were coming to Draven’s side. Madison reached me and pulled my head into her lap.

“He has to show them,” I said, trying to focus.

“Show them what?!” she said breathlessly as she tried to get me to focus.

“Tell Draven to show them us – our memories – that will help them all at once,” I said, pushing her to go to him.

“Draven!” she screamed.

He looked our way. Madison didn’t say a word; she just let him see her memories – she let him see what I’d just said. Draven furrowed his eyebrows as he looked at me, then behind himself. In that instant, I saw every shadow turn into a light – separate, they were dim - but together, they were near blinding. In that instant, Bianca was gone and Britain was standing in front of Draven – I thought I was going insane – how was that image doing that? Who was Draven fighting? Did he even see Bianca? Was that Bianca who mocked the image of Draven before? My head spun as I tried to grasp reality.

Draven tuned and glared at Britain. “This is over.”

I stared at the image of Britain, waiting for him to say or do something .Then all at once, the image turned into Bianca again – I blinked, thinking my eyes were definitely playing tricks on me; when I focused again, I saw Britain. I started to crawl forward, not trusting anything I could see - as I moved, Britain turned into Bianca and smiled daringly down at me. But before I could scream her name, she turned back into Britain.

The image looked at Draven, and a confident grin came across its face. “No….she’s already asleep…you’re too late.”

Draven charged forward, but the light behind him and Aden was faster than he was – it swarmed around the image of Britain, then a vibration of pure energy erupted, and it was dark again – they were gone. I couldn’t hold my eyes open any longer. I let my eyes fall and felt myself drifting deeply into sleep.

I tried to understand who that was…was it the real Britain….the one I thought I could save trapped somewhere and the devil just used his image…or was he the devil himself?



 




Chapter 18

 




Somewhere in my sleep, the sound of my guitar began to fade, and I heard a much sweeter voice. I heard Draven scream my name. I tried to answer him, but I couldn’t; I was too weak. I felt his lips on mine – I felt warmth – life – love flowing through me. It was as if I could breathe for the first time ever. I kissed him back, and I felt his arms tighten around me and pull me up. I opened my eyes, gasping for breath. Draven was holding me, and Madison and Aden were at his side…it was silent.

“Come on,” Draven said, leaning down to pick me up. “Ride with her,” he yelled at Aden as he ran to his Hummer.

He opened the passenger door of his Hummer and slid me in. I looked out the window to see Madison and Aden climbing in her car. I looked back at the collapsed bridge – I had no idea how I had survived the moment it fell. All you could see was the roof lying across the water. Draven climbed in and pulled me closer to him as he sped through the streets toward his house.

“Where’s my mom – Kara?” I asked as my focus came back to me.

“My house – your mom wanted to see Nana.”

“Did you tell them I was in danger?” I asked, fearing my mother was near insane at this point.

“No…we didn’t say anything; we just ran…Aden called Madison. We knew she was closer.”

“She should have waited for you…I thought she was gone at first.”

He tightened his arm around me as he drove faster. Once we reached his house, he sped around to the back of the house. I tried to sit up as he got out, but I felt the pain in every single one of my muscles. Draven gently pulled me to him and carried me across the garage.

“She’s bleeding, Draven – we should go to the hospital,” Aden demanded.

“It’s nothing – I don’t wanna go anywhere,” I pleaded as I tried to sit up in his arms. Draven held me closer and nodded for Aden to open the door for him. Madison rushed in behind him. As Draven carried me in, I saw Nana, my mom, and Kara around the island in the kitchen. I could see the terror in their eyes and heard the overlapping questions as Draven carried me through the kitchen.

“Find the first aid kit,” he yelled as he carried me up the stairs. At the top of the stairs, he turned to the right, then into the first doorway. He laid me across his bed, which centered the room. My mother was right behind us.

“Look at me, Draven – tell me what happened.” He looked over his shoulder at my mother as I felt Kara crawl across the bed and start to look over me.

“Stop,” I said, pulling myself up. “I’m fine…just a little weak.”

“Look at me,” my mom said, reaching for my shoulders. “Show me what happened – I think you need to go to the hospital.”

“I’m not going anywhere – I’m safe here.”

“Look at me!” my mother commanded.

At that instant, I looked into her eyes and let my shield fall. I showed not only her but each of them every single second that I’d endured – the mock fight with Draven, myself fleeing from the house – the bridge collapsing – my fight for breath under the water – the words I said to that image.

I looked past my mom at Draven; I could see rage in his eyes as he relived it with me. Aden pushed him out of the room – I’m sure to calm him down. Madison followed them; I knew she was prepared to follow them wherever they chose to go. I pulled myself up – I needed to talk to Draven to calm him down.

“I’ll find the first aid kit,” Kara said, rushing out of the room.

Nana turned and started to go through Draven’s dresser at the end of the bed – I was sure she was looking for something for me change into.

My mother looked to her side at the thin air. “Do I need to take her to the doctor – how bad is it?!” she demanded.

At that moment, the image of my father appeared. He reached his hand for my shoulder, then looked over me carefully and shook his head no. I swear, I could see pride beaming from him. My mother tried to smile, but she was too worried for me. She pulled me to the other side of the room where Draven’s bathroom was.

“Take these off so I can see the scrapes,” she said as she closed the door.

I slowly began to take my clothes off, feeling the soreness all over me. Once I pulled my shirt off, I could see the scrapes on my side; they were covered in mud from the creek. I slid my boots off, then my jeans.

“Rinse off so I can treat these,” she said as she turned the water on in the shower.

I didn’t argue; the smell of the creek in my hair was near nauseating. I let the warm water run over me and take away the evidence of the murky water. As I let my hands rush across my side, I could feel small pieces of glass. I pulled them from my skin, squinting in pain as I watched the water wash away the blood.

I heard the door open and shut a few times; I was sure it was Kara and Nana bringing in the first aid kit and clothes for me. I lingered under the warm water, blocking out their voices as they whispered about me. My mind replayed all that I’d faced; I didn’t find a relief in my emotions like I should – all I found was dread. I knew that this wasn’t over….we didn’t just fight Britain…that was Bianca…that was the devil.

My mother reached in the shower, turned off the water, and handed me a towel. I didn’t look at her; I kept my eyes down as I took the towel and dried off behind the curtain, then wrapped it around me.

I pushed the curtain back to find concerned stares coming from Nana, Kara, and my mom.

Nana reached for a pair of shorts on the counter and held them open for me to slide into. I pulled them up and folded them down to make them small enough for me. Kara handed me a white T-shirt of Draven’s. As pulled it over my head, I took in the addicting aroma he always seemed to have. I held it above my ribs so my bleeding side wouldn’t stain it. My mom gently gripped my arm and urged me to sit on the side of the tub.

Both she and Nana started to treat the scrapes on my side as Kara brushed my hair out. I just stared forward, lost in a vacant thought.

“Stand up for me,” my mother said quietly.

I did as she requested, and she kneeled at my side so she could see my wounds. She then reached for the first aid kit and pulled a pair of tweezers.

“I can do this…just leave us alone,” my mom said, looking at Kara and Nana.

Nana put her hand on my mother’s shoulder, then smiled faintly at me as she turned to leave.

“Let me help, mom,” Kara pleaded.

“We’re fine,” my mother said as she removed another piece of glass from my side.

Kara leaned into me and kissed the side of my brow before she followed Nana. I looked in Draven’s room as she left, wanting to see him, but he wasn’t there.

Once my mother was sure all of the glass was gone, she rubbed medicine across the scrapes, then closed the wounds with bandages.

“Good as new,” I mumbled as she stood and started to clean up the mess we’d made.

“No…almost, though,” she said, looking over her shoulder at me.

I thought maybe she was mad at me for not telling Draven…for facing this on my own. I stepped forward and leaned against the counter.

“I didn’t have a chance, mom…not after we talked – it just happened so fast.”

She stepped closer to me, and her eyes danced all over my face. “You have to promise me – that you’ll never make a deal with the devil.”

“I didn’t,” I said in a confused tone.

“Charlie, I can see clearly – you told him the only way you would come was if he’d spare the others.”

I furrowed my eyebrows as I tried to remember what she was talking about. I moved my head from side to side. “I told him I wouldn’t come to him for silence – that saving them would be my only reason.”

“Right,” my mother said firmly. “You should have never told them your price.”

“It’s not a price – it’s my way of knowing that no matter what, we can stop this.”

“You’re not a sacrifice – you’re my daughter, and I taught you to be strong. We don’t give up in this family.”

I looked down and regretted the words I’d said and wondered how I’d pay for them in the distant future.

“I want you to run – run like hell.”

I looked up at her like she was insane. “You taught me to be strong – not to run.”

“Don’t use my words against me,” she said as her eyes filled with sympathy. “I know you have a way out – that you have a way to flee this world, and I want you to take it.”

“I’m not leaving you – your heart has been broken too many times.”

“I’m not alone, Charlie…I never have been…your father has always been at my side. I refuse to lose you – refuse to watch this destroy you.”

“Mom…one of the best lessons you’ve taught me is not to be selfish…I watched you give your life to me and Kara. It would be selfish for me to carry this demon to another’s doorstep – we’re not running.”

I watched as she fought back tears and let out a jagged breath. “OK, then…then stay in this world…stay at the side of the only one who can truly see you.”

“I will,” I whispered.

She reached her arms around me and pulled me to her. We swayed back and forth in the silence for a moment or two, then she slowly let me go.

She let out a deep breath, then opened the door. Draven was sitting on the edge of his bed with his head in his hands. Madison was on one side of him, and Aden was on the other. He looked up as my mom walked past him. My eyes stared into his as I walked closer.

Draven stood and reached his arms out for me. Madison and Aden stood as well. I could feel the nervous anticipation in the air as I walked closer to Draven. Once in his arms, he pulled me to him, carefully avoiding my side.

“I think – I think we should go,” Aden said, looking at Madison.

“You don’t have to go…” I said, leaning back and looking at them both. “I’m sorry you had to go through that with me – I tried to do it on my own,” I said quietly.

They both shook their heads at once. “I told you we’re stronger together,” Aden said, leaning to kiss my forehead before he turned to leave the room.

Madison’s eyes searched all over me. “I wish I could have gotten there faster – been strong enough to fight through the shadows.”

I let go of Draven and reached my arms out for her. She fought back tears and tried to smile as she stepped closer to me. “Your timing is always perfect…and you were so strong…I saw you help them…I could see the light.”

“You’re the light,” she whispered, hugging me back. She looked down, then reached to grip Draven’s arm as she passed him to leave. Once she closed the bedroom door, I looked up at Draven to find him staring at me.

I reached up and pulled his lips to mine. As I felt the warmth of his kiss, I felt a passion in my soul – I felt the aches in my body begin to fade as an urgency to hold him tighter came over me. He was careful not to touch my side as his hands gripped my waist and pulled me against him. As I raised my arms, I felt my bandage come loose, and I feared I was bleeding. I pulled away slowly and reached for my side.

“Let me see,” he said as he raised my shirt. “Lay down; I’ll get another one,” he said, gently encouraging me to lie across the bed. I didn’t argue; I was still weak. I laid on my side and waited for him.

My bag was across his dresser, and everything inside of it was lying out so it could dry. I glanced at the phone as I furrowed my eyebrows and tried to remember if that was mine or Britain’s. Then I remembered throwing Britain’s at the image of Draven.

I felt Draven’s warm hand pull the side of my shirt up. “The moment that image told you I was leaving you.... should have been the moment you realized it was the devil toying with you,” he said quietly as he replaced the bandage on my side.

I looked down at him and reached my hand to cradle his face. “Are you seeing me now?”

He leaned down and gently kissed my side, sending a warm sensation through every part of me before he answered. “I see tonight…I’m still blind to what led us here.”

I reached for his arm and pulled him to me. He crawled to my side and leaned over me. I found myself captivated by the beauty in his green eyes. “I’ll show you everything,” I whispered as I let my fingers run through the dark locks of his hair. I took in a deep breath and remembered it all – the image I saw in the library - what she said…my fears…the first time I saw them…the silent game I seemed to play with them. I hesitated as I remembered the night they all came over… the night I lost my memory.

“Show me,” he demanded quietly.

I held his stare and let it all flow - every single second of that night. I watched as rage filled his eyes and he slowly sat up.

“Please don’t be mad at me…I thought they were gonna hurt you,” I whispered.

He looked back at me, and I could see his heart breaking. “Do you not think I love you enough?”

Tears came to the corners of my eyes as I pulled myself up. “I know that you do…and I knew I couldn’t let them take you – I couldn’t watch you hold someone else.”

“If you know how much I love you – then you know that it wouldn’t matter how seductive anyone was – no one can take your place.”

“I’m sure that woman I saw in library said the same thing…I’m sure that he said something close to what you’re saying now to her – this is a demon…there’s no way for you to know you wouldn’t have been tempted.”

“That hurts, Charlie…I feel like you think our love has a price.”

“No,” I said, reaching for him. “I’d rather die than live one breath without you.”

“Because of them, we lived several years without each other….do you have any idea how hard it was to look at you and know that I wasn’t even a memory?”

“You were always in my heart…,” I promised as I tried to get him to look at me. He wouldn’t; he just stared across the room.

“You’ve never been able to see that you’re the one that’s gifted – that you’re the one that the dead obey…tell me that after all of this, you finally see that – that you know that it’s not me that’s the target – that I’m not the one they need to stop…it’s you.”

“I see that,” I whispered. “But it’s not just me – it’s all of us.”

He looked into my eyes. “No more secrets…promise me that…I can’t lose you.”

“I promise,” I said as tears glassed over my eyes.

He leaned forward and gently kissed my lips. I felt my heart race and my skin blush with anticipation as his arms gently wrapped around me. As he laid me down, I squinted in pain; I was prepared to ignore it just so I could feel his touch, but he wasn’t prepared to watch me try. He slowly pulled away and stared into my eyes.

He smiled slightly. “I guess the best thing about all of this…was falling deeper in love with you. I feel like it taught me to never take you for granted – it showed me that what we have between us is divine – sacred, and it can never be divided…at least not for long.”

I smiled as I gazed into his emerald green eyes. “I love you,” I whispered.

A blushing smile beamed across his face.

“What?” I asked, blushing at his response.

“You haven’t told me that since you lost your memory…I missed hearing it.”

My eyes searched across his captivating image. He was right – I had told everyone but him that I loved him; I felt so guilty for that.

“Tell me you at least felt it,” I asked as sorrow filled my eyes.

He gently reached his hand to caress my face. “I felt it the moment you saw me in that restaurant – I felt you wanting me to come over to the table and say something to you.”

“Why didn’t you?” I asked, thinking this could have been so much easier if I knew from the beginning.

“Not driving to that ER – not watching you walk the line at your graduation was the hardest thing I’ve ever done…but I had to let you come back. I was terrified that if I showed up and demanded that you remember me, our life together would stay lost in your memories…I had to wait for you to find your way…but I was always there….right there, listening for you to ask me to be with you – for you to let me in.”

“You’re stronger than me – if this was reversed, I wouldn’t have been able to wait.”

“You never know how strong you are until you have no other choice,” he said just before he stole a gentle kiss. “I want to run away with you…I think we need to go with Austin.”

My eyes raced across his face. “Are you scared of that dream Madison had? That dark place… that fight she saw?”

He furrowed his eyebrows as if he were trying to remember what I was talking about.

“She said Aden saw it…that he told you and you wanted to run even more now.”

A look of understanding came over his face as he remembered what I was talking about. “I don’t know that her dream would make we wanna go anymore than I already do…honestly, I’m a little worried that we’ll come across one of them if we travel with Austin…we’ll just have to keep her safe.”

“We’ve already met one,” I said in a confused tone, wondering once again if he saw Bianca or Britain tonight.

“We have?” he asked as anger came over his expression.

“Tell me who you fought tonight – what did they look like?”

He hesitated as a pain came to his eyes, then whispered, “See me, Charlie,” as he stared into my eyes.

Our nightmare played before me again, only this time through his eyes. I saw him race toward me – I saw a dark image before him…it was mocking him in every way, showing Draven images of me with another faceless person….me seductively loving this person. I recognized the body - it was Britain. The dark image never formed into Britain or Bianca…it was just a dark void of existence – a demon like no other.

I shook my head from side to side as a sick feeling came over me. “That’s not true! That’s not true!” I pulled myself up as tears washed down my face. “I swear, it’s not true – oh my God, I’m gonna be sick!”

Draven pulled me to him and rocked me back and forth. “I know, I know,” he whispered as he kissed my hair, then my cheek, then my lips. I kissed him back as passionately as I could, climbing into his lap...I wanted to take those images away...I wanted to show him that he was the only one that ever has or would love me like that. He laid me down gently and, against my will, pulled away from my kiss.

“Easy,” he whispered as he caressed the side of my face. “I don’t wanna hurt you.”

I shook my head. “That was so cruel – how did they do that?”

“Who?”

“Bianca – Britain – they’re the ones you were fighting - the ones I’ve been fighting. Britain was one of the ones in Madison’s dream – how could you not see that?!”

“Shh,” he whispered to calm me as he caressed my cheek. “I know this is a demon like no other we’ve faced simply because instead of seeing his worst memories or fears – I saw mine.”

“Don’t fear that,” I whispered.

“I knew it wasn’t real, then and now.” he promised

“I saw them both…I thought she would seduce you…then I thought Britain would hurt you.”

I could see rage in his eyes, but it wasn’t for me; it was for the demon we were fighting. “We’ll beat this….let me take you away…I won’t let either of those boys near Madison, neither will Aden… we have to keep us safe and together.”

I looked away from his eyes and let out a breath. “Before we go…we’re gonna have to figure out how to control the darkness.”

“We’re running from it – why would we need to control it?” he asked, sitting up, prepared to argue with me.

I pulled myself up and caught his intense stare. “I think…I think that we’ve been seeing this all wrong…at least I have.”

He tilted his head and waited for my reasons.

“I always thought you helped the living and I helped the dead….that you could change emotions in the living…and I could help the dead remember a time when they felt the beautiful emotions of life.”

I squinted as I shifted my weight. “But I was wrong, though. I know you have the power to change emotion at a distance…but I don’t think that’s your role. Aden was right…we have a love for music, so we have a way to channel the emotions we see and feel in the dead.” I looked at him. “Our role is to help the dead…someone else has been charged with the destiny to change emotions in the living.”

“We can do both,” he said quietly.

I knew why he said that…we’d thought that if we didn’t help the living, the sea of dead we helped would be endless…we’ve always tried to divide and conquer.

“We need to focus on the dead – I bet we could write a song powerful enough to help the hundreds that seem to invade us at once.”

“A concert for the dead?” he said as he raised his eyebrows. I could tell he was deeply considering my words by the excitement I saw in his calm eyes.

I nodded. “I commanded them to save you tonight – before that, I promised countless others that I’d help them if they cleared a path for me. We’re only part of this solution…somewhere, there are people that can save the living….we need to let them to do their part…and we’ll do ours.”

“Well…we know it’s not Aden and Madison…maybe it’s someone my dad has found.”

I moved my head from side to side. “I don’t think they’ve begun yet.”

“Why?” he asked, looking all around me to see if I knew more than I was saying. I looked into his eyes and purposely made sure my shield was down - the glass between us was gone – and he could see me clearly.

“I just don’t feel it – I can only hope by the time we understand how to control this darkness, they will have figured out how to help the living…and somewhere in time, we’ll meet in the middle – and save every soul that’s damned.”

“OK,” he said, pulling me closer. “We’ll tell Austin to give us a few months – we’ll work on a song or some kind of music to help more than a few at a time. When we think we have this, we’ll go with him.”

“Are you scared of what lies on the other side of that string?” I asked as I remembered the white glow and the wave of energy inside of it.

“No…everything I see around Austin is breathtaking….he is a gift…sometimes I think he was led to us by our parents – I mean, what are the chances of him finding us?”

I raised my eyebrows, seeing how true his words were. “That’s another reason why I don’t wanna go – my father hasn’t told me to go yet.”

“He told you to run,” Draven said quietly, and I knew then that deep inside he didn’t want to wait any longer; he was only going to because I asked him to.

“He told me to run from that moment,” I said, looking all around the room. “Trust me – if he wanted us to run now, he wouldn’t be this quiet.”

He looked down. “You’re right…I guess I’m just anxious.”

I reached for his perfect face and turned it to me. “Don’t be…we have the rest of our lives to be together…this is the beginning of our freedom.”

He smiled a little, then leaned in to kiss me. As he pulled me closer, I flinched as I felt the pain in my side.

He pulled away. “I’m gonna get you some medicine – I can’t stand knowing you’re in pain.”

I nodded, then laid down and watched him leave. I let out a deep breath as I felt relief come over me – Charlie was back, and my mind was crystal clear – not only could I see – I could see further than ever before. I let my mind open up to the possibilities that I was part of something bigger than I could ever imagine – and that felt amazing.

The sound of a vibration pulled me from my thoughts. I sat up slowly and looked to the dresser to see the light of my phone illuminated. I furrowed my eyebrows, wondering how it could have possibly survived the creek. I edged to the side of the bed and walked slowly to the dresser.

I could see Britain’s name before I ever reached the phone. My trembling hands picked it up and slid the bar so I could read the text that just arrived. “You’re in danger – I couldn’t stop her.” The text was from hours ago – the moment after I hung up on him….he knew…he knew she was coming for me…does that mean he’s innocent?

I dropped the phone and tried to breathe, but my pounding heart wouldn’t allow it. I wanted to call him and ask him what she wanted with me – us, but I couldn’t find the courage – the courage to make this all real….I’d rather him be some mystery I had to figure out….not someone I needed to help me.

At that moment, Draven came in the room with a bottle of water and two pills. He sat them on the dresser and questioned me with his eyes. I looked at him and let him see what had terrified me so badly. Rage filled his eyes as he rushed to my side, leaned down, then grabbed the phone and read it with his own eyes. He threw it across the room and pulled me to him.

“Let me take you away,” he pleaded.

“She can’t hurt me – not with you at my side. I’m not running,” I said in the most confident tone I could mange.

He didn’t argue with me – he just pulled me against him and held me as tight as he could.

“Come…,” I said, pulling away. “Let’s go play…we have a song to write.”

“You need to rest,” he said, letting his lips rest on my forehead.

“I’ve been asleep too long – I want to fight…and this is the only way I know how.”

I reached for the pills and water, then opened the door; I looked over my shoulder to make sure he was following me.

As I walked down the hallway, I knocked on the door I was sure was Aden’s. I’d already passed it when he opened it.

“Where’s Madison?” I heard Draven ask.

“Downstairs,” Aden said.

“Go get her…we’re writing,” Draven said he as caught up to me.

He put his arm around me and led me to the stone steps that went to the studio.

“Stay right here,” he said before I reached the top.

I looked at him curiously as he passed me. Aden came to the steps and asked, “Are you OK?”

“Yeah..I just need to hear music – make something strong.”

Draven came to the top steps and held out his hand for me to come. When I stepped into the room, I realized he’d simply closed the window off – he’d put us in our own world. A smile came across my face as he helped me to the couch.

Aden went to his drums, and Draven selected a guitar from the stand beneath the window. Madison came in at that moment, looking around the room curiously.

“Have a seat,” I said, nodding to the chair.

“Shouldn’t you be resting?” she asked as she crossed the room.

“Who has time to sleep? You can help put lyrics to what we write – I don’t want you to go far.”

A grin spread across her face as she relaxed into the chair. Draven came to my side and held his arm out so I could move closer to him. He placed the guitar across us. I let my fingers grasp the neck.

“What sound are we looking for?” Aden asked as he twirled his sticks.

I leaned up and stole a kiss from Draven, then looked down at the guitar across us and played the most powerful note I could create. As the sound faded, I looked across the room at each of them.

“Something completely wicked – a song that holds every emotion – but its foundation is the most powerful one.”

A grin spread across Aden’s face, highlighting his adorable dimples. He began to hash out a rhythm, and Madison rocked to the sound.

Draven leaned into me and whispered, “I love you.”

I stared back at him with weary eyes and mouthed the words I love you.

Madison and Aden just grinned at us.

Draven took control of the guitar and began to play a tune so powerful, I could feel it in my core. I knew I was safe right now…I just didn’t know for how long.
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