My Little Shadow
By Laney Highsmith

Prologue

The smell of chocolate-chip pancakes filled the air. Angelina hasn't woken up yet, but I'll blame that on the two-hour-long tickle fest we had last night, Archer had come by at around twelve because he couldn't sleep. He does that every now and again and he'll crash in bed with me like he did when I lived at the family house.
He said he's going to move in with me next year and I wouldn't mind having a little extra help with Angelina. The tornado took out a good portion of the fence, so I've been having to work double time helping fix it while simultaneously keeping the cattle from getting attacked by coyotes.
I get a wooden spoon and pot and begin hitting them together, "Rise and shine Prince and Princess!"
Archer instantly tumbles off the bed with a thud and a few seconds later I hear little feet pattering down the hall. "Me a princess?" Her soft voice was scratchy from sleep.
I peek down at the nappy blonde head, brown-eyed ball of sunshine. I reach down and ruffle up her hair, messing it up even further than it was.
"Ow." Archer hisses as he stands up, his hair even messier than Angelina's.
"Haha, Uncle Archer's hair funny." She giggles and points at the man who fake scowls at her.
"That's it, I don't think I got enough tickles last night." He takes off tripping over the cover before quickly standing back up and chases my daughter down the hallway as she shrieks from the fierce laughter.
I follow them with the biggest smile on my face. My two favorite people get along so well.
They are everything to me.
~.~.~.~.~
"What kind of ice cream do you want?" I ask her as I clutch onto her tiny hand, my tattooed fingers clashing harshly against the pale white skin.
"Uhhhh." She tries to think about it for a moment before her eyes light up with excitement. "Chocolate! I want all's the chocolate!" I bop her small nose loving the giggle she lets go. She was such a happy kid I lucked up.
"Okay, then two scoops of chocolate." She nods her head enthusiastically, her blonde pigtails swaying back and forth.
Tires squeal against the pavement. My head instantly snaps to the sound, and I spot two men leaning out of a window with guns in their hands. Though I wanted to panic I couldn't afford to.
I don't hesitate. I crouch down and form a cocoon around Angelina. My chin rests on the top of her head, my arms wrapping around her small body. "Daddy?" her voice shakes as gunshots go off all around us. A body hits the ground beside me, a woman screams in the distance just as a searing pain radiates through me. I draw up in pain. "Daddy?! Daddy?!"
Angelina's voice screeched out in terror as the car rushed off leaving behind a horror scene.
"It's okay baby. Daddys okay." Assuming her terror was from me being hurt. I open my eyes but what I see doesn't make sense. I shielded her, I made sure she was covered but my little girl was bleeding.
She was bleeding so much that there was already a puddle around us. "Daddy? It hurts."
I look down and realize that the bullet that hit my side went right through.
It went right through me and got to her.
"Oh god!" I scream in terror and pull her little four-year-old body to me. "You're going to be okay baby. You're going to be okay."
I stroked back her hair, blood seeping into the blonde, staining it. I pressed down on her chest, where the blood was leaking out.
"I love you, Angelina! I love you so much."
I watch as her soft brown eyes flutter closed and her heart stops beating.








Chapter One: Her Hair is Black

I'm not crazy, in fact, I'm calm.
I stood in front of Judge Theodore; I think he saw the hurt in my eyes. I think he knew I wasn't crazy, and I knew exactly what I was doing, but that was the only way he could get me out of my mess.
I was prepared to do my time, life in prison, for killing those three men, given the fact that the courtroom only knew about one of them and it would stay that way for eternity.
Theodore is my dad's best friend, but this is a small town, and no one called his bullshit for picking up my case. He had come to my childhood home for many of our family nights and played pick-a-boo with Angelina.
He saw the innocent brown eyes, the big lop-sided grin, and the dark blonde pigtails that sat on top of her head. He knew what I lost and what those men took from me.
I would do it all again even if the result would be me sitting in Pine Valley's Penitentiary waiting for my brothers to come to visit me.
There were four of us Thatcher boys, we used to wreak havoc in Pine Valley when we were younger. Taking out the preacher's daughters, racing through the middle of town knowing that the Sherriff couldn't catch us even if he would have tried. There would be a ticket in the mail because Sherriff Dowel knew all our cars by just the sound of the engine.
They would have come and visited me there, they loved Angelina just as much as I did. My mother would cry but my dad wouldn't even bother showing up. He had these high hopes for all his sons and sometimes it feels like I'll never live up to them.
He's probably apologizing profusely to Theodore as we speak, telling him that this is so unlike me, and he had no idea I was capable of such ... violence.
Currently, I do not stand in front of Pine Valley Penitentiary, no not at all.
I stood in front of Mary Hill Rehabilitation Center.
A loony bin.
With a sentence to stay in here for three months, or until the doctor deems me not a danger to myself or others.
I think I would have preferred the prison.
"Welcome home Thatcher." The policeman snickered behind me, addressing me by my family name. Most of the town called me and my brothers that. Either they were too lazy to keep up with our names or our last name was just the focal point of their conversations when we weren't around.
I didn't say anything to the man as he walks me to the front door, I ignore his snide remarks.
The only ones that seem to register to me as I take in the front entrance to the loony bin are, "I'll see you in three months, dipshit."
Sherriff Dowel and his goons would be happy to be rid of me for a little while, I think I have been picked up by at least half of them for petty crimes sometime in my life. Spray painting billboards on the edge of town when I was younger, 'stealing' my father's car, drinking under the legal age, etc.
"Hello, Mr. Thatcher." A short blonde-haired nurse walks up to me with a clipboard in hand. She wore all white as did the other dozens of people in here.
The floor was a marble color that had recently been waxed because the blazing lights above had it sparkling. The walls were a baby blue for as far as my eyes could see, it made me want to hurl.
"Yes?" I am still a little stunned that I was meant to stay in this place for three months while I was a hundred percent sane.
"Follow me. I'll help you get acquainted with the facility." I take slow and cautious steps behind her drinking in everything I can drink. We walked into a large room that held all the people in white in it.
This room had higher ceilings than the rest with a glass room where you could see the blue sky that was the same color as the wall. In one corner there was a circle of chairs with people knitting something in their hands.
In the middle there were tables full of paints and pencils for the patients to take as they pleased, canvases sat up in the corner. The only person that caught my attention was a big man, probably close to seven feet sitting on the couch clapping at some cartoon on the tv.
They all seem to be in their bubble, or at least until the nurse broadcasted, "Everything this is ..." She glances down at her clipboard. "August Thatcher."
Instantly people started greeting me.
"Hi, August."
"He's tall."
"He has tattoos, my mom says tattoos are for bad guys."
Well, your mother was right. I am a bad guy that should be getting settled into my cell right about now.
The nurse begins walking again and I follow behind her like a lost puppy.
"Everyone must be evaluated by the doctor before we place you in a room." She says to me in a quiet voice. "He determines what level of security we need to have around you."
Our feet patter against the shiny floor, echoing off the walls in the empty hallway. This place is a lot bigger than it seems on the outside, three more identical hallways branched off from the main room.
Her footsteps slow and then come to a stop in front of a broad white door with the name 'Dr. Wilson's label on it with a bronze clip.
"I'll wait outside." I take one last look around me before I turn the door handle and walk into a welly stocked office. Books lined two of the four walls from head to toe, a latter pushed off to the side for easy access to the top shelf.
His desk sat in the middle of the room which was a little off-putting. Two chairs sat across from his desk, they were leather, and just like the floor they sparkled under the light above even though the light in here was considerably dimmer.
"Take a seat." My attention draws to the psychiatrist. He had bushy black-grey eyebrows that were placed only centimeters away from his thick, black-framed glasses. His hair was messy on the top of his head, his white coat had a coffee stain on the left pocket.
He was a mess, but who was I to judge?
"Mr. Thatcher, correct?" His voice was gruff, and sleep deprived.
"Yeah," I said as I sat down in the polished leather, it squeaks under my weight.
I was too large for it, my arms bulging out too far to sit on the armrest.
"I'm Dr. Wilson. Okay well, let's see." He pulls out a yellow filing folder that is bowed up from all the papers in it.
He licks his thumb before flipping through the generous amount of paper.
He makes hum's and ahs throughout his examination.
"It seems to me, despite the record, that you weren't a violent person before this crime." It was true I had never really hurt anyone besides the occasional bar fight, and mostly they swung first.
"They deserved my violence," I admit honestly.
He assessed me with his eyes like he was trying to solve me like he would a puzzle. Like he had lost the last piece and couldn't be bothered to look for it longer than necessary.
It feels like he sits and stares at me for hours before he finally shifts some things around on his desk and pulls out an orange ribbon. "I'm putting you on hall B, there are only two other patients on that hall."
He hands me the ribbon. "Give this to the nurse outside and she will get you settled in and explain the schedule here. If you ever need to talk let someone know and they will take you to my office."
He says all this seeming disinterested in the pleasantries of saying goodbye. He was already leaning back in his chair with a book seated on his lap by the time I left.
I had the blonde woman the ridden and her face morphed into one of shock. "Oh, hall B."
She eyes me up and down and for the first, she looks slightly frightened.
Her eyes snag on the tattoos covering my arms in full sleeves.
"Is it a bad hall?" I ask gruffly.
"No, no, not at all." She waves off the question with false approval. "It's just that's where we keep the patients that are in here for committing a major crime."
Fair enough. I had committed murder; I couldn't expect them to put me by any of those people in the common room. Where all of them looked so fragile and breakable.
"The other two patients on the floor?" I questioned, I wasn't scared of them, more of on the edge of curiosity.
"I'm not inclined to discuss their records." She says as if she has said those exact words more times than she could count.
"Can we skip the tour for today?" I wanted to be alone. Completely alone where I could brood on my new reality.
Could capture maybe a moment of silence from everyone including my inner thoughts.
I knew such relief wouldn't come from sleep because as soon as I closed my eyes, I saw those brown eyes making it ten times harder to wake up and realize that it was all a lie.
That my Angelina was dead and one of the men that killed her was still running loose in Pine Valley.
"Yeah, sure. I'll show you where everything is tomorrow. We don't enforce a locked door on this hall, only on hall C but curfew is at nine so please don't wander out after then or the guards will tell the manager here and she's not very nice." She chuckles softly trying to soothe over the insult that she said about her superior. I had no reason to be out of the halls before or after nine, I wanted to be alone.
[bookmark: _Int_x2TG2GfK]I wanted to let my demon's rest.
"Okay." It doesn't take long until we're standing in front of a room.
Everything is white except the blue throw cover at the end of the twin-sized bed. The lampshade was white, the curtains white, the shower curtain white and the bedspread white.
Everything here was white.
I wondered what it would have looked like if I would have killed those men in this room.
Blood-red splatters would have ruined everything. It would have pooled on the shiny floor and glistened in the shiny light.
The nurse sat down some clothes on my bed before turning around and leaving me to my spoiled thoughts.
Finally, silence.
A few minutes later hearing nothing but the ringing of my ears, humming invaded them.
Humming reminded me of the lullabies I would sing to my daughter, how she would drift off to sleep so quickly once my chest started rumbling with the soft tune.
[bookmark: _Int_dHMjNA0c]The memories were purely bad, I didn't deserve to think of them with the blood I had on my hands.
So, I stood up from my bed and left my white room to investigate what the humming was.
To silence it before it could drag up any more of my Angelina. I followed the tune across the hall to a room with a cracked door.
The tone grows louder and louder the closer I get to it making it harder for me to push the image of her brown eyes away.
I peeked inside. I didn't care if this was an invasion of their privacy,
A woman swayed back and forth to her own music. Her hair swayed in rough ratty-looking curls around her waist.
Her hair is black.
Everything here is white, but her hair is black.












Chapter Two: Black Butterfly
I just watched for a moment, entranced by her presence. My attention snagged on every little sway of her frizzy black locks. Her room was meant to be white, as mine was, but she had decorated it with a few hundred different colored paper animals.
She had some dangling from the ceiling that looked like swans, some were tacked onto her walls, and they seemed to be everywhere.
Other than the paper animals that stuck out like a sore thumb, she had tie-dyed her bedspread. I started to turn around and leave the clearly crazed woman alone but then she started that haunted humming again and I was reminded why I walked across the hall.
"Hey." I didn't think I said it loud, but she jumped nearly a foot in the air before turning around to assess me.
Her eyes were the deepest, richest blue I had ever seen. Her eyebrows were bushy, making her look younger than I knew she was. Her forehead was covered by jagged black bangs that went in every direction. Her nose was small and straight with a slight curve to it at the end, adding to her innocent appearance. Her lips were probably the prettiest thing about her, the bottom one was just a shade bigger than the top.
She was probably only around a foot shorter than me but the way she was cowering made her seem as small as a child.
"I'm not going to hurt you," I whisper, feeling like an awful human being. I had marched into this girl's room to demand she stop humming in her own space. Only to terrify her, I mean look at me I would be terrified if I were her as well.
Tattoos covering every inch of my tanned arms, a small scar decorating my left eyebrow, six-foot-three statue.
Her hands dropped something I hadn't even noticed. Sitting on the shiny marble flooring was a half-made grizzly bear. I bent down, she flinched slightly.
I snagged the paper between my index finger and thumb, bringing us only a foot apart.
I held it out to her, but she didn't grab it, her eyes were closed. Her long dark eyelashes swept her upper cheeks.
I grabbed her dainty left hand and placed the grizzly bear into it. Her skin was cool, and she seemed so fragile. Her lips parted and she opens her eyes slightly to look at me and then the paper, she seems to be interested in why I was being nice. Had she never been treated kindly?
"Could I ask a favor?" She stares at me with a mix of amazement and puzzlement in her eyes.
She didn't open her mouth to speak but she nodded.
I put a finger over my lips and made a shushing noise. " No humming."
This girl could just ignore my request, it wasn't as if she had to listen to me, but when she nodded and repeated my motion, I didn't think she would.
"Good." I give her a small smile and something akin to awe lights up her once-grave features. I turned around and headed back to my room, where maybe I could get some sleep.
~.~.~.~.~
I stare at myself in the mirror, the mirror that is much too short for my height. I must lean down to even see my chin. I don't recognize the man that is looking back at me. This man is dressed in white; this man has bags under his eyes and a frown perfectly edged into his face.
This isn't me. I'm the man that makes my brothers laugh with jokes whenever they're sad, I'm the man that does the dishes for Mama after she cooks on Sunday night. I'm the man that throws his little girl in the air just to hear the gallon of laughter she will pour down on me.
This isn't me and I can't stomach looking at this stranger any longer.
I turn away and close the bathroom door behind me, the sound of the henges squeaking being the only sound of life in this whole hall.
The girl took my words to heart, and I haven't heard anything from her again. I almost feel bad.
I savored the silence too much to truly be sorry for being rude to her in her own space. It's been three days since I got here and I don't feel any different, don't feel like these people have magically healed the strange man in the mirror and a part of me knew that they never could because of what was taken from me.
Angelina made me who I was and now I'm just a shell of someone I can never be again.
The only thing that sat in this empty chest of mine was the need to see the life bleed from the last man standing that had anything to do with her death.
I sit down on the rough white bed and my eyes catch on a blue eye through the crack in my door. When I see her, she moves, and near-silent steps echo as she makes her way to her room right across the hall.
She had been spying on me. The idea pulls the barest of grins from my lips. My own personal shadow.
She's too docile for me to worry about, she was in the violent hallway so I was curious as to what that small girl could have done to land herself here. Something in her eyes told me she wasn't crazy; she was perfectly sane stuck in this hell hole just like me.
A knock sounded on my door, and I stood up, it was time for the daily meeting.
I run a rough hand down my face trying to mentally prepare myself for today. I didn't feel like discussing how I felt or what my favorite movie was. I didn't care to be around these people that knew nothing about me. Knew nothing about Angelina.
There was nowhere I wanted to be.
The home was full of Angie's things, mom and dads were full of criticism and scolding.
I didn't belong here anymore or at least I wouldn't once Daniel Martinez wasn't breathing anymore.
-.-.-.-.-
"Let's start with a small fact about yourself that isn't obvious to the eye." Her voice was annoying and high-pitched, filled with hope that only a few in this circle seems to consider possible.
I glance around at my companions. There were eleven of us in this group: seven women and four men. I didn't bother learning any of their names from the first meeting we had together. What was the point when my stay here was only for three months?
However, a few of them stuck out. One girl who had different colored feathers decorating her hair kept nibbling at her fingers. The motion made me antsy. One of the smaller, younger men kept clicking his tongue.
My shadow sat by him, he kept looking at her and smiling a kind smile filled with an innocent kind of love. The boy was special needs and seems to fixate his attention on her.
She occasionally smiles back at the young boy, bopping his noise causing him to laugh. She never speaks though, she doesn't speak even when it's her turn to share something about herself, but that doesn't stop Mrs. Sandra from calling on her.
One by one they speak...
"My favorite animal is an elephant."
"I love the color yellow."
Then Mrs. Sandra asks the boy, "Augie, how about you?"
The boy looks away from my shadow and smiles brightly at our mentor, "Uhhhh. I have three sisters at home." He giggles afterward and I can't help but smile slightly at his giddiness. He's very wholesome.
I glance to his left and catch the raven-haired girl studying me before snatching her gaze away when I catch her.
"That was good, Augie! How about you, May?" It was still odd to me how both of our names were months; it just proves that our parents got lazy and just picked the first thing they thought about.
May suited her, though. Was she born in May as I was born in August?
My shadow just shook her head and Mrs. Sandra sighed slightly growing impatient with her, it made me like the annoying woman a little less than I already did. A few other people went.
"I have a birthmark on my back."
"My natural hair is brown."
"My favorite season is spring."
[bookmark: _Int_Z1tQ2D1M]Then finally it was my turn and I turned over some things in my head, but nothing seemed like the right thing to say. I was a man that didn't currently know who he was anymore, and they were asking me about myself. A self that I knew nothing about. My favorite movie was Frozen, my favorite animal was a unicorn, and the color, pink. Everything I ever was, was Angelina and now that she's gone, I had none of those answers because I could never watch Frozen again, I wouldn't buy a unicorn and I wanted to vomit when I saw the color pink.
So, what was something that they didn't know about me?
The words come out whispered and barely audible, but they were out there, and they made me vibrate on the inside with the truth to them.
"I'm a dad."
That's all I would ever be.
Even if she was gone everything that I was avenging her. She lives through me. I am her wrath, and she is my angel. Now more than ever.
Everyone was silent for a moment until Mrs. Sandra smiled a cheeky smile and said, "Good, good. That was excellent August!"
My eye twitched at her chippering, I didn't need praising for saying a simple sentence. The rest of the meeting goes by in a flash. Mrs. Sandra just spitting out some self-love quotes and habits we should keep up on. Communion time comes up next, but I always escape to my room, no one has got on to me yet about it. I feel like the nurses fear me, but there is this odd aspect of respect I feel even though the idea of that is crazy.
Their gaze always adverts to something else when I catch them staring as if I frighten them. My shadow is gone before I can even blink and I wonder in amazement how she just moves around so unnoticed.
I begin making my way to hallway B but am stopped by Augie. He looks up at me with glee still on his face, I wonder what he was doing in here. Did he have no family that could keep a good enough eye on him?
"Hi." He speaks.
"Hey, buddy." He laughs, clearly pleased I talk back unlike my little shadow.
"You want to paint with me?"
Oh, good god, knock me out and throw me into the river. It wasn't that I minded painting with the kid, it's the point that there are entirely too many people in this room for my comfort right now. I used to be social and loved crowds, but I just wanted to be left alone.
The look on his face was so precious that I couldn't tell him no. Physically I couldn't make the word come out of my mouth.
I sighed heavily and nodded, "Sure, buddy. I'll paint with you."
I help him pick out colors that would go well together. I felt the nurses watching me carefully as if I was an alien species and they were tasked with the task of studying my behavior. Or maybe they were worried I would hurt Augie. Hurting the little ball of sunshine would never cross my mind.
I watch as he finger-paints, advising him on what to paint next. Once he finishes painting a cloud-filled sky, I pat his shoulder gently. "It was fun painting with you. I'm going to go to my room, now. Okay?"
"Okay." He nods eagerly, still staring at the paper he finished. I eased off the edge of the table where I had propped myself up and made my way to hall Bas well. When I finally got to the silence of my room, I let out a big gulp of air and rested my head against my closed door.
It shouldn't make me this exhausted, just simply interacting with people, but I am worn out.
I go to lie down on my bed but stop in my tracks when I spot a black papier-Mache butterfly laying on my white covers.
On its wings was neat white handwriting. On it were my shadows, 'something about you that isn't obvious to the eye'.
'I miss the rain'

Chapter Three: My Little Shadow

"Are you settling in alright?" Dr. Wilson asks as he looks over the top of his bulky black glasses. His bushy eyebrows raised in question. I couldn't take the man seriously as he swiveled back and forth in his office chair as if this was a meeting between good friends.
"Yeah." I didn't have much to say to the man, not things that I would or should ask out loud.
Do you like your job?
[bookmark: _Int_TEAdxcvF]Why are you such a mess?
Is the job really that taxing?
What is my shadow in here for?
None of those questions would go over well, so I settled for my one-word answer and hoped he wouldn't dig too much further. Between the sips of coffee, he managed to ask another question.
"Your hallmates give you any trouble?" I think about my shadow sneaking into my room and leaving me that note or how I've caught her spying on me multiple times now.
"No, not at all." She was harmless, I think she was just as curious about me as I was about her. She just has a different way of going about it.
"That's good to hear. They normally stay to their self so I didn't think they would cause any problems." The question is on the tip of my tongue, but I don't bother with it because I knew he wouldn't disclose their information like that.  I find myself instead asking another question, one that I didn't have any business asking.
"Do the people in here never get to go outside?" I refer to them as separate from myself because I wouldn't be here but three months. Three months without fresh air is minuscule compared to years.
"Of course they do. We do go places now and again. When the weather is nice." This makes sense, why would they plan a trip or go outside when it's raining?
"What would I have to do to get a rainy day out?" I don't know what I'm doing, I have no clue what has possessed me to bother with this but it's all I've been able to think about for two days, ever since I found the note.
"Well, not me but May." He stops swiveling and he sits down his coffee on the table.
"She talks to you?" He says with puzzlement creasing his forehead making him appear even older than he already is.
"No, not directly," I say leaning back in the leather chair ignoring it as it squeaks under me.
"It's a start. Consider the rainy day outdone. Now onto you. For you to be cleared in three months I need to know that you don't plan to enact any more violence." He levels me with a look of knowing, a look that tells me he could keep me in here forever if he wanted to. A look that let me know this messy man knew exactly what I had planned when I got out.
"Are you planning on inflicting any more violence, Mr. Thatcher?"
For a moment the room spins and I'm clutching onto my chair holding myself up as a flashback that rips through me as if it could shred me into thin bloody slices if it so pleased to.
Bubbles floated to the top of the water, popping onto the surface and making small noises that drowned out unlike the pounding of the man's feet against the floor as he tried to fight his way above the water.
I stare at him as he slowly grows weaker and weaker. I keep my hand planted firmly on the back of his head, letting my fingers thread through his hair to ensure that he didn't slip away.
After what felt like a lifetime he goes slack against the sink, and I let him fall to the floor in a heap of dead meat at my feet.
I was panting heavily but all I could see was red, all I could think about was finding the next man to wrap my bare hands around.
[bookmark: _Int_Zq2urYuW]They would all die, every last one of them.
"No, I don't plan on inflicting any more violence." I lie and I know he sees through it; I know he does but there is nothing I can do to change that fact. If he decides to keep me in here forever, then that's that.
The only regret I would have been that I couldn't kill Daniel Martinez.
That sick bastard would die by my hands if I could help it.
"I don't believe you, Mr. Thatcher. I don't believe you one bit. You won't be walking through those doors until I do."
-.-.-.-.-.-.-
A day later and I watch as the nurses dress everyone in waterproof ponchos and rain boots.
Everyone looks excited and I'm glad that I could do something to make them so happy. Augie was strutting around in his boots stomping on the shiny floor seeing how to make the loudest noise.
I haven't seen my shadow yet.
As I thought the words, I scanned halls A and B's entrance and found her standing there with a look of utter astonishment.
Her full lips parted in surprise; her blue eyes wide as she takes in everything going on. When she looks like she's finally come to terms with everything she begins scanning the crowd. I know she's looking for me.
Something warms me, perhaps it's the feeling of finding a purpose or perhaps it's something a little darker than that.
The sway of her small hips, her full mouth...
The longer I watch her maneuver her way through the crowd of people the hotter my skin grows.
Inappropriate thoughts swirl around my head and I shun myself for thinking in that manner. That doesn't stop them though.
I imagine my grip on her hips as she lays on her stomach and takes me.
I cough trying to gain my bearings back, it's been a long time since I've ever felt this way about a woman. Life hit me hard for a year.
Angelina's mother was a train wreck throughout my life. Riley and I met through mutual friends that were trying to set us up.
It didn't take us long to hit it off, well at least in the sex aspect. As far as a relationship, our personalities and goals were too misaligned for that. So, when she fell pregnant, she wanted to terminate the pregnancy, but she found out too late. She had big plans, plans that didn't involve a baby tying her down anywhere. So, I offered to keep my little Angelina, Riley didn't want any ties to her, so she signed over her rights to me and left town for good.
I've never seen her since. The thoughts of Riley dim down this ridiculous burning that had taken over my body by the time May reached me.
I glance down at her. She was looking at me with amazement mixed with disbelief.
Her small hand motions to everything going on around us, questioning if this was me. "I just asked, Dr. Wilson seems keen on the idea of you talking to me."
She peaks through her thick eyelashes, awe-struck, and I can't help but feel maybe I'm giving her the wrong impression of me. She's looking at me as if I was a God that just granted her prayers when in reality, I'm just a man with blood-soaked hands. A man that is only here to seek revenge and revenge is a nasty thing, a thing that her innocent blue eyes have no business being a part of.
Before I can explain to her that I'm not a good man she wraps her arms around my waist and squeezes me tightly. It seems like every nurse in the room focuses on us. Some of them cover their mouths in awe and I feel like I'm the only one here that doesn't know why this is such a big deal.
Her body is flush with mine, but the thoughts don't return thankfully maybe remembering Riley got rid of them for good. I patted her back awkwardly waiting for her to pull away.
When she finally does, she's breathing heavily and smiling brightly. A smile like that makes even my grumpy ass grin. She looks like she just conquered one of her biggest fears like she just faces off with a grizzly bear three times her size.
She was sitting on top of the world right now and I'm not sure anything can ruin this moment for her, even my lack of enthusiasm to hug her back.
She takes off to get in line for a poncho, her smile never leaving her face. "Just know your special."
The blonde nurse stands beside me watching my shadow dart outside off into the rain showers, spinning around in it with her face facing the sky letting the rain soak her.
"What do you mean?" I asked puzzled by everyone's interest in this simplistic hug.
"Don't say anything about me telling you, I could lose my job." She chuckles nervously. "But I feel like you could help her."
I turn towards the woman my interest peaked. She was about to answer all the questions I knew better than to ask. "She's in here for killing her two rapists. She hasn't uttered a word since Sheriff Dowel picked her up and dropped her off here. She keeps her distance from men. Or apparently, men that aren't you."
[bookmark: _Int_rWojg2Dd]That would explain why I scared her so badly the first time we met, it would explain why Dr. Wilson was so shocked by her speaking to me and why all the nurses were staring when she hugged me.
I watch as the young girl twirls and twirls in the rain, the world is a cruel place.
My little shadow has been through hell and back, and now she's starting to open to me of all people. Luck just isn't on her side.
I'm not the right person for her to have this journey with, I'm not the right person for her to look at like I'm her savior, not the person she should be snooping on all the time.
This rain thing meant a lot more to her than it did to me, and I need to find a way to make her detach from me.
I normally leave my door cracked, just because I find amusement in her prying eyes, but tonight and every night after I would keep it closed.
Augie walks up to us and hands me a poncho, "You wanna go with me?"
The nurse pushes me forward slightly before walking off, I smile down at the young male with the enchanting pearly whites and nod my head.
The way he was so innocent and giggly reminded me of my Angelina, so happy all the time and minding his business.
The world liked to stomp on people like Augie, people like May, and people like Angelina.
I was going to do some stomping back as soon as I convinced Dr. Wilson that I'll keep my hands to myself on the outsides of these walls.
Daniel Martinez would pay for what he did to my little girl even if it's the last thing I do.
-.-.-.-.-
I walk into my room after a long day of watching Augie jump in mud puddles.
My hand froze on the door handle for longer than it should have, contemplating whether to shut the door all the way or leave it cracked.
I know what I should do, but what I should do is the exact opposite of what I did do.
I sat down on the bed, getting settled in for maybe some peaceful sleep. It wasn't long after that I felt those electric blue eyes peeking in on me.
My little shadow...






Chapter Four: Bruised, Busted and Bleeding

"You look crazier than you did when you came to this place," Archer says as his green eyes scan me from my brown hair to my white shoe-covered feet.
Archer was the baby of the family, and the goofball that made all of us laugh until we couldn't laugh anymore. I glance around us at everyone seeing their family today and can't help but notice no one's here for May, she's just sulking by the food table.
"I blame it on the attire." I joke back with him motioning to my less-than-tasteful outfit. Archer tries to hold in a laugh but can't help himself in the end as he cackles. I've only been gone around a week and a half, and I can already notice little differences in my youngest brother. His stubble has grown out and he has subtle eyebags.
Was Angelina's death hit him hard, just as it was me? After all, I had vengeance to hold on to, what did the other Thatcher boys have? He smiles sadly when he finishes laughing. His usually comical face turns into one of seriousness and I know I'm about to receive a speech. A speech fueled by him and my other two brothers.
"I know your hard-headed, big brother, but please listen to me." I stared at him for a moment noticing the desperation in his tone. This was unusual for Archer.
I nod for him to continue because I don't trust my voice right now. I knew what was coming and couldn't relieve him from his worries. "Please, use this time to grieve. Use this time to come to terms with Angelina's death," I flinch at his straightforward words. " It's time. We lost her, we don't need to lose you too. Just let this go, Daniel will get his. Karma is a nasty bitch."
I can't do anything but stare at him for a moment because I don't know what to say. If it had been Killian or Sawyer that came up here and told me this, I would have told them that they would be fine without me. This wasn't them though, this was Archer, nineteen-year-old Archer that used to sneak into my bedroom at night because he had a bad dream.
This was Archer, my first baby when Mama got busy with her work. This was Archer that had been through hell and back when he was younger, when after it all happen, he had been glued to my hip never leaving my side.
If anyone could have made me second guess everything it would be this brown-headed boy sitting in front of me.
Still, I didn't know if I could promise him, I would seek out Daniel when I got out, I couldn't make that commitment when it was still the only thing that I could think about.
But I could try to move forward...
"I'll try," I tell him watching as hope blossoms in his eyes that grow bright once again.
"Thank you because Killian has grown to be a pan in my ass without you there to set him straight." I could see them arguing at Sunday dinners, Killian telling him that the dinner table was no time for inappropriate jokes.
"Where are they at?" I'm pretty sure they allow three people in at one time here, did my other brothers not want to see the murder their brother turned into?
"We agreed that since you are in here three months, and visitation is once a month we would take turns." They wanted to send Archer in here first to talk me down, to knock me down off the revenge horse. To open my eyes and realize that I have other people I could lose because of this.
Next, they would send in Sawyer to secure that plan into my head with logical reasoning. Then finally they would send in Killian to smack the truth into me. I'm glad I have another two months before I have to face him.
"Meet anyone interesting in here?" Archer says glancing around at the people around us, he stops at where I know May is awkwardly pacing back and forth without having to even look behind me.
"That girl is watching you." He says in a whisper as if she has superhuman hearing. I chuckled a little because I hadn't thought about the aspect of my goofy younger brother meeting my silent shadow.
I lean forward into my seat with a little smirk taking hold of my lips. "Is she now?"
He nods seriously. "She's kind of cute though." Something roars inside of me so deeply that a scowl takes place where the smirk once was.
I didn't like that. Didn't like another man noticing May, I knew it was a very irrational thing because I had no intention of ever acting on those dirty thoughts I had.
If I acted this way about my younger brother saying she was cute I didn't want to know what I would do if a stranger called her hot.
"She has taken a liking to me," I admit glancing back at the black-haired girl that was trying her hardest to look anywhere other than me and Archer.
"Really? Is she crazy? Like do you need rescuing?" He asks the seriousness never leaving his face. I chuckle softly at the idea of May hurting me, she jumps at her own shadow.
[bookmark: _Int_8TmwWidF]"No dipshit. I don't need rescuing, she's harmless." He eyes me skeptically one more time before letting it go. Seeming to grow disinterested in the conversation, he tends to have a short attention span, I blame it on the ADD that runs in his veins.
"Just ..." His tone grows restless and strained and I would do about anything to have my carefree clown of a brother back. "Be safe and try to move on Bubba."
"I miss her ..." My words break off and I must crush a sob back into my throat. My father was one of those men that taught his sons crying was meant for women. I still to the day must remind myself that my father is the biggest self-conscious idiot I know.
Still, the act of crying doesn't come naturally to me, my emotions just build up inside until I blow up. Until I can't control myself anymore, hence why I'm in here in the first place.
"We all do." He reaches out and grabs ahold of my hand. I snatch it back as if he had burned me, hurt crosses his features and I feel that look in my soul. It was the same look I had on my face when he wouldn't let anyone touch him after being kidnapped when he was little.
I knew how he was feeling, helpless. I still couldn't stop myself from standing and dismissing him with a nod of the head. No one knew how bad I was hurting on the inside. No one, not even my troubled youngest brother.
I stalk off to my room ignoring the gaze of May as she took in my non-discreet act of removing myself from the room. Even the nurses looked on in confusion.
When I close my door, I do the only thing I can do with all these emotions swirling around in my already crowded brain. I punch the wall, punch in repeatedly until my knuckles are bleeding and the wall is stained with its redness.
I let out a battle cry and grind my teeth to the point of pain, my fingers clenched into tight fists. I do this until I feel like I'm at the point of combustion.
A small hand places itself on my shoulder. It was as light as a feather, but its presence was as heavy as a tidal wave. I turn toward it; my first thought is to lash out at my shadow but as soon as I see her fearful expression the thought dissipates quickly.
I can't hurt someone else just because I'm hurting someone that doesn't deserve it that is. "I'm fine go." The words were whispered but she points to my dripping hand and shakes her head disregarding my statement. I draw myself in so that I can't hurt her so that I don't lash out and cause this fragile innocent human any more pain than the world has already put her through.
She guides me to the bed; everything blurs together, and I barely notice as she goes into my bathroom and grabs a washcloth that she begins to clean me off with.
It's not until she brings my hand into her lap and stains her white clothes that I come back to the present. I yank my hand away. "I said I was fine."
She slowly, so very slowly inches her hands back to mine only to draw the bruised, busted, and bleeding knuckles back into her lap. I don't argue this time because why not let her clean up the mess I made when I didn't have the energy to bother with it?
It's a cruel way of thinking I should insist that she leaves and take care of this myself because it's not her problem but I'm exhausted, mentally and now physically that I just sit there and let her fuss over my hand.
She cleans up all the blood from my knuckles and I don't even feel it because I'm that mentally exhausted. I'm numb to everything around me and wish more than anything I could feel something anything.
I needed to feel something. I glance at the petite girl working on me, like I'm her responsibility, and try to feel something. Try to push whatever emotions that first come to mind to the surface so I'm not this empty shell anymore.
The first thing that sparks so small I almost miss it is that instinct to protect. The same instinct I got when Angelina would climb too high up onto the playground, the same feeling I got when Archer would wake up with a nightmare.
[bookmark: _Int_rG4pMbmh]I grab her hand in mine and let that emotion fester. Come on, come on, come on. My subconscious leeches onto it and tugs on it begging it to give more than it has to give.
Make me feel. My little shadow just scrunches her thick eyebrows up together studying me as if she can see my inner battle. Like demons were fighting me in this very room.
Which there were but I was supposed to be the only one that could see them.
"Make me feel something, Shadow." Her eyebrows lay back down, and the realization comes to her, I can tell without her ever having to say a word. Then she does what I begged of her by pulling out a sheet of paper.
Not a butterfly this time but a star. I take it from her trembling fingers and open it up to read her words.
"I don't know you. But my soul does. I feel the pain, it calls to mine."









Chapter Five: Deliriously Delectable
I watch as the fairy bounces around on the stage with the help of supporting strings. Her hair is in a blonde bun to fit her character as Tinker Bell. They have someone playing sound effects every time she throws pixie dust on one of the kids below.
The big man that was watching TV the first time I was in the common room loves it to the point that he claps and giggles loudly occasionally. The nurses line the walls keeping an eye on all the patients, the field trip going off without a hitch, despite me being bored out of my mind.
My Shadow has grown braver and braver. She doesn't just spy on me now; she openly follows behind me like Angelina used to do as I cleaned up the house. My meltdown a couple of days ago made her braver in coming up to me, I think she's trying to help in her silent way.
The nurses seem happy with it, Dr. Wilson is ecstatic and says we would be good for each other. Which I must disagree with, I'm not healthy for anyone. I'm riddled with revenge right now, which isn't ideal for her situation.
I'm selfish because when I see her following me, I think about her inappropriately when that is probably the last thing on her mind. I'm selfish because I willingly took the distraction, she gave me the other day but if she had asked me to do the same for her then I wouldn't have. I'm selfish because even though I know I'm the last person she needs to be idolizing as she does with those blue eyes of hers, I can't help but love the way it makes me feel.
I'm not a good person, I don't have that instinct to put everyone above myself like I used to when I was younger because I grew up and realize if I'm the only one that feels that way then people just take and take until there is nothing left for me to give.
People are selfish creatures by nature and I'm not about to be the outlier here. The instinct to protect her is still there because I need something to feel, something that lets me know I'm still more than the shell I've been the past few weeks. I feel it because it is the only thing I can feel right now.
So, I didn't stop her when she sat down beside me to watch the play, I didn't stop her from hiding behind me whenever a man got too close today. I loved it, I loved that I could give her that safety net, but it wasn't for her sake, well at least not completely, I loved it because it gave me a purpose in a world where I lack any. If I sank into this role, I might be able to avoid going to prison when they released me. A protector, not a killer.
Augie sat on the other side of her, and he would grab her hand now and again, she didn't seem to mind. She would smile at him and point to the stage to get him to watch the mediocre Peter Pan play.
A man in the middle of the row stands up and starts scooting himself by, oh shit.
I glance at May, but she hasn't noticed the man yet, too entranced in Tinker Bell as she sprinkles pixie dust all over the stage. I glance at the space between the approaching man and May. I didn't have much time before he would have to scoot his way past her, and it might seem like it isn't a big deal, but I've watched her today always making herself mold against my side whenever a guy was even only four feet away.
I did the only thing that I had time to do, I grabbed her upper arm and pulled her my way. I throw my arm over her chest and let it rest on the seat next to us just as the man squeezed past us. I felt her body tense and could only hope it was from the stranger and not from me. The last thing I would want was to make her uncomfortable when I was trying to do the exact opposite.
I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding when as soon as the man passed by, she eased into my touch like melted chocolate, her heart beating wildly, chest rising and falling quickly.
I look away from the man to check on her but when I do my breath hitches at me. She stares at me with a look of endearment and it's almost too much, almost enough to make me either run for the heels or feel something, almost.
[bookmark: _Int_9eZ7hTB6]That emotion takes up the majority of her face but hidden in the depths of her eyes I see the need she doesn't know what to do with.
The same need I have to stop myself from acting on. I glance down at my arm, realizing that my bicep is pushed firmly against her soft breast, causing her cleavage to overspill from the white shirt she's wearing.
Her lips are parted, and she squirms against me, I instantly pull my arm back to my side. "You, okay?" 
She nods her head even as her cheeks bloom a dark red color, I think it becomes my new favorite color at that exact moment. I have never seen something so deliriously delectable in my life.
She doesn't move the entire play; she just sits by me contently. Clung to me like a shadow.
My brother's words ring out in my ears.
Just try.
~.~.~.~
"Tell me about the things that make this life worth living." Dr. Wilson's words catch me off guard not because they are unexpected, but because I expected there to be no reason for me to still be here other than killing Danial Martinez.
I think for a few minutes glancing at all the books on the bookshelf. One of the spines has black butterflies flying all over it. "My brothers, my mom, the color red and black."
In the corner of my eye, I see him look in the direction that I'm looking. "Ah. Hysteria. " He reads out the title of the book I was staring at, how he knew which one caught my eye, I'm not sure. The older clumsy man stands up, stopping his mug of coffee from spilling by a second.
He moves to the shelf and takes down the white book decorated by those black butterflies; I have one person in mind.
[bookmark: _Int_rawhjYi3]"Here it's yours." He hands it to me. It's a hardcover and thick, I haven't read a book in years. It would take me a few days to get through it, but that doesn't stop me from taking it though to get through as much of it as possible tonight after curfew. 
"Answer one more question for me." I look up from the book to see him peering down at me from the corner of his desk. He doesn't look so tired today. He looks revived in a way I haven't seen him since I've been here.
I wait patiently for him to deliver what he wanted to know so badly, running through things he could ask.
[bookmark: _Int_xbEytN0Q]"How is she? May, I mean. " I didn't like being this barrier between them. If she wanted them to know she would tell them.
"I'm not doing this," I said before standing up and making my way to the door.
"Her release date is the same as yours," he says, and I stop on a dime my hand stilling on its position on the door handle. "I'm worried she won't be ready to be on her own and considering her family hasn't come and seen her once in here I don't think she has a support system."
My mind wonders back to her walking around aimlessly on visitation day, with no table of her own to sit down at.
Protecting my shadow here is one thing, the responsibility of her doesn't lie fully on my shoulders. I don't think ... I couldn't have responsibility over someone like that again. It didn't end well last time. She needs better than me.
[bookmark: _Int_gSrjHUbZ]"That's not my problem." I shoot over my shoulder before leaving his office and making my way back to my room.
I heard a brief conversation between the nurses saying that they had a new group of help coming in to be trained. I want out of here.
I want out. The urge to hit something was fierce, I gritted my teeth and clenched my fist. I knew it wouldn't solve my problems, and knew it was immature, but I wasn't taught a better way to handle these intense emotions. I grew up in a world where I was hit for crying and praised for aggression. Now that I was older, I knew how wrong that way of thinking was and over the years I had Angelina I worked on it so hard.
My anger was snuffed out by two little blonde pigtails but now she's gone and I'm back to this uncontrollable anger that is all-consuming. It's ten times worse than it ever was when I was younger, it came back with a vengeance.
[bookmark: _Int_9JijRNTg]I shake my head in an attempt to shake it off, but it doesn't work. I'm not even sure why I'm so mad if it's because of them asking me about May or if it's because of the remembrance of my four-year-old daughter.
My four-year-old daughter would never get any older.
A small whimper passed through my lips, and I shut them quickly as I made it to my room, slamming my door closed. I looked up to the ceiling and spin around with my hands on my head. It's tearing me apart, it's killing me.
Just try.
[bookmark: _Int_1HsaB3HF]Your pain. It calls to mine.
[bookmark: _Int_KtthKyaZ]My brothers and the color red and black.
"Daddy, I love you!"
Instantly I fell to my knees and for the first time since her funeral, I let myself cry. I let the floodgates open and let my soul leak out of them. The longer I cry the emptier I feel.
"She's gone." I cry into my hands, watching through blurry vision as my palms fill up with my tears. "She's gone."
I hear the door open, but I don't care anymore, nothing fucking matters other than the fact that "She's gone."
I barely register my shadow sliding in front of me, her eyes wide with fear and worry. Her black hair frames her paler-than-usual face. Her eyebrows pull together, and she places her cold hands on either side of my face and pulls my gaze up to hers.
Her mouth is open as if she wants to speak to me, but she mentally can't make herself. I know my eyes look dead; I don't have the energy to hide the shell with fake emotions anymore.
Seeming desperate she kisses my forehead, then my temple, followed by the tears streaming down my face. She can't use her words to comfort me, but she seems to be exchanging that for touch.
[bookmark: _Int_zVm03R7u]I reached out and took a lock of her black wavy hair. I let my thumb and index finger rub the silky strand between them. Then I tug on it just hard enough to pull her a little off balance. She catches herself by placing her hands on my thighs, she looks up at me her head turned up to catch sight of me again.
My eyes are void of any emotion and I don't have the energy to put on a facade to keep her comfortable. This is what I am, this is all I am. 
A shell of the man Angelina made me.
I take the hand that doesn't have a strand of her hair in it and place a pointer finger on the center of her forehead. I let it slide down until it shifted down her small nose and was resting on her parted plush pink lips.
"I'm not good for you," I whisper the words, my voice sounding deeper than even I was used to. "I'm going to suck whatever life is left in you out."


Chapter Six: Mine

"Everyone gets a partner." Mrs. Sandra stands up and her patients follow. "We'll call it the buddy system, so no one gets lost or wanders off."
Her superiors came up with the idea that getting outside would help open us up to talk, so now we do our meetings in the large fenced-in yard. I didn't mind after all sunlight came in rare doses around here and I liked to soak it up whenever they allowed.
May walks across the room and positions herself behind me. I guess my meltdown didn't scare her away, I'm surprised considering I told her I was going to suck the light out of her. Maybe she was crazier than I thought, and she was drawn to things that could hurt her.
If I was in her white mental health slippers I would have run as far as I could. I peek down at her through hooded lids, she was a good bit shorter than me so I could see the top of her head, the top side of her long thick eyelashes, and could look down her straight small nose.
"You aren't running from me yet?" I asked in a whisper so that no one else could hear.
She glances up at me. She places her hand over her heart and then places her other palm over mine. My body heats at her soft touch. I place my hand over hers, running my index finger over her cool skin, savoring her shivers.
I know what she's trying to tell me, but I refuse to believe it. Her pain calls to mine.
No one knows this pain festering inside of me, no one knows how serious it is. How out of control this hysteria makes me.
The thought reminds me of the book that I've read half of, I planned to gift it to May but it's taking me a little longer to read it than I bargained for. It's about a woman that controls the weather with her emotions, and I've just got to the part where she's started struggling with keeping them in control. I understand why Dr. Wilson gave it to me now, he sees a resemblance between the main character and myself.
"We're not the same," I say to her before removing her hand from my chest. The things she's been through are something I never want to imagine, but everyone's pain is their own and I'll never understand how she feels on the inside just like she'll never understand the war my brain is waging on itself.
It's not the same.
I turn to walk out the door seeing as only a few people are left inside, but she grabs my wrist and spins me around. Her eyes are scolding, and she pokes my chest roughly. I can't help but smile down at the ball of sunshine turning into a ball of flame as she gets riled up. Her cheeks grow to that shade of red I love, and I can't help but run my knuckle over the heated skin.
Her angry face falls and she looks perplexed as I approach the door and walk out.
She follows shortly after, and we catch up to the rest of the group.
"Now that everyone is here. I want each group to bring me something that they find beautiful." The yard was fenced in, so the nurses didn't have to worry about the patients running away. The thick green grass was slightly overgrown, probably hiding all kinds of bugs under it. What would Mrs. Sandra do if one of her group members brings her back a spider?
It's hard for me not to find humor in these group meetings because they seem so pointless to me, talking about my feelings with a group of strangers isn't going to cure this hole inside of my chest. It's not going to do anything but let the beast loose and I'll end up with bloody knuckles because there is no one around here for me to take my anger out on other than myself.
May grabs onto my fingers, her hand so small in mine. She tugs me along with her and I struggle to keep up. I spot a couple of the nurses smiling to themselves at May's brazen show of trust. Once she gets a good distance away from everyone, she starts looking around for something that she finds beautiful. I would lie if I said I wasn't curious about what she was going to pick.
I start looking around to find something of my own, but her presence is all consuming and I can barely take my eyes off her as she runs her fingers along the base of a tree.
She looks like a foreign creature out in the open. In her white clothes with her black hair contrasting so harshly with it. 
A group of new nurses start walking this way being led by the blonde nurse that showed me to my room on the first day. Three of them were men and I spot May rushing over to me, as she eyes them carefully. My heart swells in my chest at the feeling of purpose she makes me feel.
If I wasn't here, who would she run to? Would she just hide behind the tree until they passed by? Would she risk feeling uncomfortable?
[bookmark: _Int_tHOaY2H4]They walk by us some of them staring relentlessly, probably trying to guess how crazy we are but there is one of the men that let his gaze run over May with a hint of lust and I see red. I start to walk towards him but May grabs my wrist and tugs me back to her.
I look into her blue eyes, and she shakes her head letting me know it's not worth it. I glance back at the man that has already turned his attention away from my shadow.
An emotion other than protectiveness swirls dangerously in my chest. Jealousy? Not quite. Possessiveness? Most definitely.
A thought, dangerous as it was, was stuck in my head that made no sense.
She's mine.
Only mine.
I'm keeping her.
I may be messed up in the head right now, but I knew that those thoughts were out of control and needed to be ripped away from me before they took on a life form and I started to act on them. She's not mine.
I wince at the thought.
Like the thought of her being with anyone else, the thought of her following around another man rips me apart.
I tug out of her hold and begin my search for something beautiful again, needing something to distract myself from my scary thoughts. It's not too long after I start my search that I find a butterfly wing, nearly black, and it makes me think of the first note that May left me. Saying that she missed the rain.
Most of all it reminded me of her in general and she was beautiful. I pick up the wing and even though it's broken it's the most beautiful thing out here. It has a story, just like my shadow.
May comes walking toward me with what looks to be a rock in her hand. I huff a sound unwillingly. I can't help but notice that I picked something that resembled her while she picked something that resembled me.
I wonder if that rock is hollow on the inside.
She smiled when she saw the butterfly wing, I thought she might find it repulsing considering it did belong to an alive creature at one point in time, but she seems in awe of it. Studying it closely, no doubt noting all the dark orange colors framed by black. 
She touches it gently as if she was scared it would crumble from her fingertips. "Beautiful. " I whisper the words and I'm glad she assumes I'm talking about the butterfly because I didn't want to explain to her that I wanted to drag her back to the group and throw it all in their face that I found the most beautiful thing in the yard, even in the world.
We walk back, we're one of the last ones and everyone sits in a circle on the grass.
"Okay so now I want everyone to share what they picked and why." She starts with Augie who paired up with Mrs. Sandra since May went with me.
He holds up a big leaf the color of wood. "I think this is beautiful because it's the color of my cat at home." He finishes his sentence with a giggle and a head throwback.
Everyone holds up their item until it's mine and May's turn.
She holds up her rock and does a little shake everyone already knowing that she isn't going to speak, I wish she would, so I knew why exactly she picked it.
I held up the butterfly wing carefully. "I picked it because it has a story."
A story that reminded me of my shadow.
~.~.~.~.~.~
When I finally got to my room after helping Augie paint again, I spotted a note on my bed. It's only half of a butterfly this time, like my wing.
My fingers excitedly slid over the paper, curious as to what she could have said this time. 
"The rock was beautiful because it's weathered storm after storm and it's still here."

Chapter Seven: Nightmares

Sawyer was still dressed in his coach uniform, the whistle still around his neck. He looks younger than Archer even though he is five years older. The order of the Thatcher boys went me, twenty-eight, Killian, twenty-six, Sawyer, twenty-five, and Archer, twenty.
Killian and Sawyer were always close while I and Archer stuck together but I'll blame that on the year age gap between the two-middle boys. I was a little too old for them to click with and Archer was a little too young. Leaving the two of us the oddest of friends.
All of us were close but I knew Killian had Sawyer if something was wrong with him while I watch out for Archer or I used to before I landed myself in here.
I wonder how Killian is holding up having Archer in his bed at least three times a week. I wonder what that's doing for his active sex life.
The youngest Thatcher boy has nightmares so bad they throw him into panic attacks, so he always sleeps with one of us. It has always been that way since he was kidnapped as a kid.
Sawyer looks around the room with slight disdain, "How are you holding up?" He says as he rests his elbows on the table.
"I'm alright. How is Archer?" Sawyer blows out air from between his lips before chuckling awkwardly.
"Does it make me a bad brother for saying that if that boy doesn't get out of my bed, I'm going to go crazy?" Now that I notice it Sawyer does appear sleepier than normal, that boy is normally full of energy, bouncing off the walls.
[bookmark: _Int_byY2kgHQ]"Killian kick him to the curb?" I guess because Sawyer was always Archer's last pick because of his bad habit of hitting and kicking once his eyes were closed.
"Near a week ago. Come home big brother because I'm not built for this." He pleads with his eyes, giving me his best, you better listen to me, face. This was their second phase in convincing me to leave Daniel Marinez to karma.
Remind me about how much I'm needed at home, smooth over everything, and make me realize I don't have a choice but to walk the straight and narrow for Archer's sake, for all their sake.
If I can't be sane for my sake, then do it for theirs.
"I already told Archer I would try. I mean I don't know what else you all want from me, Sawyer." I rub my hand down my face, overwhelmed with responsibilities I've been avoiding for the past few months.
"We just want you, August. We don't want anything from you, we just want you."
~.~.~.~.~
When it got quiet that night, I read the rest of Hysteria, and I sat staring at the ceiling contemplating life. Dr. Wilson may be a mess, but he knew exactly what he was doing when he gave me that book. The main female character, the one that controlled the weather with her emotions, ended up burning the world down with everything she cared about in it from rage. Rage alone killed everyone she ever loved.
I may have lost my purpose and the one person that meant the most to me, but I still have people here. I have brothers that would kill for me and a mother that doesn't deserve to see her eldest son behind bars.
So, was Daniel Martinez worth throwing all of that away? Angelina is gone because of him but he could still take so much more from me if I was to murder him.
Archer's sad eyes from our last visit ring through and the thought of Killian kicking him out of his bed torments me. If I could just make it back home, just work through my anger in the next month. Maybe just maybe I could come home and stay there. Move forward and trust in karma to do her job.
I'm not sure what moving forward looks like anymore though. Where did I go when I got out of here if I didn't go straight back to jail? Do I go to my apartment where Angelina's things are waiting to be played with or packed up? That thought alone sends chills down my spine but isn't that what everyone that grieves for a loved one must do?
[bookmark: _Int_Yi45JLlC]They have to walk by a room where their loved one once stayed?
Not going back there would be me running away from the truth, it would be avoiding the fact that Angelina isn't there.
I haven't even visited my daughter's grave. My chest caves in at that thought, I've been too busy chasing her murderers to go see her. To place flowers, pink her favorite color, on her grave. Surely, my mother has put something out there. The thought of her grave is the only empty one because of me eases a sob from my throat that I quickly cough away.
If...
[bookmark: _Int_L5iwvM16]When I get out of here, I won't hunt down Daniel because someone has to be here to fill her headstone with her favorite things.
That's what I'll tell myself. Archer needs me home, my mom deserves my home, and Angelina deserves me to live for her.
It was like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders at that moment, like the light at the end of the tunnel finally opened and I saw a path other than darkness.
I didn't have to spend the rest of my life in prison, I didn't have to spill more blood. I could leave him for the universe to take care of, after all, death would be too easy for him. Karma probably has a hell of a lot more twisted ways than I do, she's been doing it way longer.
Just walk away from it all and pretend that the man doesn't exist, pretend he's already dead so the thirst for his blood running in my veins will cease to flow.
My door slams open and bounces off the wall, I'm instantly on the edge of my bed because it has been deadly quiet in here, nothing but the ticking of the clock at the top of the wall. May stood there, her hair sticking to her neck from sweat and her blue eyes wide with terror.
Terror I'm not sure I've ever seen on a human before, those eyes resembled more of an animal when they get trapped in a cage or cornered.
"May? What's wrong?" I keep my voice low and soft, not wanting to scare her any more than she already is. When she hears my voice, her shoulders begin to shake deeply, and she shoves her knuckles into her mouth forcing down sobs.
"Hey. Hey. Come here." I soothed and motioned with my hands for her to make her way to my bed. She doesn't waste time or even appear hesitant like I assumed she would be. She full-on sprints at me and in an instant, I have her engulfed in my arms, holding her so tight against my chest that her shivers of fear shake me as well.
"Are you hurt?" I asked willing to take her word for it because I didn't want to let go of her long enough to examine her from head to toe.
She shakes her head.
"Was it a nightmare?" I got them often but the terror that encased May at this moment was foreign.
She nods.
I pull her to sit on top of me, her head resting on my chest, I can feel the damp clothes of my shirt sticking to my skin, but I don't mind her tears any more than she minded mine.
The words that come from my mouth next aren't my own, they come out with determination. Determined to make this woman my reason to stay.
"I'll never let anything happen to you. You understand?" She leans up and her glossy blues study me carefully, trying to figure out my motive but she will come up empty because I don't even know my motive.
I have no clue why I told her that but now that it's come out, I realize how true it is. Looking into her small terror-filled face, one thing that was clear in this monumental moment was that my little shadow was mine. She was mine to protect, mine to be selfish and selfless with.
Those thoughts that I thought were dangerous returned and I couldn't fight them off this time. They had consumed me and filled me to the brim with the desire to claim this little broken being for myself.
She sees something shift in my eyes after all of the confusion her gaze previously held disappears and is replaced with one of understanding.
She nods to my words, settling her head into the crook of my neck. Her breathing grew softer and softer over a few minutes.
I can only think of one thing as we both drift off to sleep.
What the hell have I just gotten myself into?
-.-.-.-.-
His cold eyes watched as I caved in the head of one of his men. He just watched, he had a crowd behind him waiting on his command, headlights eliminating the pool of blood leaking from the two dead bodies in front of me.
Daniel only smiles, a similar smile he had in the footage from the ice cream store I pulled. The footage was shown where he was blasting bullets out of his car window.
Standing beside him was a deputy, one of the newer ones, I wasn't sure of his name.
"I can honor a man willing to get his hands dirty for his family." His voice was thick with accent. When I got here, he had sicked two of his men on me, two of the men that rode with him that day. There were four people in that car a week ago. Only one was still alive and he stood in front of me.
"I don't want your honor; I want your fucking head " My words were slurred from my blood leaking down into my mouth.
"That's not going to happen. For the guts you showed today, I'll make these two go away." He waves his hand and instantly people are dragging the dead bodies of their companions away, the dirty cop acting blind.
"I can't leave you to lose when you have a score to settle, though." He begins walking away, the deputy steps forward and tosses pictures into the pool of blood. It's of the man I drown two days ago.
"August Thatcher you are under arrest for the murder of..."
_._._._._
That morning, I woke up in cold sweats, but my nerves were instantly settled when I felt my shadow laying against my chest. I pulled her tight and let her presence fight away the anger and bloodthirst coursing through me at the memory.
To my surprise it works, she works.
I whisper against her coal-black hair.
"With you, I'm going to make it back..."


Chapter Eight: Messy, Unorganized, Coffee Addict

Everything has been quiet today. I have an appointment with Dr. Wilson later and I'm looking forward to it just so the ringing in my ears quit. May has kept her distance for the past couple of days.
Ever since she sought me out when she was having a nightmare, she has pulled away some. I think her self-preservation finally kicked in but it's too late because I have already decided that she was mine and nothing is going to change that.
I have one month left here if Dr. Wilson clears me. I fully intend to get out of here and care for my brothers and mother. May was now included in that, Dr. Wilson said our release date was the same, so if everything goes as planned, she'll be coming home with me.
I wouldn't say my intentions are entirely pure. I was using her just as much as she was using me. She was going to be my anchor on the outside of Mary Hill.
When I get out, I will be too busy making sure she and Archer have a restful night that I won't be able to think about anything else. I was turning a new leaf and maybe this one wouldn't get soaked in blood.
There wasn't much to do in here other than stare at a wall and ponder on things that could potentially happen in the future. I thought about the day she would meet Archer, I thought about how he would talk enough for the both. I thought about the day when I would pack up Angelina's things. I thought about the day when I would teach May how to defend herself so she could feel more secure in her own skin. I thought about her voice, would it be soft and wispy? Deep and raspy?
Would she talk with all the air in her lungs or just use a whisper of it?
Boredom ate away at my mind for a good portion of the rest of the day, so it felt like forever before I was sitting in Dr. Wilson's messy office.
"Here, I finished it."
I lay the book down on his desk and he looks up at it before waving it back towards me with his wrinkling fingers.
"Keep it." I looked between him and the book before picking it up and placing it on my lap as I waited for him to start his round of questions. The unorganized office doesn't bug my nerves as badly as it normally does, I guess because I've stared at a blank wall long enough to appreciate the variety of colors that invade my eyes.
He looks up from his notepad finally and settles on staring at me intently, I don't look away or flinch, the pride my father instilled in me becoming more present. "You're different. Something changed, I'm not sure exactly what that something was but it altered you."
I underestimated this man when I first got here. I didn't have one of those easy-to-read faces. My emotions hid anywhere but on my face. I beat all my brothers at poker because of how well I hide everything from anyone that gets too close.
Yet, somehow this messy, unorganized, coffee-addicted man is seen right through all of that.
"I had a change of direction." His eyes squint, for a moment I worry that he won't believe me and that I'll be stuck in here trying to convince a man that I don't want to kill anyone when I get out of here.
All those fears are replaced with relief when he begins writing on his paper. "Your release date is set for exactly twenty-seven days away. Don't make me regret this. Don't burn your world to the ground, August."
I smile slightly. "I'm not going to."
I stand up when the buzzer on his desk goes off indicating that it's time for his next patient. "May seems to be doing better as well, I can only assume something happened to the both of you."
I don't respond, but I can't stop the grin that stuck to my face as I make it back to my room where I can think some more.
However, when I got there, I heard a man's voice coming from May's room. Instantly my heart rate spikes, and I walk toward the sound peeking through the crack.
"So, you don't talk much do you?" Standing in front of her canvas-covered wall was the nurse that looked at her with lust in his eyes a couple of weeks ago.
May sat on the edge of her bed, her fingers twisted in the tie-died blanket. She was as ridged as a tree giving away just how uncomfortable she was with him in her space.
Not being able to stomach this any longer I make myself present and open the door with a bang.
"Get out," I say calmly. Too calmly. That should have been this boy's first sign to walk the fuck away, but he only scoffed at me.
"I don't know what little delusional world you live in, but the last time I checked you're not the one that runs the shots here." He walks closer to me trying to make himself bigger considering I towered over him by at least five inches. I didn't falter, I just looked him dead in his eyes.
I played out how I could hurt him, and make him uncomfortable, I guess he saw it in my eyes because he grew puzzled before falling back and walking around me, out of May's door.
I glance at her, she won't even meet my gaze, she was shaking like a leaf, and I see chill bumps all along her arms.
I go to her and sit down, her bed dipping in from my weight. "He shouldn't bother you again," I reassure her, but she just looks around the room, she gnaws on her bottom lip. Something was on her mind, and she didn't know how to release it, it was weighing her down to the point that she was growing more and more anxious.
I stand up and find a piece of paper and pencil, and hand it to her, she just looks at it a moment before grabbing it from my hands and starts writing on it slowly. I can't help but stare at her, her extremely long curly black hair creates a barrier around her as she writes whatever is on her mind. Her pale fingers hold the pencil with such ease that I can only imagine how good of an artist she is.
She must have delicate fingers to fold the papers that she leaves on my bed considering they are always so full of delicate details.
She nervously hands me the paper. 'I get out soon...'
"I know," I confess. Was this what had been plaguing her for the past few days? Is this why she hasn't been sneaking into my room or following me around like she normally does?
She grabs the paperback and begins scribbling on it again. I waited patiently; I couldn't wait for the day that she was comfortable enough around me to speak.
'I just don't want to depend on you, when you'll be gone.'
"I got out the same day as you. I was going to wait a couple more days before I asked what you thought about coming with me when I got out. Dr. Wilson mentioned that you didn't have any family." She pulls away and looks up at me, her blue eyes looking more innocent than I think I've ever seen her before.
When she sees that I'm being serious, her eyes grow wide, and she holds a look of shock on her features. That shock is instantly replaced with happiness and before I even realize what's going on she throws herself into my arms. I pause for only a moment before wrapping my arms around her. I revel in how my black tattoos contrast so roughly against her pale skin.
She fits perfectly in my arms, and I inhale deeply trying to memories the scent of her.
I chuckled at her behavior before growing quiet again as my thoughts drifted off to how unlikely we are as friends.
[bookmark: _Int_lhL47ZZ8]If that's what you would call us. She was so fragile looking, meek, and scared of a lot of things. I took up twice the amount of space she did and the only things I feared were losing the reasons I have to keep going.
No matter how different we are it works and that's all that matters right now. I could deal with the repercussions of this later when I was a little more whole than I was.
I would face the storm when I was wearing a raincoat.









Chapter Nine: Ugly Cry

[bookmark: _Int_33EqTh7N]"You look like shit." Killian had always been the honest one of the bunch. Anything that he had on his mind he said not considering anyone else's feelings, not that I cared too much about what I looked like.
Who was I trying to impress?
Killian had the darkest hair out of all of us, nearly as black as May's. His eyes were hazel, laying between green and brown most of the time. He wasn't wearing his signature tux; he must be on a day off.
"Huh? Do you think? It's not like I'm in a loony bin." The sarcasm leaks from my voice and I wish I could reign it all in and for once just have a decent conversation with Killian. Out of all the Thatcher boys me and Killian butted heads the worse. Growing up we argued all the time and even got into a few fist fights when he was finally old enough to hold his own.
"You get out in a week, right?" I had sent a letter to Mama about me coming home, she must have told the rest of the family. I stiffened an eye roll at the thought of listening to my father lecture me as if I was still a child.
"Yeah, next Friday." He nods his head seeming to be in thought.
"Dad is having dinner that night, I guess to celebrate your release." I blow out a rushed breath of air.
"Fuck, Dad." Kilian stiffens. He's always been right up our dad's ass, like his little puppet. He didn't get to see the roughest edges of our father. He didn't see the nights he would come home drunk and leave whelps on my back. No, Kilian was only four then. He got sober soon after the worst of it started but I will never forget, the scars on my back make sure of that.
None of them quite hate him as much as I do. It's not just about the scars, it's more about the way he made me feel insignificant growing up. Made me feel like my tears were a burden and my cries were forbidden. He made me tough, like a father should but he did it a little too well. He's the reason all my emotions come rawring out of me in the form of bloodied knuckles.
The only one of us that didn't catch that side of our father was Archer, and it was mainly because after he was kidnapped, he stuck to my side ever since. 
I wish I could put all his bull shit behind me, but it still ate at me to this day, and it would probably eat at me until the day I die. That's the thing about childhood. The things that happen to you stick with you in ways sometimes you don't even recognize at first.
"I'm not doing this with you here." Kilian ran a large hand through his hair. "Get your ass home. Archers depressed, Sawyers, stressed, and I'm fucking worn out, brother."
He stands up and gives me one last longing look, and for a second, I see the kid that hid behind my leg when our parents argued. For a split moment, my heart screams to hug him.
I stand up and walk around the table. I yank him to me before he can protest with any of the bullshit about men don't hug. Because this man does.
He hesitates for a moment, and I feel a shuddering breath escape his lungs. "I love you. Thank you for taking care of everyone."
He pats my back, and we break apart. He must clear his throat before speaking to me again.
"Just come home, brother."
He gives one final nod before he walks away.
~.~.~.~
The nurses are changing out the board that's in the cafeteria, it has the name of everyone that is getting released within the next week.
I watch them put each letter up in my name, right under mine they start putting up May's. She stands beside me and watches them as well. She holds a red apple in her hand while I hold a green one.
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My apple rolls from my fingertips and clashes onto the floor with a thud that is overlooked by the loud volume of conversation being held between each patient.
[bookmark: _Int_fm5p1hOi]May's small cold hand is placed on my shoulder, her thick eyebrows pulled together in confusion. There has to be some mistake. Or perhaps she's from a different branch of Martinez's. I knew I was kidding myself when I thought that though. This town was too small for there to be more than one branch of Martinez's.
I look into her baby blue eyes and my soul burns. I placed both of my hands on her shoulders probably a little too firmly. She stares up at me and I can't help but notice that she looks like him, barely but it's there in the way she holds her mouth in a firm line. It's there in the way that her eyebrows nearly touch when they're pulled together. It's there in the shape of her eyes.
"Do you know who Daniel Martinez is?" I ask my voice too calmly. I try to get a grip on myself. This was May, she was as harmless as a mouse. This was my shadow, the girl that had been following me around since I got here. The girl that jumped into my arms when she had a nightmare.
She couldn't possibly be related to that evil son of a bitch.
Her mouth opens and she searches my eyes seeming to be in shock. Slowly she nods her head, my heart drops, my throat grows thick, and my voice hoarse. My body was fighting against itself, and I couldn't control any of it.
"Uncle?" I ask softly. 
She shakes her head.
"Cousin?"
She shakes her head.
"Dad?"
She hesitantly nods and all I can do is stand there for a moment. All I can do is hold her at a distance from me.
For the first time since I got into Mary Hill, I feel like I need to be here.
I released her quickly and stormed out of the lunchroom. I need to think. I need my boring white wall to just stare at and figure out what the hell is going on.
Once in the safety of my room and away from prying eyes I pace my heavy feet falling onto the floor roughly.
"This isn't happening," I whisper and rush to the bathroom to stare into the mirror and make sure the shell of a man isn't trying to take over.
 I look like I have just seen a ghost. My usually tan skin was pale, and my eyes were wide, my heart still pounded in my chest so hard it was causing me to pant.
I fist my hair and tug roughly. I found my purpose in Angelina's murderer's daughter. The thought was too complex to fully wrap my brain around right now.
All the plans about May living with me go out of the window. I promised my brothers that I was coming home and that I wasn't going to seek vengeance. If she was residing in my house, it would only be a matter of time before either he showed up or I did something stupid. I didn't believe in taking vengeance out on someone that doesn't deserve it. May didn't have anything to do with Angelina's death, but her father was the mastermind behind it all. The only way that I could keep my promise was if I never laid eyes on Daniel again. Having his daughter following me around when I get out of here was sure to lead me right back in front of him.
He would think I was trying to get even. Settling the score.
Damn it!
[bookmark: _Int_XXYVgz2T]My heart aches and my chest caves in when I realize that I have to let her go. 
[bookmark: _Int_EO6exCQF]I have to let May go.
~.~.~.~.~
I was sinking. Down to the pits of the ocean, I was sinking into a dark place. Every time I closed my door instead of leaving it open for her, every time I walked faster when she tried to walk beside me. It killed me a little more because she doesn't deserve this but what other choice did, I have?
I'm packing up my things, which mainly consist of May's notes and Augie's drawings. I take one more look around this room that had slowly gone from my prison cell to my salvation.
"I'm ready," I tell the nurse that was waiting on me outside my door. When we walk out, I can't stop myself from glancing towards her room which was now white and lacked the presence of her tie-dyed bedspread, colorful drawings, and paper-Miché animals hanging from the ceiling. She was already gone. It was for the best.
We passed the common room, and I walked up to Augie. "I'm going to come see you, buddy."
"You promise?" He asks while he keeps coloring on the paper. He's got so much better at it over the past couple of months. I made a vow to myself to investigate his family and see why he couldn't stay with them.
"I promise." I pat his shoulder and continue toward the front of the building. I was finally getting out. Yet, it didn't feel as good as I thought it would. The sun doesn't shine as brightly as I thought it would, and the grass doesn't look as green.
The front door closes behind me and I'm left standing there, staring out into the world wishing I could go back a couple of days and never looked at them spell her name out.
I reached into the things that they took from me when I was put in there and pulled out one of three cigarettes from the pack. I found the lighter quickly in the clear bag, setting fire to the cigarette. The chemicals burning into me soothed my nerves only slightly.
My mom's running late and I vaguely realize that it's a Friday, she normally goes to her book club around this time on Fridays. She forgot and I couldn't help but chuckle a little. I love that woman, but she had the memory span of a dog.
I take a few steps to the left; I would just walk there. It isn't but about a fifteen-minute walk from here.
I make it a total of ten steps when I hear it.
Sniffling. I stop, my legs won't take me any further. I blow out the smoke and turn around.
Sitting on the curb was May, her head was on her knees, and she was crying.
Like full-blown ugly crying.
Fucking hell.
I throw the cigarette down and stomp it out. I walked up to her and grabbed her three bags. Tossing them over my shoulder.
"You're not a fucking Martinez anymore."





Chapter Ten: Just The Beginning

It takes her a moment to catch up with me, I hear her converses hitting the sidewalk.
She just follows behind me and I don't offer up any information. She was probably confused why I had avoided her for the past week and wondered why I was so hostile at all because Daniel is her father.
Instead of offering any of those answers I address where we are going so, she isn't bombarded and overwhelmed when we get here.
"We're going to my family home. My dad is throwing some kind of get-together. Killian's forward, Sawyers flirty, Archers goofy. My dads an ass and my mom's a sweetheart." I glance behind me to see her listening intently. It was as if she was taking mental notes, preparing herself for the on slaughter of Thatcher's.
I honestly didn't care what any of them thought about May, but I knew that she was probably nervous.
"It's only about five more minutes until we're there." I let her know because she sounded winded behind me, there wasn't much physical activity in Mary Hill, and she had been in there a lot longer than I was. I imagine it would be a little while before she got used to physical activity again.
[bookmark: _Int_vMODfNmG]We walk in silence the rest of the way and sure enough, when I spot my family home my mother's car isn't in the drive. My dad's isn't here either. The only car in the driveway is Archers. 
He would be a good buffer in this situation. He would settle her nerves, this way all of them weren't just sprung on her, that would be enough to send anyone running for the hills.
As we're walking up the front steps Archer opens the front door and jogs up to me throwing his arms over my shoulders, like he had been waiting at the window looking for me. He hasn't even noticed the meek girl currently hiding behind my tall frame. I'm pretty sure I hid her entirely.
I share the embrace with my youngest brother, letting May's bags fall from my shoulders onto the manicured lawn. My father always kept a clean-cut lawn.
"I thought Mama was picking you up. You walk here?" His words came out squished against my shirt.
"Yeah, it's fine. Listen, Archer, I want to introduce you to someone." He pulls back and his face morphs into one of confusion. I step to the side to let him see a wide-eyed May. She was clutching her hands together in front of her. 
"Archer, May. May, Archer." They were both just staring at each other, so I kicked Archer's boot with my own snapping him out of his slumber.
"Nice to meet you."
She smiles slightly before moving back behind me, using me as a shield between her and Archer.
"She doesn't talk," I explain following behind Archer as he goes into the house. Everything was tidy and cleaned, Mama must have polished everything off this morning because of the dinner tonight.
Photos from when all the Thatcher boys were little lined the walls, my eye snags on the one of me and Killian before Sawyer was born. A frown was permanently edged into my face, even though I was dressed up in a t-ball uniform.
"All you do is bitch woman!" My father's voice slurred worse with every word that came out of his whiskey-scented mouth.
"Go upstairs, Killian." I whispered from the corner of the room. We had just got back from the t-ball game, we won but I didn't feel happy because Dad missed me playing. Mama said it was because he was at work, but I don't think they serve whiskey at his job.
Killian looked at me with teary-filled eyes and I grabbed his elbow yanking him up the stairs, I wanted to be down there to hear what they said. Was Mama going to make him leave? Was he going to break things?
"You missed his game!" My mother screamed through tears. "Jeremy give me back the man I married." Her voice turns pleading, and I feel warm salty tears flow from my brown eyes. Just seeing my mother so distraught was hurting me.
"Just shut the fuck up." He slurs out and steps toward my mother, she flinches, and I think he's about to hit her. He's never hit her before, and she's not strong enough to leave him. She loves him too much, but I don't. My love left when I didn't see him for a month because of a bender.
"Stay away from her! "I stand up on the stairs and scream at my dad. He was red-faced and his eyes held that hatred in them when he looked at me. I don't know why, I never did anything to him, but he's been looking at me like that a lot lately.
"You little shit!" He takes off towards me and it all blurs together because my adrenaline kicks in. 
I remember running into the living room because if I ran up the stairs Killian would hear. That's a shit thought for a kid to have, worried about their little sibling hearing their father whipping them until their back bled. My mother tried to drag him off me, scream at him but he didn't listen. I wore a good number of scars on my back from where the buckle of the belt caught me.
He's never apologized for that night. Even now that he's sober. Mama didn't leave, she threatened to, but she was pregnant with Sawyer and didn't really have anywhere to go with three kids. Luckily my father believed her, and he promised to get sober.
Even when that man is sober, he's still a dick. I have absolutely no love for him. After that night it never came back.
I felt May looking at the photo, she taps little me in the picture and points to me.
"Yeah, that's me." She smiles at the photo, running her finger up and down it.
I watch her intently looking the way she seemed to be fascinated in seeing me when I was little.
"Come on. I'll find you somewhere to sit until everyone gets here. I think Archer already went out to get our bags. I'll have Mama run us to my place tonight. My car is over there, so no more walking." I was escorted by a deputy to Mary Hill, so my car wasn't there.
She follows behind me and all of this feels surreal, having her in this house. She seemed so out of this world that I forgot she was just a normal person.
I tell her to sit on the couch before Archer steals me and drags me up the stairs.
Once we're in his room he turns to me and throws his hands around roughly. "What the hell?"
I can't help but chuckle slightly before pushing his arms back down to his sides. "She's staying with me from now on."
"Bubba, do you even know this girl?"
"We've spent three months getting to know each other," I say growing a little offended. He thinks I would bring a stranger over here. Thinks I would move a stranger in?
"She was in a crazy house!" He whisper yells.
"So was I, dipshit. Am I crazy?" He just stares at me dumbfounded for a moment.
"I just want to know why?" He says seeming to be calming down a little.
"You wanted me home, wanted me to let Karma have Danial. Well, the only way I'm going to do that is with her by me. She needs me, Archer. I need that right now." I let my eyes do most of the talking. I tried explaining to him the best I could that she was feeling an absence in my heart. She was filing the lack of purpose Angelina's death left me with. Was it fair to May, no, but I already told her that. She doesn't seem to care too much.
Because isn't she using me as well? She was using me to make her feel safe as she gets back used to being around men.
"This sounds like trauma bonding, August. That doesn't ever end well." He wasn't wrong, but I didn't have any other choice.
"I'm trying, Archer. That's all you wanted from me." He stares for a moment before nodding his head slowly.
"I just don't want you getting hurt again." I tap his shoulder roughly and give him a weak smile, before heading back down the stairs.
~.~.~.~.~
Everyone acted just as I expected them to when I introduced them to May. Killian was puzzled but didn't dig, Sawyer gave her his pearly white smile and talked her ear off even though I let them all know she doesn't talk. My father was polite but gave me a stern look when May wasn't looking.
A look that told me just what he thought about me meeting someone in a crazy house. My mother was overjoyed and determined that we were a couple even though I told her we were just friends.
"I've missed you so much," Mama says with a radiant smile from across the table.
"I've missed you too." I smile back at her. 
"You wouldn't have had to miss her if you wouldn't have murdered someone." My father says and the room goes deadly silent. No one says anything to him, and I halt the spoon that was coming up to my mouth to give a glance at May. She doesn't know exactly why I was in Mary Hill. I imagine she had an idea considering she's caught the muttering from my meltdowns, but my dad was laying it out on the table, and she didn't even seem fazed.
Perhaps that's what drew her to me, perhaps she wanted someone that was gentle yet still capable of violence.
"Jeremy!" My mother scolds softly.
"What? I'm just saying. Stupid decisions come with consequences." I grit my teeth and let my spoon sit down on my plate. I know I shouldn't have gone after those men like I did but I couldn't bring myself to regret it. I couldn't make myself call it a stupid decision. "He should be glad that he only got the crazy house, he was looking at around ten years if it hadn't been for me talking to Theodore."
"I'm full," I say standing pushing my chair back from the table. I stand up and May follows like I knew she would.
"It was really good mama." I gave her a sad smile and she returned the favor.
"I'll run you home. I was planning on staying there tonight anyways." Archer says taking one last bite of his food before heading to the kitchen with his plate.
I grabbed mine and May's plate and headed to the sink with them.
"I'll wash it, go get your bag packed. I got to get out of here before I say something I shouldn't." Archer nods and walks out of the kitchen.
May steps beside me and starts drying the plates I've already washed. "I'm sorry."
She shakes her head in a way of telling me that I didn't need to apologize. "I promise my house isn't this chaotic." I chuckle but it dies quickly because a couple of months ago my house would have been just as chaotic with Barbie's all over the floor and crayon marks on the wall.
"You ready?" Archer asked from the kitchen doorway.
"Yeah," I say before walking back to the dining room where everyone else is standing up as well.
I walked up to Mama first and gave her a hug. "Love you. I'll come back over soon." I promised.
She gives me a kiss on the cheek before moving on to May. I watch as she pulls her into a hug. "It was nice meeting you, sweetheart." She looks over May's shoulder and fake whispers. "Bring her back, I like her."
I chuckled a little to myself. My mother has tried setting me up with someone for years now, so I imagine she is happy I brought a girl home.
I get to Sawyer, bumping his shoulder with my fist. "Come by sometime," I tell him, and he nods his head.
"I will. I need to start running again anyways and your place is the perfect distance." Sawyer was very into fitness; he was a football coach, and he goes to the gym every other day. I think it helps him focus, his ADHD likes to act up when he sits still too long.
I move on to Killian, once again feeling May behind me meaning my mama finally let her go.
"I would tell you to come see me, but I doubt the big shot has time." I joke and he rolls his eyes.
"You can come see me; I got plenty of room." 
"No shit." I scoff. Killian owned his own business, and I don't mean a small business. No, the little shit owned one of the leading farm equipment brands. He didn't let it go to his head most of the time.
Surprisingly he turns to May and says, "Keep him straight, he's got a wild side."
May smiles slightly in response and we make our way out of the house.
I can't help but whisper in her ear on the way out. "This is only the beginning Shadow."










Chapter Eleven: Six-Foot-Three, Tattooed, Murderer

May fell asleep on the way home. Her little head was resting against the window, her knees were drawn up to her chest and her arms were holding them to her tightly.
With her electric blue eyes closed I felt like I was seeing her other features for the first time. Her eyes normally steal the show for me, and I don't have any time to admire just how perfect her set of lips looks, how her cheeks are high and narrow, and how her hands are so small and scar free. It's hard for me to imagine that she had them covered in blood before.
"You look at her like she is the cure for cancer," Archer says as we pull into my driveway.
"She's the cure to my cancer." My cancer was revenge, and she was the cure. Despite her last name when I looked at her all I thought about was how she was mine to hold and protect.
I struggled ...
I've been struggling for a while now and just haven't admitted it to myself. I want her in ways that I knew I couldn't have her. I wanted to breathe her in, I wanted to hold her so close to me that no one could tell where her flesh met mine. I wanted to keep her as my actual shadow and the thing I was most ashamed of was that I wanted to kiss that pouty perfect mouth of hers.
[bookmark: _Int_vbGH64pX]The thought startled me because I think this is the first time that I have actually let myself admit that fact. It didn't matter either way because none of those things could happen, because this was all unhealthy.
This whole messed up situation was bound to blow up in flames and when it did, I want her to be able to walk away from it with herself intact.
I knew I was strong enough though. I knew where this was all headed and I was honestly just a passenger, all I could hope for was that I could hold on to the little bit of modesty and decency I had left.
"I hope you know; your bed is mine tonight, right? I have waited three long months to get a good night's sleep." I rolled my eyes.
"What would you do without me?" I asked partly as a joke but partly because I wanted him to confirm to me just how much he needed me.
[bookmark: _Int_X1ubQ6iv]"Go crazy from sleep deprivation and loneliness. Sawyer and Killian are dull company and sleep talkers." He shuts the car off and I glance back at May one more time to see she is still knocked out, that walking must have really tired her out. "You know Killian has been sleep-talking about a woman, August? A woman! He kicked me out the first time I confronted him about moaning her name. Georgia. Unless he's having a wet dream about peaches and peanuts, I'm a hundred percent positive he has a thing for some woman named after the state."
I let Archer ramble as I made my way around the car, I hope she didn't wake up. She needed sleep.
I ease the door open, so she doesn't fall out and hurt herself. I catch her swiftly, one arm under her knees and the other under her back securely holding her up in my arms. She felt as light as a feature. Her flesh was warm through her clothes, making tingles erupt through my chest.
She sighs softly and her cheek gets pressed against my chest. God, she fit so perfectly in my arms that I don't ever want to let her go.
She feels like fitting the last piece of a puzzle into its designated spot, she felt like pulling in a ten-pound bass, like feeling the dew on the edge of the grass seep in between your toes at seven in the morning with a cup of coffee in your hand.
[bookmark: _Int_0ta9XNzH]She felt like home. This in front of me was a house. It housed memories that would haunt me as soon as I stepped into its doorway, but she was a home that stole those memories and replaced them with the present.
Just her being this close eased the pit in my stomach that was waiting to attack me when I spotted the first toy on the floor, I never made it back to pick up. 
Noticed the drawing on the wall that I would have to wipe off eventually.
My steps faltered but I retrained my thoughts on how I could control this moment how I wanted to. I wouldn't remember this as the first time I came back home after Angelina's death, this would simply be the first time that May had ever seen my place.
"I'll get the door." Archer walked in front of me carrying his bag along with two of May's. I would come back and get the other one in the morning.
I took a deep breath and stepped through the threshold. Everything goes as planned until I spot the paper with pencil traced letter A's on the coffee table. 
[bookmark: _Int_Lh8hoiD8][bookmark: _Int_oHAsguAL]I suck in a big gulp of air and stumble forward; I quickly catch myself before I can fall or let May fall. I walk swiftly to the couch keeping my eyes trained down on the ground, willing there not to be anything else.
I was shaking like a leaf by the time I sat her down and covered her up.
I stood there for a moment longer than I should have just staring at her. I want to soak up as much of her as I can because I needed the level-headedness, she provided me.
I lean down and kiss her forehead gently not missing the way that my lips shuttered against her skin.
That paper was the exact reason we were going to get ice cream.
I take a big step back from the sleeping woman on my couch and I'm struck with a 'what the fuck am I doing?' thought for a moment.
I turn on my feet and rush to my room, my shoulder hitting the wall and my foot stepping on Archer's toes. I ignore his owe of protest and sprint to my bedroom.
I know I look like a fool. I am a six-foot-three, tattooed, murderer running from something I can't even see.
~.~.~.~.~
I didn't sleep last night. Not a wink. Although Archer's kicks now and again didn't help they weren't the reason my mind refused to shut off.
I was stuck in between wanting to pack up all of Angelina's stuff and put it in storage or leaving everything exactly how she left it.
I felt like I was betraying her if I touched even one of her toys with the intention to pack it up, but I don't think I can handle seeing daily reminders about what I lost yet. My will isn't strong enough for that. So, while thinking last night I agreed that I would go through the house and gather up all of Angelina's things and put them into her room and when I did have enough willpower, I would sit down on her bed and look at everything as I packed it away for good.
Archer stretches from the other side of the bed. "That was the best night's sleep I've ever had."
"Good for you," I grumble as I force myself up into a sitting position. "I don't think I even blinked."
Archer got up as well. "I'm here for you Bubba. What can I do?" He looks down at me with a sad smile gracing his lips. Archer has always been a pleaser; he likes to help people in any way he can.
"I do actually need your help with something." 
For the next hour, we worked quietly gathering everything of Angelina's and putting it into her bedroom, going as far from her toothbrush to her shoes by the door.
I didn't break down this time because I just shut my emotions down for a moment. I just pretended that those shoes were used for random little girl's feet.
May slept through the whole thing.  "Alright, well I'm going to head out for my shift at the diner."
"Be careful." I pull him into a hug and pat his back. Archer was amazing at cooking and that's how he made a living while he was in college to become a chef.
Speaking of making a living, I needed to talk to my old boss today and see if he's going to hire me back on. My savings can only last for so long.
May wakes up while I'm cooking pancakes and bacon. She stretches out causing her shirt to rise and show off a section of her small waist. I advert my eyes quickly.
"Hungry?" I ask not expecting a response but asking anyways.
She gets off the couch and rubs the sleepiness from her eyes. She glances around the place, and I assume she is taking it in considering she was asleep when we got here last night.
"I'm cooking pancakes and bacon." She comes to stand beside me and looks down at the food then she smiles at me, and I don't do anything but stare at her.
She was so beautiful that she made my brain muddled. She could walk into any room and steal the show.
She continues walking around the house until her eyes come onto a whiteboard attached to the fridge. There are three markers beside it, and she picks one up. I finish the pancakes before walking up behind her to see what she's writing.
'Thank you for letting me stay.'
"No, thank you for staying. I'm going to be honest May. I think I need this..." I point between myself and her. "Just as much as you do. If not maybe even a little bit more."
She pauses for a moment a serious look taking hold of her face and she writes down, ' What did my father do to you?'
A deep settled frown takes hold of my lips, and I try to figure out how I respond to that. I didn't want to be completely evasive because May didn't write much. I didn't want to be completely honest because it was just too much to talk about right now. So, I settle for a response that would ease both of those problems, "He took something from me that I won't ever get back."
May was smart, I saw her reading all kinds of books throughout the three months at Mary Hill and she just had that look about her that let me know she was smarter than most people gave her credit for so I shouldn't be surprised when she ended up putting two and two together.
'Your daughter?'
I nod my head at May before stepping away from her and going back to fixing our plates. She doesn't try to write anything else down, but I do feel her eyes watching me closely. I wondered what she was thinking. I wonder if she knew exactly what her father was capable of.
Did I turn her life upside down just now or did my little shadow suffer at the hands of her father as well? After all, he hasn't come and visited her all of the time, she stayed there according to Dr. Wilson.
"He's not a good man, your father," I say as I grab the syrup from the fridge.
I turn around with both plates in hand.
I don't know why I need her to know that but just in case she wasn't aware that the man that fathered her was a piece of shit I needed to abolish any love she hypothetically had left for him.
She was no longer his. She was mine.

Chapter Twelve: Broad, Teeth-Showing, Show-Stopping, Smile

Something I realized halfway through the morning was that my shadow had nothing to her name.
No shampoo, toothbrush, brush, and I'm pretty sure all that those three bags carry is three outfits and a shit ton of origami.
She needed especially everything a human being had to have to be healthy and thriving. So with half of the savings I have left, I decided a trip to town was a must. I needed to talk to my old boss and see if he will take me back.
I was anxious, not about the job, but about being here. As we walked from store to store, I couldn't stop myself from checking my surroundings every other second.
May probably thinks of me as overbearing because I pulled her close to me every time a car went down the road. I don't know what I expected, I didn't even put too much thought into coming back to town but now that I'm here in the same area that Angelina took her last breath in, I'm taken off guard.
I try my hardest to focus on the good aspects of today. The way May has a smile from ear to ear when we enter a arts and crafts store, or how she couldn't help herself from skipping down the sidewalk when I let her get far enough away from me to have a little room.
She was like sunshine that peaked through a dark stormy rain cloud, or she was like rain when there wasn't a cloud in the sky, how the sun would catch those rain drops and turn them into shiny little multi-colorful drops.
It's funny that I refer to her as a rainbow during a store considering she was currently picking up a drawing set with every color of the rainbow in it and then some.
I'm going to have to learn to accept the fact that my life was now going to be going back and forth between dark and light. Dark is the memories of Angelina and the light is present with May.
She sits them back down on the shelf. She hasn't asked me for anything. I don't think she even knows why I've taken her into town. So, everything she's picked up I've gone behind her and bought it, along with getting some of the essentials.
She didn't catch on to what I was doing until this moment. Just as I pick up the pencils, she turns back to me, her eyes lock on them in my hand and her thick black eyebrows pull together.
I'm stuck at a loss for words, how did I explain this exactly? "Um .... I-"
She then looks down at the two bags dangling from my left hand carelessly. Her eyes grow small as she tries to study the content of the bag through the thin white veil.
[bookmark: _Int_dvHbN9FW]Her soft kissable lips part and she looks back to me and instead of fighting for words that are invading me thoroughly I simply shrug with a trashy smile on my mouth.
Slowly, so very slowly her lips tilt up into a broad, teeth-showing, show-stopping smile.
My heart skipped and I coughed trying to get it to quit. Those feelings were dangerous and nothing dangerous had a place near May.
We shopped for another hour or two before I decided to head to Andy's house.
Like every other place in this town, it wasn't that far from a ride to get there, even though it was on the outskirts surrounded by fields filled with cattle and small ponds here and there.
May watched all of the trees through the window, the greenery casting its reflection onto her cheeks.
I don't know how I didn't wreck from not watching the road as I should. She captivated me that much.
His yards were overgrown, and his house needed pressure washing. I take this as a good sign that he hasn't hired anyone else to keep up the place yet.
"Stay here. I'll be right back." I reluctantly turn away from her and make my way up to the front door. I knock a couple of times loudly because both Mr. and Mrs. Jaded are nearing seventy and can't hear the best in the world.
The door slowly opens and I'm expecting to see Mr. Jaded but it's his wife wearing curlers and in nothing but her nightgown.
"Oh, my goodness, isn't it good to see you, Andy!" She calls out over her shoulder to her husband who I can see is asleep in the recliner in the Livingroom.
He jumps nearly a foot in the air stumbling as he stands up. "Woman! Your bout' gave me a heart attack."
He limps to the front door where his protest turns into something more along the lines of stunning joy.
"Ahh, Thatcher. I've been waiting on you to stop by son." He pulls me into a hug through the door frame. "Why don't you come in and eat dinner with us?"
"I have company in the car. I was coming by to see if I still had a job." Mrs. Jaded scoffs and a bombarding laugh comes from her mouth.
"Son, that old man of mine has refused every young boy that's come to his door looking for work, holding out for you." A weight was lifted off of my shoulders knowing that I still had a way to pay my bills and take care of my newfound responsibility.
"Thank you, I would have come yesterday but the family wanted to see me." I thought about my father's outburst and suddenly wish I would have and come see Mr. Jaded last night instead of attending that dinner and then I'm reminded that my mother had missed me, and it made her happy to see me.
"You're alright I'm just glad to see you around here again. You got some catchin' up to do around here." He had a cheeky grin on his face, and I couldn't help but grin myself.
"I'll see you Monday then?" He nods his head quickly.
"Let me not hold you and your lady friend up." I didn't have time to ponder on how he knew it was a woman in the car waiting on me because Mrs. Jaded pulled me to the side and gave me a sad smile.
"I hope I didn't overstep dear, but I put out some flowers at sweet Angelina's graveside. Pink, because I remember that was her favorite color. This old brain of mine forgets a lot of things but I could never forget that sweet girl's pink Crocs every day she came with you to work."
I smiled at the woman, thanked her, and made a swift exit. As soon as their door was closed, and they were out of earshot I let a shaky breath escape my lips.
I was mad at myself, relieved for Angelina's grave, hurting because I wasn't the one to put the first flowers there.
A hundred and one different emotions were bombarding my thoughts and body that, the shakes were uncontrollable.
Just breathe, August.
Why was something that comes so naturally to others so hard for me at this moment? Why did a basic human need have to be so hard?
I wish the air was so thin that it pushed into my lungs without a wheeze, wished that when it sat deep in my chest it didn't feel this heavy.

May knew something was wrong the whole trip back to my house. She glanced at me frequently, she was worried it was easy to tell but I was okay, I would be okay as long as she was here.
"A long, long time ago I use to believe that if I just kept pushing in life eventually I would get to where I wanted to go." I began speaking out of nowhere, we were only a few minutes from my house. "All of my brothers have their own thing. Sawyer's a coach. Killan a CEO. Shoot even Archer is a chef in training. Here I am still working the job I had when I was seventeen. I used to not mind that fact when my daughter was here because my life didn't matter as much anymore. Here I am still pushing when the whole world seems to be pushing me back. Yet, I've made it nowhere in life."
This would be the point in my speech where someone would interrupt me and tell me to just give it time or see it through, but May didn't. Whether it was because she couldn't or because she chose not to, I would never know, but at this moment, she was the best listener I've ever met.
She simply sat her hand on my shoulder and squeezed it firmly enough to let me know she was still there.
Still listening...
~.~.~.~.~
That night Archer didn't come, he says he had some research to do for school, so sleep wasn't even a question for tonight.
I was very aware that May was right down the hall asleep on my couch yet again. The house was warmer with her here and I let my brain wander off to an imaginary situation where I would introduce May to Angelina and tell her about how she was important to me. That wouldn't stop my stubborn daughter from grabbing May's pale hand and pulling her off to her room where she would pester the silent woman with questions about her favorite stuffed animal.
My chest aches and I have no idea why I put myself through this, I don't know why I can't block everything out, why can't I just forget her for a moment? It would be easier and hurt a hell of a lot less.
"No! Please ..." A woman's voice echoed down my hall and the covers were instantly pushed onto the floor from the shock. Was someone beating on my door for help? I lived in a decent neighborhood, the likely hood of that was slim but not impossible.
I rush into the house and the voice grows louder and louder. "Stop!" This time it was followed by an on slaughter of screams and cry's that chilled me to my bone.
It wasn't until I was almost at the front door that I realized that those cries weren't from some random stranger. They were from my shadow still asleep on the couch.
My heart pounds and pounds roughly in my chest. She was dreaming, she was back with those men that hurt her all that time ago.
I ran to her, my socks sliding on the slick freshly mopped floor. She was squirming around the couch, her bare legs kicking a demon away.
I crouch down beside her and hesitate for a moment before I put both of my hands on the side of her face and run my thumbs over her high cheekbones gently.
The pads of my thumb grew wet from her tears but the kicking stopped and the screaming stops. The only thing left is the whimpering of my broken woman.
Slowly her eyes opened, and they were the bluest I had ever seen them. Her rusty, hoarse voice comes stuttering out of her mouth like a streaming waterfall, "August?"


Chapter Thirteen: Riding Solo
"August?" 
My ears reveled in the sound. It was everything and nothing I had imagined it would be like. it was light but held a weight to it. It was soft yet firm, weak but mighty, heaven and hell.
I wish I could explain just the kind of effect having her say my name had on me.
It was light, soft, weak, and heaven in the way that it flew from her mouth so effortlessly that it made my knees shake. It was firm, mighty, and hell in the way that it took me off guard with its uniqueness.
My imagination isn't creative enough to come up with something as brilliant as her voice. That's how I knew it was real, that's how I knew I wasn't dreaming and imagining all of this because my mind wasn't this creative.
"May." I knew I looked a mess with my wild messy hair, heaving chest, and wide eyes but it was hard for me to care in this moment because somehow it felt like I was meeting my shadow for the very first time all over again.
She lazily, still half asleep, reached up and clung to my neck with a grip that would make baby orangutans jealous. I grip her back tightly, standing up until I'm back at my full height and she's draped herself around me while resting her head in my neck.
"It was just a dream." I soothed her the best I could.
 She whimpered into me even more. I gritted my teeth hating that she ever had to go through what she went through. If I could go back in time and kill those men with my bare hands I would.
I would soak these hands again for her.
In a heartbeat...
In less time than it takes to blink...

May was back asleep before I even made it to my bedroom, I lay her down gently as possible being sure to catch her head before it bent at an awkward angle and caused her to wake up.  
I cover her up and my chest was growing full at the sight of her snuggling into my covers. I would probably smell her there for two days after. I then lay myself on top of the covers she was under intending to give her as much space as she needed.
She talked!
She said my name!
I couldn't stop the smile that went from ear to ear. I wish the first time I heard her speak wouldn't have been caused by such a grave situation, but it did very little to dim the excitement that was taking hold of me.
Excitement is one of the strongest and most dangerous emotions. It either leaves you disappointed or sets your expectations higher for everything else.
I look over at the petite girl currently facing me with her mouth slightly parted letting out the softest of exhales. The smile wavered and I was once again battling myself.
It felt as if I was being ripped apart. As if I had a devil and an angel on my shoulder pulling me so hard in the direction, they wanted me to go in, that I was being split right down the middle.
One side was telling me that all of this was harmless, that we were just friends, and this was good for us. 
Then one side was telling me that I knew the thoughts I was having were impure and the last thing that May needed right now was an obsessive man. The last thing she needed right now was a man in general.
The angel told me we both needed time to heal properly, that we were trauma bonding, and that never ends well.
The devil was telling me that May was just as obsessed over me as I was with her, meaning that it was okay.
I was going to give up, whatever conspired after this point is out of my control. The devil and angel could get off of my back, I needed to ride solo.
~.~.~.~.~
"Come on, say something!" I chased May around the house, she was quick, and I felt like I was trying to chase my own shadow. She would duck around the furniture like she was escaping a maze, swift on her feet, and nearly impossible to catch.
She moved without making a sound other than soft giggles or a loud shriek when I got too close, whereas I ended up knocking over a lamp and pounding my feet against the floor.
"I give up your too quick." I put my hands on my knees and make a show out of taking deep breaths until I felt her only a foot away from me. With one final step, I pounced up and tackled her gently onto the rug.
I straddled her hips keeping her in place. I checked her face to make sure I wasn't making her antsy. Over the past few days, I've learned what triggers her and what doesn't. she was pretty comfortable around me, but she wasn't used to Archer yet. She didn't want to be in the room with him alone for too long.
She still had a huge smile on her face, so I proceeded to tickle her. I barely had to even touch her sides for her back to bow off of the floor, I felt it shift.
I felt my veins start flowing from playful to turned on in an instant. Her head was tilted at just the right angle and I could see her throat as she swallowed thickly. Her back was pushed off of the floor, causing her breast to bounce against her loose shirt. She was letting out whimpers in between her laughter.
I grew flustered, my body warm and my cheek blazing. My pants were growing tight, and I forced myself off of her. I instead propped myself up against the base of the couch and coughed awkwardly with one knee raised so that she could see what she just did to me, or rather what my perverted thoughts did to me.
"Come on, just one word," I say and she sits up off of the floor her black hair raised from the static of the carpet. She looks at me pleadingly, she wanted me to quit asking but ever since I heard her voice the other night, I've been dying to hear it again.
I needed it just as badly as a drug addict needed their next fix.
"Please." My excitement had worn down enough for me to shift onto my knees and scoot closer to her. My eyes were glowing with mischief, I just knew there was a soft smirk at the corner of my lip. "I'll beg for it."
"August!" She shrieks and slaps my shoulder playfully. I had caused her to blush. She hid her face in her hands and shook her head, "You're a very persistent man."
She said it in a way that was scolding and praising at the same time. I closed my eyes soaking in every word she said, willing it to be enough until she granted me its presence again.
Over the past few days, she has said only a handful of things to me, and every time I wished for more.
"I have to go to work. Are you sure you'll be okay here by yourself?" A part of me wanted to take her along with me but I knew a little time apart would be good for us considering we have been attached at the hips for three and a half months.
"I'll be fine." She says shyly as she twisted her fingers together nervously. She was just as anxious as me about being apart.
If I didn't force myself up and get moving, I was going to be late on my first day back. "It's only for eight hours, I'll bring home takeout, but here..." I lay twenty dollars on the kitchen counter. "In case you need anything."
Even the thought of her going to town by herself scared me but she wasn't a prisoner, she was a grown woman free to do as she pleased.
She stood up with me and threw herself at me so quickly I almost didn't catch her. I couldn't help but chuckle and spin her around playfully. Her small, framed body pressing against mine tempted me to bring back my feelings from earlier so I sit her down quicker than I would have liked to.
So painfully slowly I made my way to the door, "I'll see you before too long." In response, she only gave me a little wave for her goodbye.
When the front door was shut, and we were separated for the first time in what felt like a lifetime it was hard to breathe. I closed my eyes for a moment collecting myself and trying to convince myself that nothing was going to happen to her.
She wasn't going to get hurt while I was gone. No man was going to mess with her, she wasn't going to get shot, a sinkhole wasn't going to swallow her up, for me to never see her again.
My heart was aching just thinking about her being gone forever, I wouldn't survive this time, I barely survived after Angelina, and that was still questionable sometimes, if I lost May, I wouldn't be sane anymore. I would belong in Mary Hill or dead.
She was going to be just fine when I got back from work. Just fine.

Chapter Fourteen: Letting Her Go
It had felt good to go back to work after I convinced myself that May was going to be fine when I returned. It felt amazing to breathe in the familiar air of the farm and feel the refreshing breeze that ran along my skin quickly.
Out here was the opposite of the mental hospital. The mental hospital was suffocating, overwhelming, and stuffy. Out here it was liberating, and freeing and there was enough land for me to do nearly anything I wanted to do without anyone watching me.
I could yell out into the sky and I doubt a soul would know about it. Without May here with me, I was left to my thoughts as I did various things that needed to be done around here including but not limited to taking a count on all of the cattle.
I spotted a calf that hadn't been there when I left. He had distinct white markings swirling in with his red fur, I don't think in all of the years that I've worked here that I've seen a calf look like him.
Instantly I was time-traveling back into the past.
"Daddy! Daddy!" Angeline's high-pitched squeal eroded my eardrums giving me no other choice than to listen to whatever she was going to say.
"Yeah, Angel?" She loved it when I called her that. She loved it out here, I was lucky that Mr. Jaded was such a relaxed boss man because I imagine someone else wouldn't have been so open to the idea of a four-year-old running all over their property.
"That cow over there!" She points to a very pregnant red Angus heifer. She was so far along that her belly poked out on either side of her. "Why is she so big?"
"Well, in a week or two she will have a calf running around out there." Angelina glanced back at me and her big brown eyes shined with a newfound excitement. Her mouth turned into a toothy smile before she glanced back out of the window to stare at the heifer.
"A baby cow!" She screamed and stuck her nose up to the window the best she could while being restrained back in her car seat. "You'll let me see it! You promise Daddy?!" 
I stare out there at that three-and-a-half-month-old calf, wishing more than anything that she could be here to see him.
"He's beautiful my Angel." 
I take one shaky exhale before continuing with my job, I was at that stage of grief where I didn't feel like I deserved to be happy ever again. Every time I got a glimpse of happiness I was reminded again that she was gone. Why should I get to smile when she never can again? Why should I get to laugh when she will forever be silent?
I was also at the point in grief where I recognize that that way of thinking isn't helping anything. Angelina hated when I was sad so why would I deny myself happiness? Why would I force myself to be something that she hated?
I look up into the multicolored sky, my truck currently in a park in the middle of the field, and I do what I have needed to do for a long time.
I screamed out. I hit the steering wheel. I let her go...
~.~.~.~.~
Mr. & Mrs. Jaded made me have an early dinner with them. I learned that they were planning a vacation to the mountains soon and they wanted me to keep an extra close eye on the place next week. Nothing too bad tended to happen out in the county but I reassured them that everything would still be standing when they returned.
So unintentionally I was returning home to May later than I wanted to, which made the call coming in from my brother a bigger inconvenience than it would have been typically.
Killian's name flashed on the screen while I was at a red light. I answered it and put it on speaker before sitting my phone back down on the center console.
"Killian?" He never calls me anymore. Not since he became a big shot, I think he used that busy schedule of his as an excuse to not come around. After all mine and father's bickering all of the time stresses him out.
"I need your help. I'm in town. You do know how to do stitches, right?" His voice sounded panicky and instantly my mind went to the worst-case scenario. Surely if this was life-threatening he wouldn't have wasted his time calling me.
"What the hell is going on, Killian? Just go to the damn hospital." I huffed back at him irritated, not because I didn't want to help him but because I was scared that it was serious and he would just be waiting on his older brother to help him out.
"It's a long story. Just come to me. I'm down by Mr. Harrison's shoe store." He hangs up leaving me no choice but to check on him. I drive past my road, praying that May didn't think something happened to me and went to look for me, herself considering I told her I would be back a solid hour ago.
I find him, or rather them, quickly. It was hard to miss him considering he was waving my familiar truck down with a wild look on his face.
I slammed on the brakes and threw it into the nearest parking stop that I could. I jump out of the truck and look all over him to see where he's bleeding from before I realize it's not him but his company.
A woman with curly black hair sat on the deserted curb, blood rushing down her cheekbone and soaking into her shirt collar. Her eyes were deep brown and her features were fiery as she glared at my brother.
"Why aren't you two going to the hospital? That cut looks pretty nasty." I come and crouch in front of the woman that seemed irritated to even be in this situation.
"I told Killian that superglue would fix it, but he insisted you come." Superglue might have closed it enough to keep it from bleeding now but it would have busted open later.
"I think it needs a couple of stitches. I don't have any numbing medicine or the ability to guarantee it doesn't scar after they come out." I glance back up at my brother who was biting his nail nervously.
"We don't have a choice..." He eyes the woman again, she seems to be glaring a hole in him at this point. "He won't tell anyone."
The woman sighs before relaxing into herself, seeming to give up whatever withdrawal she had left. "I'm illegal."
Everything clicks into place and I go to my truck to grab my extensive first aid kit. I have stitched myself up multiple times on the farm instead of having to leave work and drive to the hospital. I've even stitched up a cut on Killian's hand when the boy he got in a fight with pulled a knife on him. My father didn't want us boys drawing any more attention to ourselves. So I had patched him up at home when he was no more than sixteen.
He must have still remembered the incident and that's why he called me.
I laid the box on the hood, "Get her to the passenger seat."
Killian helped the woman up even though she protested that she wasn't helpless. As I looked around in the box finding everything I needed to do this safely, I couldn't help but ask, " So how did this even happen?"
"There is a piece of metal sticking out of that pole, when she ran by it, it sliced her pretty good," Killian explained.
"Make yourself useful." I pulled a hammer from the back of my truck and tossed it to him. "Hammer that piece of metal down."
He walked off grumbling to himself about how he should have been the oldest. I couldn't help the little smile that cratered on my face.
Once I have everything I needed I made my way to the woman that didn't seem bothered by the fact that she was about to get stitched up with no numbing.
"Can you be quick? I have to go pick up my kid from the babysitter." She asked me kindly.
"It shouldn't take too long, it will only be a couple of stitches." I fix her up carefully hoping that in a few days when she removed them, there wouldn't be a scar on her otherwise scar-free cheek.
"I'd give it a week before you take them out." She reaches up and touches the stitching carefully, not putting too much pressure on the tender skin.
"Thank you, August. I owe you one." Killian comes up to the girl and helps, or tries to help, her out of my truck. She seems to be determined to not accept his help.
"More like a hundred at this point." He smirked at me over his shoulder.
"I thought it reset when I turned eighteen?" I scoff at him causing him to laugh genuinely. It was something I missed hearing more of. It had only been six years ago that we were all under the same roof waking up and eating breakfast together every morning.
It's crazy how easily things change and what I wouldn't give to have just one of them days back.
"Thank you." The woman says as they start walking towards his car.
"Your welcome, Georgia." Her dark eyebrows pull together in confusion, I imagine she realizes she never told me her name. I didn't even know if this was the same woman Archer told me about but I was taking a chance because I couldn't miss out on the opportunity to embarrass Killian.
"How?" 
I smiled at my brother who seems to be just as confused. "Archer says you talk in your sleep, brother." With that, I nod my head goodbye before getting in my truck and driving off toward the house.
My blood was starting to race with the need to get home and it feels like I just couldn't get there fast enough. I once again, for the millionth time, have to tell myself that the building was going to be standing with her in it.
Part of letting my little Angelina go was having to acknowledge that these fears come from a place of trauma. A trauma that I need to resolve before I catch any more feelings for the wounded silent woman currently invading every single thought inside of my head.






Chapter Fifteen: Tremble, Quiver, Stutter
"May? I'm home." The house was eerie quiet, so quiet I could have heard a pen drop. The lights were dimmed and instantly my heart plummeted and my breathing picked up. All of those fears I told myself were made up come rushing back to the center of my thoughts and the only thing I can think about is that she's gone forever.
All the reasoning the smarter side of me had was overshadowed by the all-consuming fear. The only sound in the entire house was my boots echos, "May?" Surely she would have called out if she was here? We had moved on from the absolute silence.
Just to be sure I check every room, even the ones I knew she wouldn't be in.
She was gone.
Every second that passed my chest closed in on itself and only a minute went by before it was growing hard to breathe.
Why would she leave? It's late. It's too dark for her to be out by herself with no vehicle. What if he found her? What if suddenly because I had her, she was worth his attention?
The more unreasonable my thoughts became the more panicked I felt. I rushed out of the house and looked around the dark yard, it had begun sprinkling lightly, but I didn't care as long as I found her.
She's a grown woman, surely she hasn't gotten lost somewhere. Despite this fact, it was one of the thoughts that bombarded me propelling my feet into the direction of the street.
"May?!" I called out loudly but was only met with the pattering of the growing rain. It was starting to pour.
I pulled air through my mouth the coldness of it chapping my lips but I couldn't feel that air entering my lungs. I couldn't feel my chest rising. I was so tensed up with fear that I felt like I couldn't even move. I spun around in every direction willing her to be in front of me but she wasn't.
My vision was growing blurry from the rain and the oncoming panic attack. I was wheezing, I could hear it in the background but there was no calming down from the riptide shakes causing my hands to tremble, my knees to quiver and my heart to stutter.
"May!!!!"I screamed into the night and just before the panic overtook me I heard the softest noise.
"August?" I spun around so quickly that water slung itself from my parted lips drips flying from my loose hair. She stood there with a bag from the local store in her hand. She was soaking from head to toe but she was here.
She wasn't taken, lost, or ... died. She was here in front of me. I rushed to her so quickly that she stumbled back with a hint of fear. Fear was quickly erased when I pulled her to my chest and squeezed her to me until there was no room between us. Our clothes stuck together because of the wetness.
She was so tiny in my arms, my body enveloped hers, shielding her from the danger of the world. My little Shadow was right where she belonged, in my arms.
Her feet were dangling but she didn't complain. She didn't even question me when I kissed her damp black hair. "You scared me."
"I just had to go to the store." She whispered. "I'm right here. I'm not going anywhere."
I think it astonished her, I don't think she understood to the extent that I needed her. She knew that we were leaning against each other in the worst points in our life but I think I just really showed her the extent of my crippling fears. Showed her just how screwed up I was.
Yet she still says she won't leave. It makes me even more protective of her because if she can't sense the danger these feelings put both of us in then how would she be able to tell when she was in trouble elsewhere?
I knew I would never hurt her, but who was to say we would always be here, together?
She needed an example of how to be treated. She needed to know her worth and a delusional man yelling her name in the streets wasn't how I feel like she needs to be treated. So from today forward, I would make myself the example that she deserved so when everything blew up in our faces May knew the type of man she needed to look for.
Not that we were together, but because what we had I wouldn't consider romance even if my mind wandered to places that people romantically involved would roam to.
We had something completely different than a relationship, we had something more dangerous, more life-altering, and scary.
Yes, scary. I found this to be frightening because I never wanted to feel the way I felt right after I lost my daughter but with the way I felt for May I knew if anything ever happened to her I would feel that feeling again.
It was too late to pull away from her because I had let myself become too attached and too entranced with her blue eyes and quiet ways of listening to me without me having to say a word.
I sat her back down on the ground and looked her over to make sure she wasn't hurt before saying, "Your shivering let's get you dried off."
I guided her inside and quickly went to find a towel.
I came back to her and started drying her off the best I could. "I'm okay, August."
She put her hand over my hands stilling the towel and I just noticed my fingers were still trembling from the panic attack earlier.
"I'm sorry. I shouldn't be ..." I laid the towel on the counter and propped my elbows up beside it, letting my head fall into my hands.
"I'm okay, I'm here and I understand." She stared me in my eyes and I was amazed at how much she seemed to know exactly what I needed to hear. She could say it a hundred times and I don't think it would be enough.
~.~.~.~.~
Archer invited us out with some of his friends. I wasn't going to go but May has been drooping around the house for the past three days. I've been working long hours trying to get Mr. Jaded's land back cleaned up before he leaves, which leaves her at the house bored.
She has already put paper animals all over my hallway, so many dangled from the ceiling that I doubted there was any other animal she could create. So when he stopped by right after I got off of work on Friday I couldn't tell him no when May's eyes lit up instantly.
His friends were just as unique as he was. There were three women and two men, all of them younger than me but around the same age as May and Archer. The woman whose name I can't quite remember stole May from me, she keeps looking back over her shoulder to make sure I'm still there. I was just her security net tonight and I was perfectly okay with that. I wanted to be there for her in any way I can.
So if that meant going out on the town with people younger than me while I stuck out like a sour thumb then so be it.
"She seems different," Archer says as he too watches May laugh at something one of the women said. She hasn't spoken too much to them but they all seem okay with that. 
"She seems happier," I noted as well.
"I'll give you both credit. I thought this was a shitshow waiting to happen but you both seem ..." He had to think about the word for a long time. "Like you are healing."
I took a deep breath a small aching pain stinging in my chest, that feeling of self-hatred coming back for a moment too long. I have to remind myself that Angelina would want me to be happy, part of me believes it but part of me thinks I don't deserve this. I don't deserve to heal, I don't deserve May.
"I'm trying. That's what I promised you." He glances back at me a smile lighting up his face, he's thought of a joke and I'm sure he was about to share it.
"Killian called me a snitch. I can't help but wonder what that's all about." I bite down on my lip trying to keep a straight face.
"I have no clue." Archer smacks my shoulder playfully before laughing loudly, his head tilting back.
"That's bullshit!" I laughed, a deep rough chuckle that startled me and I realize how uncommon that sound has become. 
"Let's go there." One of the guys, whose name I think is Jarrel, blurts out. All of the girls start getting hyped up with excitement at the new theatre in town.
"Guys!" My brother calls out behind them but they have already started walking into the cozy, small-looking building. May gets swooped in by her new friend, her eyes sweep the crowd but they don't give her enough time to spot me a few yards away.
Maybe she isn't panicking too badly.  "I was trying to tell them that this place stays packed out," Archer explains himself as we follow the group into the retro movie theater. The girls were already at the booth buying tickets when we got in there and Archer just sighs heavily.
A few seconds later they come over with each only a single ticket in hand. May holds her ticket off by her pants leg. She's flushed for some reason and she won't look me in the eyes. Once I get over how much her ruby-red cheeks spark desires I would rather forget about, I tone into what the red-headed girl was saying.
"They had exactly four seats left." The brown-haired girl behind her peeked around with a slick smirk on her face and I knew where this was going instantly.
"Sooooo, we're your personal lap warmers."













Chapter Sixteen: Devour
"We don't have to go if this makes you uncomfortable," I tell May after I pull her off to the side, she was still blushing and something in me was rumbling with satisfaction, knowing that I made her flustered. It made me feel accomplished, in a way. Like just maybe I affected her just as much as she affected me.
"I already bought the ticket." She held up the piece of paper and it waved back and forth from the movement of her hand, she blushed even harder refusing to meet my eyes. She looks embarrassed and I should make this into any bigger deal than she feels like it is but I couldn't stop myself from commenting.
I crouch down so that I can see her eyes and I grab her upper arms something giddy turning over inside of my stomach, feeling like a seventeen-year-old, sneaking around, again. "Do you want to sit on my lap, May?"
I was teasing, of course, I was teasing but I was also dying to hear her say yes. Dying to know she craved my touch in the way I craved hers, even if neither of us would admit it to ourselves or each other. I didn't think it was possible but her cheeks grew a shade darker contrasting greatly with her pale skin.
"Of course not." She stammered out before saying, "I mean not that I don't ..." She took a deep breath and I laughed at her sudden rambling. May, rambling, something I thought I would never see. When I met the woman she wouldn't even utter one word to me now she seems to have too many to get out at one time.
"I'm just teasing." I let go of her and we follow the rest of the group into the room where the movie has already started. I'm not even sure what we were watching, I knew I wouldn't be able to focus on it anyways with May in my lap. Every seat was full except the four at the very top, moving quietly as possible one by one we got situated in our seats.
The girls shuffled past my legs as they sat down on the men next to me. Soon it was just May standing there looking down at me with her indecisive eyes. She almost looked like she was about to book it out of there but we had already made it this far. I could tell she wanted to sit down she was just consumed with irrational fears, she needed to get familiar with a man's touch again.
Or at least that's what I was telling myself when I grabbed her hips and sat her down gently on my lap, my breath instantly growing quicker. The feeling of her warm skin soaking through our clothes quicker than I could have anticipated, making all of this overwhelming and spectacular simultaneously.
She was stiff against me, so to make her feel more comfortable I scooted as far back in the seat so I could lean back and drew her back to my chest. My arms circled her waist so she wouldn't slip from my lap. I've held May before. 
I've held her at night when she couldn't sleep because of nightmares but this was different. Then I was so consumed with worry for her, I didn't let my mind wander to where it is wondering today.
She felt so good. Too good.
I looked down and I had the perfect view of her neck and slightly exposed cleavage. Before I could talk myself out of it I leaned down and pressed a very gentle kiss to the skin right below her ear. I intended to stop there and pull away but the small sigh that came from her mouth made me want more. I went a little further down and pressed another kiss to the soft flesh that seemed to be doing all of the right and wrong things to my little shadow.
My blood was pumping and I shifted from the sheer excitement of her. She was making my body fight itself. I ripped my lips away from her and pushed my head back against the headrest of the seat.
I breathed in and out until I was back in control of myself. 
I
could
devour
her.
... and that scared me because I have never experienced these emotions to this extent. Her body against mine made me feel like a new man. I didn't feel as broken when she was curled up on my lap, my mind was right here in the moment instead of roaming around.
I pull her closer to me and she rests the back of her head against my shoulder. I peak at the people beside us and I find my brother staring at me with the slightest smirk on his face. Had he seen all of that?
I look back at the screen, the movie the last thing on my mind.
~.~.~.~
The next morning I woke up sandwiched between May and Archer. May had fallen asleep on the way home and I tucked her into my bed so Archer could have the couch because he was spending the night over. I guess he had a nightmare considering he was currently curled into a ball facing the wall, it was pretty crowded but I couldn't complain, in fact, a small grin took over my features.
I was loving every minute of this, this was my safe spot. Helping the two most important people in the world to me get a good night's sleep put a sense of purpose into me that I needed.
 So I did the only appropriate thing to do at this moment. I threw one arm under May's head and another under Archers, pulling them into me.
They stirred slightly before their eyes fluttered open they both seemed surprised. "Good morning." I grinned cheekily at both of them.
May eyed Archer quickly before tucking her face into my armpit, hiding her reddening cheeks.
Then Archer did something I would have never thought he would have done and I have conflicted emotions about it. Not because I was jealous, but because this was an old tradition that I thought for sure was dead.
He reaches over me and pinches her side playfully. She shrieks and snaps her gaze back to him looking at him like he's lost his mind. All he does is do it again, bombarding laughter takes over the room. 
May pushes herself away from me trying to escape but I pull her back, "No you don't." I say chirpily, everything aligning right in the world.
She thrashes under my brother's tickles, losing her breath. Finally, Archer stops, his laughter becoming too much to hold in.
"I got work." He says before standing up and slipping the shoes he discarded on the floor at the end of the bed on. "You two behave." He smirks at me before leaving quickly. Once he leaves May uncurls herself from my side glancing up at me a smile still taking hold of her face.
"That's everything to me." I reach out and run my thumb over her smile causing it to grow wider.
"Do you have to work today?" She asks her eyebrows scrunching together, hope evident in them. I hated to disappoint her so I quickly come up with a solution.
"I do." Her face drops with disappointment so I quickly add. "But you can come with me."
Her smile was back at full force and she stood up quickly. "I've got to get ready."
I lay there for a minute longer just soaking in the first good morning I've had in months. Everything was getting back to normal and May was filling a hole in not only my life but as I could tell this morning, Archers as well. Which isn't entirely healthy but I couldn't bring myself to care.












Chapter Seventeen: Devil’s Daughter
May on the farm was like watching a book lover in a bookstore full of their preferred genre.
She lit up at the baby cows, awed at the chicks that followed their mother, and gushed at the sun hitting the pond just right.
Mr. and Mrs. Jaded were still away on vacation but even if they weren't I knew they wouldn't care for May being out here. They trusted me more than they probably should, I shouldn't hold myself to that level but it was the truth.
I knew that I would never do anything to hurt their property, I knew that I would put my life on the line saving their livestock or their home.
The question was how did they know that? I'm sure they have heard about the murder I committed, the whole town has to know by now but still, they leave the care of their entire life into my hands with the knowing in their eyes that it would be standing when they returned.
They shouldn't trust that easily, because the next person that comes along could rip them apart because there was cruel people in this world that couldn't see past their own bubble to see the pain they inflict on others.
"How do you get to do this for a living?" May ask from the passenger seat of my truck. She's staring out at the field, the grass swaying past us.
"What do you mean?" I was puzzled by her question, not fully following where she was going with this.
"Like, how does someone get to have this much fun and get paid for it?" She says sticking her hand out of the window and letting her fingers move up and down from the oncoming wind.
"Well, it isn't all petting animals or staring at the beauty of this place." I knew what I was about to say would make her second guess everything she saw but I didn't want her to think of this place as pure beauty when it could in fact be nasty and dangerous. "A few weeks before I was put into Mary Hill, I had to put a calf down from a coyote attack."
She glanced at me her eyes growing wide with shock and a newfound understanding. "I don't think I could."
"You could. If you would have seen it suffering you wouldn't have hesitated." She seems to think it over for longer then I thought she would have.
"Your right." She nods her head in confirmation as if she needed to believe she would have had the gal to take care of a situation like that.
Maybe it brings her a sense of comfort knowing that she still had it in her to make the tough decisions, but if I could help it she would never have to, again.
~.~.~.~.~.~
"We need to stop and get gas," I noted on the way home. The sun was just a shade before setting and despite May giving it her all today I could see how tired she was. If the truck wasn't sputtering I wouldn't have bothered pulling into the small convenient store on the wrong side of town.
"N-Not here, August!" She tenses up in the seat beside me and I eye her carefully. Her muscles were twisting together her eyes looking around rapidly, and her lungs expelling co2 faster than they could pull in oxygen.
"I don't have a choice unless we want to be stranded out here." She seems to think over the possibility and nods her head restlessly. Curiosity was an understatement, I was bubbling to understand why this part of town invoked such a response from the ordinarily well-put-together shadow.
Was this close to where her attack happened?
Just the thought of being here stirring up all of those haunting memories for her made me feel like a shit person for now being more responsible and filling up on the way to work instead of getting sidetracked.
I step out of my truck and to my surprise May gets out quickly eyeing all around her and making sure no one was near. I wish my being here was enough for her to feel safe but whatever memories she was currently reliving were too scary for her to see this situation like this. She has to know I would kill for her by now, has to know I would be killed for her...
Seeing her revert back to the May I met all those months ago was heartbreaking and I wished anything that we didn't have to be here. We could drive off and make it to the next store but I couldn't risk it.
"It's okay, I'm not going to let anything happen to you." I knew the words did little for her but I needed her to have some type of reassurance especially when she jumped at the sound of the bell above the door.
I walk straight up to the register, not wanting to waste any time in getting out of there and putting my little shadow at ease back at my apartment.
"Twenty on pump four." I go to hand the older Mexican man the cash and watch his brown eyes gaze at May with a look of recognition on his oldened face. He points to her and mutters something in a different language.
"She, hija del diablo, Martinez!" He looks at me with determination, he wanted me to know that I was running with the devil's daughter. I could see the panic and the worry he admitted with each word he spoke. It made my blood pump and had me throwing the money on the counter before turning around, grabbing ahold of a shell shook May, and taking off to the truck.
She was shaking like a leaf, shaking too bad to even open up her own door so I took it upon myself to get her settled back into her seat. I reached over her and buckled her up.
"Don't listen to him, May. Your father's sins are not your own." If anyone needed to hear those words it would be her, I knew what it felt like to be related to a monster, considering my father was nowhere near as ruthless as Daniel. God, it had been a long time since I had thought of his name but somehow he continues to haunt me without even being near.
"It's not that, August! You don't understand." She was growing more antsy and looking around us carefully. I closed her door and pumped the gas as quickly as possible for some reason her antsy behavior set me on edge, what was she so paranoid about?
Why was she looking at the houses surrounding this store waiting on people to burst through them?
By the time we had pulled back onto the road and away from the store, May wasn't the only one shaking. "What don't I understand?"
"My papa doesn't know I'm out." She whispers softly, looking in the rearview mirror. "Or at least he didn't." She sobs towards the end of it. "I should have just stayed in the truck, but I ... I just couldn't." She shakes her head as tears flow freely from her eyes. "Those are his streets, August. He'll know I'm out of the asylum by the end of the night, then he'll look for me."
Everything came into perspective, Danial wasn't the type of man to leave loose ends, as he told me once upon a time. He wouldn't just not pick up his own daughter, the ultimate loose-in. He was never listed as her contact. Daniel Martinez was more than likely illegal, considering he had gotten away with so many crimes in this small town, no way would have pulled that off if he had a paper history here. He doesn't like drawing attention to himself, an insane daughter in a place like this would get people talking.
"Listen, whatever happens you know I'm not going anywhere. I don't care what I have to do. I don't care if we have to go to war May, he's not getting you back if you don't want to go." I had to add the last part of that speech because once again I didn't know the degree of their relationship, whose to say she doesn't want to go back?
The way that she was still shaking in her seat made me think she feared him, feared her own father.
A man like that doesn't deserve her back.
"I don't want to go anywhere that you're not."
Her voice was as soft as an angel, reminding me again that she was my heaven and that I would do everything in my power to protect it. Build walls no man can climb, arm it with an arsenal Ares himself would be jealous of, and watch it with the eye of a hawk.
No one, not even the devil himself can rip my heaven away from me.








Chapter Eighteen: Would Have Loved You
It was around three in the morning when I got a phone call. A call that was as shocking as it was confusing and devastating.
~.~.~.~.~
"Andy and Sandra Jaded were as good as gold. They had a heart like no one I had ever met. They trusted and treated me like I was their son when I needed it the most. They gave me salvation in their farmland, gave me a reason to get up some mornings when I would rather not see the sunshine that day, and I am just honored that I got to experience their kind of love in this life time of mine." I gave a sad smile out to the small crowd.
I wish I was better with words, I wish I could pour out all of what my heart was feeling in this moment, but I couldn't. The words would just physically not leave my mouth. They would be stuck in my throat and chest forever unknown to anyone that wasn't me.
I sat back down between May and Archer. My mother reached over from behind and placed a warm light hand on my shoulder. "I'm sorry, son." The whole Thatcher family was here, even Killian made it.
Even though I was the closest to them, they used to babysit all of us when we were little. My mother and Mrs. Jaded used to bake for the local food banks together.
A few other people stand up and gave their own kind words, the crowd wasn't as big as I would have imagined, people like the Jaded's should have only standing room available but with their older age most co-workers, siblings and friends have either passed or weren't in the shape to make it to the service.
They were being buried in the same cemetery as Angelina. The cemetery where Sandra put pretty pink flowers on my daughter's grave only weeks ago.
The idea of them three dancing around in a field together somewhere made me ache in places I didn't know still existed. Imagined Mrs. Jaded leaning down and telling Angelina to make a wish after blowing out a dandelion, or Mr. Jaded messing up her hair only for my little girl to take off giggling, knowing that he couldn't catch her.
I imagine he could catch her now, arthritis cured, knee replacement pain nonexistent.
I'm not very religious despite my church trips when I was younger, but the thought was comforting. The thought helped sooth some of the pain this world likes to inflict.
"As the service wraps up, I would like for the following people to stay for the will." I was already headed out of the door with my brothers and May when the lawyer called out my name.
"Actually, everyone is free to leave, but ... August Thatcher." I stopped in my tracks, my brothers eyeing me curiously.
Before I left my family to go see to this, what must be, a misunderstanding, I reached down, grabbed May's hand, and placed it in Archers. They looked at me, both of them with worry in their eyes. "I won't be long."
The lawyer opened a door to a more secluded area. When I entered behind him, the well put together man handed me a file folder, which had a good bit of weight to it. "What's this?" I asked.
"Did they not discuss this with you?" He says, looking more confused than I was feeling at this moment. What was all of this about?
"No, can you please explain what's going on?" The lawyer pushes his hair from his face, an action he looked like he did a lot. His brown eyes glanced between me and the paperwork.
"Andy and Sandra Jaded left you as their sole inheriting for their three hundred acres and everything on it." I took a step back, trying to stumble my way out of whatever dream I had dreamt myself into.
"W-what? Impossible." I scoff at the delusional man. What kind of crazy stuff was he smoking?
"Possible. Everything you need is right here." He tapped the front of the folder twice before stepping around me to exit the room. "If you have any questions or need help with anything, here's my card."
He hands me a business card, and I just stare at it for a moment, just stand there like I was a blubbering idiot staring at the paper printed with raised ink. What just happened?
I think I might be in shock, I still haven't fully come to terms with whatever just happened by the time I walk out of the church and towards my awaiting family. "What happened? You're as white as a ghost." Sawyer questions at the same time that Killian presses the back of his hand to my forehead.
"No fever."
"You feeling sick, son?" My father asked from a few paces away with his stern voice, eyes full of skepticism instead of worry.
May released Archers hand and comes up beside me eyeing the card I have now placed on the top of the file folder.
"They left it to me." I say softly, still speechless. Still in utter stupor, it was mine.
"What?" Archer asked, sounding just as speechless as me. My father closed the car door he had opened and walked around the hood to stare at me blankly. All of them form a circle around me.
"I didn't hear you, honey." My mother says softly, but from the astonishment on her face, I think she did, in fact, hear me.
"It's mine. The farm, it's mine." I say.
Collectively, they respond, all of their reactions different and unique to their personality.
"Oh my god!" My mother shrieked and held her hand up to her chest in a pearl clutching manor.
"Let me see that." My father said as he all but ripped the packet from my hands to eye the paperwork inside.
"I'm not the only rich Thatcher anymore." Killian smirked at me and pulled me into a side hug. "Welcome to the club, brother."
"You've got to be shitting me." Sawyer says while staring off speechless. My mother proceeds to smack his shoulder.
"Language!" She scolds, to which he just rolls his eyes.
"That's fu -" Archer took one look at my mother's disapproving eyes and changed his words to more appropriate ones. "F-f-freakings amazing!" He snatched the paperwork from my father, who gave him a death glare.
May silently squeezed my elbow. I glanced down at her to see the biggest of smiles. She looked like everything had just fallen into place, and I was reminded that my little shadow loved the farm just as much as me. She ran around in the fields like a free spirited horse, her black hair whipping around in the wind crazily, like a mane.
It felt good to see her smile since they had been grim ever since the other day at the run-down store.
I'm thinking about May living with me there...
Nothing ever felt so right...
So undeniably perfect...
~.~.~.~.~.~
Her presence loomed in the far corner of the cemetery. Considering the Thatcher's haven't had a death in the family for twelve years before Angelina, our lot seemed empty against the Jaded's.
The service was over pretty quickly, and many people said their final goodbyes. Myself being one of them, but I wasn't really here at this moment.
I was over there with the wilted flowers. I was over there buried right beside my little girl as she withered away into nothingness.
So, while everyone else was preoccupied, I walked over there with a handful of beautiful pink calla lily's.
I thought this moment would be more monumental. Coming to see her after I had given up the idea of getting even for her death, but she wasn't here.
She wasn't here in this dirt or the portrait engraved onto the stone. She was in the field with that calf. She was in the echos of her laughter down the hall. She was and is in my heart until it stops beating.
"Fly high, Angel."
I replaced the dead flowers with the ones in my hands and noticed that along with the wilting carnations, there were many more decorations. She was so loved, and it showed.
"She was stunning." May says as she stares at the accurate engraving on Angelina's headstone. "She looks like you."
"She had the lightest brown eyes anyone had ever seen." I ran my fingers along the top of her headstone. "Blonde hair that I had to learn how to braid on because she just had to be like Elsa."
My chuckle was small, I was scared to fully let it out for fear that it would turn into a croak or sob.
"I'm s-"
I winced. "Don't."
"I was going to say, I'm sure I would have loved her." I stared at the woman, that looked like she naturally belonged in funeral attire, soaking in just how perfect she was.
"She would have adored you, May."








Chapter Nineteen: Perfect Father
I can't remember the last time when the whole Thatcher family went out together. We used to get together on Sundays for family dinner but those have stopped ever since I got out of Mary Hill. It was nice but stressful at the same time, being around everyone at the same time.
I never felt like I could speak around my father without saying the wrong thing and getting scolded for it. I didn't too much care for the man, but I cared for Killian, Sawyer, and Archer and I knew when I and my sperm donor argued they were caught in the crossfire. So I sat back in my chair and ignored his smart little remarks the best I could.
"I get to move in now, right?" Archer chimes in directing his question at me and I can't help but chuckle, he looked, almost, too excited about the idea.
"You know I don't c-" I was instantly cut off by my grumbling father.
"Absolutely not." Everyone's attention was drawn to my fathers, all of us were confused by his words. It had been known knowledge that Archer would move in with me as soon as he got all of his ducks in a row with college and his job. His move was delayed when Angelina died and I was sent to Mary Hill, so I didn't figure it would come as a surprise that Archer was coming with me.
"Honey, you knew that he was going to follow August..." He cut my mother off too and I had to bite my tongue. He could disrespect me but I'll be damned if he gets to treat her however he wants to treat her.
"Follow him right into trouble is what he's not going to do." There were so many things that I wanted to say to that hateful old man at this very moment but I couldn't. I couldn't or else I would ruin everyone's night.
"Let's talk about this at a different time." Killian offered giving both of us a stern look, Killian was always the well-composed Thatcher boy. He always had this look on his face that made him seem indifferent to everything including our father's bullshit. He kept up this facade so good I forgot that he was a person sometimes. I forget that he's not just that indifferent face standing on the sidelines as our father beats me black and blue with his words and fist occasionally.
"This team has made it further into the season than any that I have had previously," Sawyer says around a mouthful of food, helping Killian change the subject to prevent an all-out war. They could feel the tension between me and our father like a live wire just waiting to electrocute someone.
"What do you coach?" Mays's soft voice startles everyone including me. She hadn't talked in front of them yet, I had told all of them that she was mute, so none of them questioned her further about it. 
"She speaks!" My mother claps happily.
Sawyer coughs softly before answering her, "Softball."
"I used to play when I was in middle school." She offers that information with a soft smile.
I realize that she's taken my attention off of my father. "Why did you stop?" Sawyer carried on all of them seeming to like her voice. She was mesmerizing, a siren on land.
"Broke my wrist, I couldn't ever pitch right after." She says with a soft shrug, rolling said wrist around absently.
This small fact about my shadow makes me realize I still have so much more to learn about her and I wanted to know it all. I knew her, I knew her for her but I wanted to know what led her to become who she is today.
"Ahh, I hate to hear that," Sawyer says through a whence I knew he was thinking about his own injuries that led him to coaching instead of playing for the big leagues.
"It wasn't a big deal, at least it happened before I got more invested in the sport." She says flashing her show-stopping smile, causing my gaze to be stuck on her for a moment longer than appropriate.
"Did you graduate?" My father asked her as he sipped his drink. I tensed once more in my seat, it wasn't a rude question but it was asked with the wrong intent.
"Yes, I did." She answers with a quick nod of her head, causing my father to huff, almost like he wanted there to be something for him to disapprove of, or perhaps it was just me reading too much into the situation because of my distaste for the man sitting across from me.
"So, are you living with August?" I suck in a greedy breath of air through my nose and let my eyes roll into the back of my head. So help me, God, if he says something to May.
"Yes, she does," I answer for her seeing as how May jammed up for a moment. I would rather deal with my father than let her any day of the week. He was a hard man to face off with. Just the thought of my bulky father chastising May in front of my whole family makes my body go ridged.
"Ohh, so freeloader it is." He said behind a napkin that he was dapping the corner of his lips with.
"Dad!" Archer says with a voice a lot firmer than I'm used to coming from him.
"That was -" He once again cuts off my mother causing me to push my chair back as slowly as possible. I smile down at the judgmental asshole, aware that everyone was watching me closely, waiting to see what I was going to do next. I dust off my shoulder, where there was absolutely nothing there, and nod towards May to stand up.
I still my voice to be as level as I could make it, with the rage that was burning me from the inside out. "No more of a freeloader than you were when I was a kid, or do you forget about the first seven years of my life?"
I reach into my pocket grab out more money than I need and toss it onto the table with a flick of my fingers. "Leave the waitress the change."
I grabbed ahold of May's elbow firmly and began tugging her out of the restaurant with me. She followed silently but I could tell she wanted to say something.
I could tell she wanted to calm me down but I wasn't sure she could with how hot I was at this moment. It wasn't until we were in the parking lot that I let her go, but it was only because someone grabbed ahold of my shoulder and spun me around.
In the next moment, a fist connected with my jaw, blood spewing from my mouth instantly, all of it landing on May's peach-colored dress. I was in so much shock I couldn't do anything but stare at her, stare at her as she stepped away from my fuming father with fear in her eyes. She looked absolutely terrified.
There was no reason she should ever be that scared, not when I was right beside her. So I didn't turn to the man, that would forever be a thorn in my side and split his shit open.
Instead, I looked at him and laughed right in his face, just as the rest of my family made it to us. Blood was pouring down my chin like a river without a damn.
"What did you do?" My mother was covering her mouth with her hand and tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. "You promised!!" She shrieks. "You promised never again!"
"What are you talking about?" Killian questions as he comes in between my father and me, stopping any further blows from happening. He still looks just as unfazed as ever, but I knew that was going to change. When he knew the truth, Killian's facade would break.
"What's going on?" Sawyer asks as he comes up to me with a handkerchief in his hand. He wiped the blood from my mouth, most of it still pooled on my tongue, the metallic taste so strong it made my stomach curdle.
"She's not talking about anything." My father grumbled under his breath but I was not letting it all get swept under the rug anymore.
"Your father was an alcoholic," I say the words calmly even though my brain was screaming at me. "Back before Sawyer was born, you were too little to remember any of it." I eye Killian carefully.
"I made sure you didn't see anything that would stick with you ..." Killian's eyebrows furrowed, the first sign that he was slowly grasping what I was getting at.
"Shut up, you bastard! You don't know what you are talking about!" Archer keeps my father from rushing me once more. He was trying desperately to prevent me from spilling his dirty secrets.
"Is that right?" I ask coldly already knowing what I was about to do before I did it.
I strip my shirt off and turn to my brothers. May gasped, my mother cried, my father yelled profanities, and my brothers were all shocked, but I was numb to it all.
As the cold air hit my damaged, scared flesh I didn't feel anything but relief. This was one less secret on my soul, one less thing weighing me down. It was refreshing, in a therapeutic kind of way.
The goal here wasn't to get my brothers to hate our father just as much as I did, but it was instead a way for me to move on from it as well as all of his toxic advice growing up.
"Your perfect father liked to see me bleed."


Chapter Twenty: From Blue to Grey

For the first time in a decade, my father is on a bender. The outburst at the restaurant had left me feeling refreshed and like I could breathe again, while it had roared its ugliest demons at him.
I can't fully say that I feel bad for forcing him to come to terms with his dirty laundry, but I did feel guilty about my mother. She had worked so hard to help him leave alcohol alone, and she was at the age now that I knew she wouldn't leave him unless she absolutely had to.
My brothers have been blowing up my phone, all of them wanting to get together and do something , I knew it was them wanting to dig out the details of what happened when I was younger but I just ignored them.
As a matter of fact, I have been ignoring life for the past two days. I haven't come out of the room, I'm pretty sure May called Archer this morning to voice her concerns. Surely the duo was going to burst through my bedroom doors any minute now and tell me to suck it up, but it wasn't that I was in my feelings about the past it was that I didn't want to crash down from this weightless feeling, because I knew as soon as I left this bedroom I would be faced with all kinds of problems.
For one, the farm needed tending to. Now that I was the owner, I had to get into contact with all of Mr. Jaded's contacts for selling cattle and the man that leases the back part of the property for farming. Then there was figuring out what to do if May's father found out about her being with me. Not to mention moving into the farmhouse.
I just wasn't ready to face all of it yet, I wanted at least one more day of tossing and turning in bed. Just one more day of avoiding it all.
What felt like only a few minutes later, my door slowly creaked open, and instead of bombarding me with questions or forcing me out of my bed, Archer held up a bag of what looked like donut holes. May stood to his right with three cups of coffee in her arms.
"Go away." I groan before rolling onto my stomach and throwing the blanket over my head, trying to pretend they weren't attempting to coax me out of my hibernation, in the nicest way possible.
"Not a chance," Archer says as I feel his weight sink into the bed. "May might listen to you, but I do not."
"Hey!" I heard something hit the floor, and I can only assume that it's a pillow, one May hopefully chunked at my brother for his brazen remark.
"What?" He chuckles softly before the cover is ripped from my body. The cool air wafts around me, forcing me into a large stretch, one that ends in a groan. I was in gym shorts and nothing else, something I wouldn't have cared about if May wasn't staring at me with the most awe-struck look on her face.
"Give me that back," I say sternly as I yank the cover back over my chest. It wasn't that I didn't enjoy her stare. In fact, my body was buzzing from the lingering looks she was giving me, but I didn't want to force her body into liking me. I know that might not make sense, but it does from where I'm coming from.
May is young and impressionable sometimes. May also has had a bad experience with sex, and who is to say if she has ever even been with a man before those men stole from her, what wasn't theirs to take?
So what I'm getting at is that May is innocent. I am not. I don't want to taint that about her...
Even if my body, heart, soul, and mind want her. I don't want her to want me unless it's completely her idea. Like at the movies when she wanted to sit in my lap, that was all her.
If I started walking around the house half-naked all the time, it could almost be as if I was swaying her into paying me that kind of attention.
I know I'm thinking too much into this, but I can't mess this up, I can't, for my sanity.
"The rest of the Thatcher's may be willing to let all of this blow over and let you wallow around as much as you want to but I am not," Archer says as I sit up, keeping the cover-up as much as I can. "Killian's went back to work despite not looking happy about it. He wanted to talk to you. Sawyer hasn't come by the house to check on Mama, which, as you know, is unusual for him. Dad hasn't come home. Mama is acting like she's okay, but I can see she's not. And me, August, I have been stuck trying to pick up the pieces. So I'm starting with the first piece. You."
He sits the bag in my lap roughly. "Donut holes."
I glance between him and May, who is looking sheepishly around my room. She looks ashamed that she called him, but if she was in my situation, I would have done the same. I would have done anything, including something I wasn't comfortable doing, for her.
"Not today. Alright. I'm okay, I'll wake up in the morning and get out of this room, but not today." Archer sighs heavily.
"Alright, well, I didn't want to have to do this, but you leave me no choice." May shrieks and steps back as my brother starts to push me out of the bed with his feet. Even with his legs, he can't seem to get me all the way off of the bed. I laugh loudly before getting up on my knees and tackling him into the comfort, "If you are going to try something like that, at least make sure you have enough strength to back it, Chef."
We wrestle for a little while until we are both out of breath, lying side by side gasping for air.
"You know, I thought all of those muscles were for show," Archer says in between breaths.
"And I thought you had more than that in you." Archer backhands my chest roughly.
"I got the last hit." I huff out, such an Archer thing to do.
"You were a lot nicer when you were a kid," I say playfully. The truth was that Archer had grown into a man, but he still was the kindest person I had ever met.
May was standing at the side in front of both of us. She had sat the drinks down and was eyeing us carefully as if we could jump on each other at any minute. "Come here."
I say and grab her hand, yanking her in between us, forgetting momentarily that I was still only in my gym shorts.
"Thank you both for the coffee and donut holes." I might not have wanted them to get me out of bed this morning but now that the air was a little lighter in here and I wasn't so zoned in on all of the responsibility I am avoiding I realize today doesn't have to be so bad.
I can get out of bed and push everything out a little further. Maybe go see Mama and check on her, or go do something uptown with May and Archer, I'm sure they would like that.
"You are welcome." They say at the same time.
"Why aren't you at work today?" I ask Archer confused, today was a Wednesday after all.
"I took off, they have been overstaffed lately, and my boss practically let a cry of relief when I told her I wanted the week off." I nod in understanding.
"Took a week off because of me?" I ask.
"No, no, nothing like that. I had a few things of my own I was working on." He says as he stares off at the ceiling in concentration.
"What do you want to do day today, May?" I ask as I turn my head to find her already staring at me. Staring at my abdomen, to be exact.
I take in a harsh breath of air and endure the fire that her gaze lit on my skin. Both love it and hate it at the same time. It seemed that I had finally started affecting her the way that she had been affecting me for months.
"U-Um, what did you say?" She says when her eyes are finally on mine, the swirls of want in them almost make me lose my mind, if it had been just us in here this might have been the moment I lost my self-restraint. This might have been the moment that I pinned her to the bed and told her that she was driving me fucking mad with need.
But we weren't alone ...
And while Archer and I were close...
We weren't that close...
"What do you want to do today? I've kept you cooped up in this house for two days, let me make it up to you." She thinks on it for a moment while her gaze searches mine.
"Let's go to the beach." She murmurs and Archer whoops.
"You just became my favorite person, May!" He leans over and kisses her cheek roughly before jumping off of the bed in a rush. "I've got to find my trunks!" He calls out over his shoulder.
May's eyes are wide with wonder and she reaches up and touches her reddened cheek, "If he's bothering you with the physical touch, I'll tell him to stop." I say, knowing her past and knowing that a man as spontaneous as Archer might scare her a little.
"He doesn't bother me." She says with a smile on her face. "It's actually kind of cute."
I eye her with a smile of my own, "Do you have a crush on my brother Shadow?" I was teasing of course but I was still curious. There has been a little something going on, but I wouldn't call it a crush.
"What?!" She shrieks in horror, her cheeks growing even redder and I've thoroughly made her flush. "No, absolutely not. I just mean he's cute, God that's not what I meant either. I mean his way of showing affection is cute."
"It's okay, I think it's cute," I say my voice just barely above a whisper, it gravels out of my throat with more bass to it then I meant it to. My mind going in a completely different direction than this conversation.
"What's cute?"
"The way your cheeks grow red, the way you stutter over your words, the way your eyes grow just a shade darker, making them look gray, when you think I don't notice you checking me out." With that, I stand up and leave her behind with a small smirk on my face.
That remark was sure to make her cheeks stay red all day.









Chapter Twenty-One: Road Trip

It was an hour's drive to the beach, but Archer's over-kill singing voice made it fly by. Mostly because it kept everyone laughing and a smile on their face. It kept us so distracted that we didn't even notice that it had started sprinkling against the windshield of my truck.
The small droplets just growing heavy enough to slide down the glass when May mentions it. "This is going to be the best beach trip ever."
"What part of it raining, makes a good beach trip?" Archer asked eyeing May in question.
"She loves the rain," I answer for her, proud of myself for knowing this. I wanted to know everything about her which is what prompted my next line of questioning. "Why do you love the rain May?"
Her pale cheeks redden slightly just as I make a left turn, the palm trees coming into view. The air coming in from Archer's cracked window grew salty, a key sign we were almost there.
"When I was little my mother used to have this thing about taking me and her young sister out into the rain. She would stare up at the sky, letting the rain soak into her eyes, into her mouth, and her hair. It freed her and I just like to honor her safe haven whenever I get the chance to. She would either yell or whisper out all of her problems, letting the storm overhead deal with them. Those few moments were the only ones that I like to remember of my mama." She stared ahead of us and I could tell by her empty eyes that she was somewhere other than in this truck and that just wouldn't do.
Thankfully her attention was stolen back when Archer shrieked out a particularly high note in a song, butchering it so bad I wince.
"I could have been the next big thing, huh, May?" Archer says bumping his shoulder with hers, in turn making her other shoulder hit mine.
"Yeah, keep telling yourself that bud," I reply playfully.
He didn't pay my jab any attention when a fast-food restaurant came into view, he turned to me with big puppy dog eyes. "No," I say quickly. "We packed food."
"Buuutttt, Bubba!" He draws out using his childhood nickname for me thinking that that will get him what he wants.
I sigh defeated, before turning to the restaurant and getting in line behind the other cars.
"You hungry?" I ask May. She shakes her head slightly before looking down at her hands nervously. "Hey, what's the matter?"
"N- Nothing. I'm just not hungry." Her red cheeks being her giveaway, I swung us into the parking lot instead, we would just go in and eat.
"Bullshit," I say leaning down so I can peer into her eyes. "What's bothering you?"
"It's just. I don't have any money. I can't live off of you forever." She says shyly, hurt underlining every single one of her words and I want to rip into my dad again for him ever making her feel this way.
"May, you aren't a problem," I say, When she tries to look away I grab ahold of her chin and lift her face towards me, making her blue eyes meet my brown ones.
I tried to convey to her just how much she meant to me with one look into my eyes because I didn't think I could say it out loud. I don't think I can verbally get out what I need to get out, at least not at this exact moment.
I let my fingers slide up from her chin and rested it on her cheek, my rough thumb brushing her soft skin. "I like taking care of you," I whisper softly. "But if it will make you feel better, I'll pay you to take care of the farmhouse. Just clean and give it a women's touch when we move, and decorate the whole thing in paper Mache. If you want a job, you can get one. I don't want you to think I'm keeping you from doing anything." 
"Don't listen to a word our father said, he's as good as dead to the rest of us. He should be to you too, which means not even remembering any of that shit." Archer says from beside us before opening his door and calling over his shoulder. "Now come on, I'm hungry."
Just at that moment May's stomach rumbled and I couldn't stop the chuckle from falling from my smiling lips.
~.~.~.~.~
We stare at the rain-covered windshield. Archer and I share a brief look before we eye the excited May.
'Anything for her.' I said mentally.
He nodded his head in agreement and I studied my brother a little closer. I couldn't stop myself from revealing the fact that he loved her. I knew a normal reaction would have been to get mad and confront him about it but I found that I didn't care. May deserved all the love she could handle and if I've learned anything, sometimes life ends before you expect and I would rest easy knowing Archer had her. That they had each other.
She followed him out of the truck and I opened my own door, instantly getting soaked from the heavy, thunderless rainfall. We ran towards the deserted beach. We had the whole thing to ourselves. 
I stared out at the beach and my heart stopped before it started beating wildly in my chest.
Her body was soaking wet, her clothes clung to her like a second skin. Water ran down her face, her eyelashes clung together making it appear as if she had mascara on. Her perfect rosy lips are parted, water dripping down them slowly. Her black hair, which was the first thing I noticed about her all of them months ago, clung together like braids as they whipped around into the storm. 
She was magnificent, earth-shattering, mind-blowing.
The laughter coming from her was the sound of a siren, her blue eyes striking me down like lightning.
I was entranced, to the point of no return. I walked to her, my steps steady.
My body portrayed that it was under control when everything about me at this moment was out of control. The breath I took was filled with her, the thoughts that made me move, moved because of her. When I blinked my eyes it wasn't because of the rain but to make sure she was real. When my heart beat it was because of how fucking delectable her body looked.
When I finally stood in front of her, she looked up at me like I personally hung the moon and stars. She looked at me like I was her salvation instead of her damnation. For just a moment I was glad that Daniel Martines was born, there hasn't been a day that's gone by since Angelina died that I didn't wake up wishing he had never existed until this very moment.
Without thought, I put my hands on her hips and pulled her into me. Her eyes bounced between both of mine wildly. Was she as entranced with me as I was with her?
She felt soft in my hands, she molded to my body perfectly.
"August." She says breathlessly before she looks down to my lips and I have to hold back a groan from the lust in her eyes.
"May," I whispered putting my forehead against hers. the world spun around us, we were alone in this moment.
We were understanding each other, unlike anyone who has understood us.
I glanced at her lips before I crashed mine down on hers forcefully.
I pulled her even tighter to me, not being able to get her close enough. I wanted her under my skin so deep that we could never be separated again.
She sighed against my mouth before pushing her lips back against mine, with more force than I thought she had in her.
Shaking like a leaf I forced myself to pull away from her so I could see how she was reacting to the kiss. I've never had good self-control but for her, I was willing to tie myself down if I needed to.
May has trauma, trauma that revolved around a man's lust. I wanted to be the one to show her how a real man treats a woman. Wanted to be the one to teach her that the lust swimming behind my eyes didn't always end with her being hurt.
So, I pulled back and leaned down, and softly kissed her cheek. "Your beautiful."
"Fucking finally!" Archer yells into the sky while he looks at us with a pearly white small of his own. 
May's cheeks colored red and she hid her face in my chest, her smile never leaving her face.
I stared at the sky and screamed nearly as loud as I could. "I'M TRYING SO FUCKING HARD IT HURTS AND I'M STILL SCARED IT WON'T BE ENOUGH!"
Archer spins around, water dripping from him in every direction. "I'M SO LONELY I CAN'T BREATH SOMETIMES!"
May looks to the both of us with surprise, tears gathering in her eyes. "I ALWAYS FEEL LIKE A BURDEN EVERYWHERE I GO!"
"I WANT TO FORGET EVERYTHING THAT HURT ME!" I screamed, my chest throbbing with the confession.
We all whisper our next truth.
"I'm terrified to close my eyes at night because I see them..." His kidnappers.
"I'm terrified to close my eyes at night because I see them..." Her rapist.
"I'm terrified to close my eyes at night because I see her..." Angelina.














Chapter Twenty-Two: Sparkles and Tears

I watched as May easily sat down the small pink snow globe with gentle fingers, she treated it like it was the entire world in her hands. It was the last thing to place in the farmhouse before we were officially moved in.
Angelina's ballerina shined under the sparkles that fell down on it, as enchanting music filled the homey air of our newfound peace. The sun shined through the windows just the right way, causing the glitter to appear magical.
The birds chirped in tune with the music playing and May's eyes gazed upon it with adoration so deep I felt my breath hitch.
It was almost as if she loved Angelina, without even knowing her. Like she had her own reasoning for being so thoughtful with my little girl's things.
"What happened to her mother?" May glances over her small shoulder to gaze at me as I answer her.
"She was never a part of Angelina's life," I say with little emotion in my tone. "She didn't want to keep the baby but she was already too far along to have an abortion. So I took Angelina after she was born."
May tilts her head just slightly enough to make her hair fall over her shoulder and cascade down her slender back. "She just left?"
I wince at her accusatory tone, I never faulted Riley for leaving. How could I be mad? She wanted her own life, one where she could pursue any type of career. One she could go hang out with friends without having to find a babysitter.
I couldn't be mad at her for not choosing the lifestyle I did. I understand she wasn't responsible, just like I wasn't, hence an unplanned pregnancy, but I was thankful that she didn't push for adoption and simply let me take Angelina.
"She was thinking about adoption but I took on sole responsibility for Angelina. I don't fault her for her choices. She had big dreams, I didn't." I say with a shrug of my shoulders before walking up beside May, watching the glitter fall around the snow globe.
"My mother left me with my father, except he wasn't like you." She says in a soft voice and I study her quivering chin, this is the first time that she's offered up something from her past that I knew she would rather forget.
"You don't have to talk about it if you don't want to," I tell her because I already see the tears bunching up in the corner of her eyes and I should have known her distaste for me saying Riley left was coming from a personal place. May wasn't a naturally judgy person.
"She was an amazing mama, I guess that's what made her leaving so much harder to understand." She says her eyes glued to the snow globe as she was transported back in time.
"I was ten when she left, I guess my father finally hit her hard enough to scare her. He wouldn't let her take me. I still hear her pleas for me to forgive her as she backed out of our driveway." She bit her lip hard enough for it to hurt.
I felt my eyebrows pull together in sympathy and I tugged her to me, resting my chin on her head. Her hair smelled like strawberries and a hint of lilies. She sobbed into my chest until I could feel her tears through my shirt.
"Shhh." I soothed her and ran my hand up and down her back.
She finally stopped crying long enough to finish her story. "After she left my father started to hit me, since his personal punching bag wasn't there anymore. I normally just stood there and took it, I would rather him hit me, than come up with something else to punish me with." She turned to look at me while she spoke the next sentence. "When I finally had enough and decided if my mama could leave so could I, he sent his goons after me. They had been ordered to do what they wanted to me."
I stared at her speechless. The whole time my demon has been her demon. The whole time it had been the same man that caused both of us to stay up at night. "May..." I was speechless, what could I say in a moment like this?
"Just hold me please." She whispers and I put my arms under her arms and walk us to the couch where I sit her down on my lap gently. Her face burrowed into my neck and her legs were on either side of mine.
"For as long as you want me to, I'll be right here."
~.~.~.~.~
I woke up feeling sweaty and my breath was coming out harshly. I reached for something I couldn't see, something I needed right this instant, or else I might just die.
My hands landed on small hips, hips that were moving rapidly against me. I threw my head back and let out a primal groan that filled the silent house.
This was a dream. This had to be a dream. The way her body was moving against mine felt too good to be anything but a dream.
My fingers dug into her soft flesh where the t-shirt had risen just a little bit. Her skin was soft and warm and felt so fucking good in my palm.
I let out another throaty groan as I felt myself grow under her. It was only when a soft whimper joined my groans that my eyes snapped open and I realized that this was not a dream.
May was grinding on top of me with slow soft circles that drove me mad.
"W-" She put the tips of her fingers over my mouth to silence whatever dumb question that was about to spill out.
She then used her other hand to travel lower and throw the hands that were on her hips to the side. I let them dangle by my thighs like worthless pieces of meat.
"J- Just let me forget them, please." She grinded on me and I fought the urge to grab her once more. I was a raging animal trying to get my hands on my prey but was tied down by invisible chains. Chains that consisted of a woman needing to find her own pleasure. Chains that held my need to make her feel safe and my need to let her use me until she forgot those bastards that took this away from her. Those bastards that took my hands away from her and that shackled these chains.
She let out another silent whimper, her mouth agape slightly and I nearly whined because I wanted to make her feel so good.
I wanted to show her just how good a man could make her feel. That we weren't all made of blood and hurt. That some of us were made of nipping earlobes and pleasure that would leave her weak for days after.
But she didn't need that right now. She needed to know that her body was hers and she could damn well do what she wanted to with it.
I would be that guy for her, despite my need to touch her I wouldn't.
I would be strong for her.
Even if this is just her moving on and nothing else...
I would do this for her...
The friction that her thighs were causing against mine woke me up even further, making it impossible to not feel every jerk and twist of her hips against my groin.
I toss my head back, my last attempt to save my sanity.
Her panting was growing more choppy and she was moving faster. I couldn't help the little thrust of my hips that caused her to gasp loudly. A moan so delicious I could devour it within seconds if it wasn't for these damn chains.
I did it again, letting my hips come up to meet hers at just the right time. Her body molded with mine so perfectly I wasn't sure if I could tell where I ended and she began. Even though we had clothes on it felt like she was bare, like we were bare. Her skin burned mine with the friction.
This was the first time I realized just how petite she was, she barely weighed down my lap at all. It made me want to grab her and pull her further down on me.
Oh, god how I wanted to touch her...
I kept up the small thrust in time with hers until she was crying out with every one of them, her moans filling my eardrums. She squeezed her eyes shut and her head threw itself back, those moans turning into something I knew she couldn't control.
I seized the moment and wrapped my arms around her pulling her to my chest as I pushed her down on me rougher causing a strangled cry to make its way through her moans.
"That's it," I say my voice sounding deeper than I think I've ever heard it. "Fuck, you're doing so good."
She nuzzles into my neck, as she rides out the aftershocks of her orgasm.
"So beautiful..." I kiss her neck softly before we both doze back off.





Chapter Twenty-Three: Thats You August
I knew she regretted it. I knew by the way she had been avoiding me for two days. I knew by the way that she hung out with Archer whenever she could instead of following me around. I knew because I knew May.
I didn't regret it, and I didn't want her to, but how exactly was I supposed to go about telling her this without embarrassing her? If I embarrassed her, it would just make things way worse than her avoiding me. She could verbally tell me she regretted it and that she would never do it again. That was the last thing because if I actually heard with my actual ears that she regretted it, it would hurt me.
I had landed myself right where I didn't want to be all of those months ago. I have put myself in a position to get hurt yet again. I take a deep breath as I flip a pancake with an eye roll. I'm so pathetic. She probably wasn't even thinking about it anymore.
"Hey, that's my job," Archer yells from the doorway with his hair roughed up from sleep. He wore a sleepy smile, and I just wanted to wipe it off of his face. I wasn't in a good mood today, and it didn't help that my shadow had become Archers in an attempt to avoid me. This was no fault of his, but still, his face annoyed me this morning. At this thought, I chuckled at myself. Absolutely pathetic.
"It's eleven. You were running late," I say and all but toss a place with three pancakes covered in syrup his way.
"Oh, someone's in a bad mood." He grumbled under his breath before taking a bite of his breakfast. A few moments later, May wakes up and joins us in the kitchen. Her hair is everywhere from static as if she had stayed up tossing and turning all night.
I passed her pancakes more gently, and Archer squinted his eyes at me in playful aggravation. "Thanks." She says softly before rubbing her eyes. We share a brief moment of just staring at each other. Her blue eyes meet my brown ones with something I can't decipher hidden behind them. It doesn't take longer than a few seconds for her to turn away, blush dancing its way across her pale skin.
"What's on the agenda for today?" Archer asked, his mouth still full of food.
"Work," I grumbled. There really wasn't anything that the farm needed at this moment, but I was dying to get out of the stuffy house and to let May do whatever she wanted to do without having to avoid me.
"Oh, come on, Bubba, you have to take a break sometime. There is a car show later this afternoon, people are coming from all over to try and win that grand prize the city came up with." I vaguely remember seeing a poster a few weeks ago talking about a car show.
"I don't care for cars." I grumble under my breath.
Archer looks to May for help, and she takes a deep breath before saying, "I think it will be fun, you'll come?"
"I got work. You two have fun." It was obvious that she was only asking because she felt obligated to, she was still thinking what happened over in the head and until she came up with an answer she wasn't going to want to be around me.
She was confused.
She was trying to heal, but she didn't want to open herself up like that to be hurt again.
I understood it.
It doesn't mean I hate it any less.
"I'll help you, then you will have enough time to come tonight." Archer stands up with his plate, taking it to the sink. He was determined, and my crazy light-hearted brother was hell on wheels when he got it in his head that something was going to happen.
"Archer." I raised my eyebrows and leveled my gaze with his, so he would understand to drop it.
He scowled at me, "You're going to the car show, you damn workaholic."
Then he walks off and out of the house with a slam of the door.
"Who pissed in his corn flakes?" I grumbled while I flipped the last pancake over.
"You did." May says softly, so softly that I barely heard her.
"What?" I say, glancing over my shoulder to where she was hiding behind her hair.
"Nothing." I take the pancake up, not caring if it's done or not, turn the eye off and spin around where I can talk to her better.
"I'm not going to be mad. What do you have to say?" She peaked through her hair like a scared kitten, I didn't like her being scared. Especially not scared of me.
"He's upset because you've turned down going to do something with him for three days now." She shrugs her shoulders and toys with her pancakes.
"I've just been trying to give you space." I admit, hoping that all of this can be settled now instead of later, because in all honesty, it was killing me. When she avoided me, it hurt me somewhere deep inside that just wanted to wrap her up in my arms and never let her go.
"I don't need space." She says just as softly, the words sounding like silk.
"You've been avoiding me, ever since..." I trail off, not wanting to put the words out there. If they weren't out there, they couldn't make her feel any more uncomfortable than she already was.
"I've been embarrassed, I didn't want you to feel like you had to put up with me following you around after I did what I did." She admits looking out from her seclusion created by her raven hair.
How stupid could I have been? When she needed me to fight through her inner defenses, I pulled away. When she needed me to be me, I changed and became someone I thought she needed.

"What you did was trying to heal yourself, May." I reach over the countertop and grab her hand in mine, our fingers rubbing against each other. "It's no different than what I've been doing. I've been using you to heal myself, I've been using you to give me purpose when I have none. There is nothing wrong with you wanting to do the same."
"There is one big difference." She eyes me carefully before explaining herself. "What I need isn't purpose. What I need is to make my body mine again, and I would never want to use you in a way you weren't comfortable with."
I scoff. "Is this what this is about?" I chuckle slightly. "You think you took advantage of something I wasn't willing to give?"
Her eyes grow wide but I don't stop there, she's been beating herself up this whole time for absolutely no fucking reason. "Because let me tell you something, shadow. I've been dying to get my hands on you ever since the first time I saw you."
Her lips part, and she can't school her reaction. Her chest is heaving, and she looks wild. She looks shocked.
"That's not to say that I think I'm the best man for you to do this with. You need someone who has restraint, someone that can resist touching that perfect fucking skin of yours." I let go of her hand and say one final thing before I spin around to wash dishes. "And that's one thing that I don't have much of "
"I need someone I want. That's you August." It was breathy and by the time I turned around she was walking towards her room, her whole body glowing a shade of red.
Fuck me.
I let out a throaty groan, my eyes rolling in the back of my head.

Chapter Twenty-Four: Gusto

Damn Archer.
Somehow, between his puppy dog eyes and his 'we haven't been spending enough time together,' he has convinced me to go to this car show.
The cars were nice but I didn't care for cars, not like he did. There was a bunch of people here. He liked talking, but I did not.
This was one of those things that I was enduring while he indulged.
The car lights were too bright despite the sun still hanging low in the horizon, and I would give anything just to be back home on the farm with May. We had left things at that this morning, and we didn't speak on it again, but the conversation was lighter, and I could tell the guilt she was carrying was now released.
She seemed to be enjoying herself despite all of the people here, and it gave me hope that she was moving in the right direction. That this relationship between us could really be helping her.
It gave me hope that this wasn't going to end in disaster, and that was scary.
Unfulfilled hope hurts worse than if I had just denied there being any to begin with.
But how could I think the worst was going to happen when she smiled at me like that, or when she held onto me a little tighter?
How could I doom us for all of eternity in my head when my heart would explode if this didn't turn out with her in my arms for the rest of my life?
I would be lying if I said I didn't think about this turning into more. That I didn't think about her hands on me because she wanted them there, because they felt good, instead of them being there to replace those of another man's.
I loved that I could replace those hands for her, but I would cherish having her blatant desire.
I want her to want me so bad that she didn't even have to be in control because all that mattered was that I was there.
There filling her...
I close my eyes, squeezing them tightly together before shaking my head and releasing a strained huff.
Damn it, damn it, damn it...
She was all I could think about. Ever since I met her, she has been all I could think about, and I didn't want to change that. I didn't want my mind to belong to anyone else, but if I could just reign in some of these thoughts.
Just push anything that isn't how our relationship used to be in the back of my brain. I would be okay, but these thoughts of her were going to be my undoing.
"Jesus Christ, Gusto?" A man's voice says from my left, and I turn to see who it was. Not that I would have had to, there is only one person that has ever called me that.
I didn't recognize him at first, I didn't notice the tattoo on his arms until a few moments after his mouth gave him away.
"Sin?" I ask astonished. I hadn't seen him since high school. Hadn't thought about him in years.
"Yeah, I haven't seen you since God knows when." His voice has gotten  a lot deeper since the last time I saw him, he had also put on a lot of muscle compared to the scrawny kid that used to come to the house often.
His black hair was darker, and his green eyes were lighter, not as riddled with family problems, I imagine.
The man that raised him had been a nut case. Had named him Sin because of his sisters 'transgressions' with a married man.
We use to get into all kinds of trouble, rough upbringing bring us together but it was the same interest that kept us friends, well until he moved off.
"Back in town?" I ask him just as May comes and hides behind me, looking pale as a ghost. I don't ask her about it, I assume a man had gotten too close to her.
Sin eyes May in question but when he realizes that I'm not going to explain he answers me. "Just bought a house a few streets over."
"You know the Jaded's farm on the edge of town?" I ask just as May pulls on my shirt causing me to turn to her with eyebrows pulled together.
"What's wrong?" I ask her.
"Daniel's here."
Police car
Bodies
"Your under arrest for the murder of ..."
"That's where I stay at now, Sin. We have to go, but come by sometime. We can catch up."
"Alright, Man, will do." We shake hands, I ignore his look of concern, before I start walking towards the exit, catching sight of Archer talking to a girl by the concessions.
Without an explanation I snag his elbow and drag him along with us.
Kill him, he's here. He here. It would be so easy, so easy. So easy.
May's here, he would take May. May's priority.
I battled with myself with each step that I took. That was until a loud whistle stopped me in my tracks and the choice to flee was taken from me.
The only choice I had was to face the music.
"Well, if it isn't little May." His voice stilled all of us. Thick with a Spanish accent, so thick it was hard for me to make out just what he was saying.
"I've been looking everywhere for you. Who's your friends?" I pushed her behind me and turned around ripping the truth off like a band aid.
He had three men behind him. My mind wonders to places it shouldn't. Were any of those men the ones that raped May? Was more then one of her tormentors standing in front of me?
Thoughts like those would get all of us killed and May back in the hands of her father.
"I thought you would be in jail." He says, the appearance of me shocking him less then I thought it would. Maybe he's heard and that's why he's here. Maybe he came not because May was his daughter but because he couldn't stand the thought of me having anything for myself.
He came to rip my happiness away once more.
The devil came back to get my soul because my mind wasn't good enough.
"Your not the only one that knows people, Martinez." The words tasted like bile because I didn't want to talk to him, I didn't want to see him unless he was coughing up his life blood.
"It would seem so," He ticked his tongue towards May. "An even man, are we?"
He said it with a smile as if Mays life was no more then a pawn he was willing to gamble with. He didn't care about her, he cared about his games that we were all unwillingly apart of.
"I don't kill little girls for fun." Spit flee from my mouth with the ferocity the words came out.
"No you just fuck them." He chuckles and I take a step forward only for Archer to grab my arm and pull me back.
His jaw was tense and I could tell he was having a hard time with Daniel's appearance too.
Angels murderer was standing right there but if we did anything about it we could put May in harms way.
"I went to pick you up, only to be told you weren't there. Imagine my surprise when I find out you've been shacking up with the man that killed Elijah?" He stayed calm but I could see the fires of hell burning behind his eyes.
I didn't remember the names of the men I killed, it was insignificant. I didn't want to remember them or give them any recognition when they didn't need any.
"You think his intentions are clean, flor." She flinched at the nickname, I can only imagine the memories that are coming back to her and there is nothing I can do about it right now. "I killed his daughter, you think he would love mine?"
"Shut the fuck up." My nostrils flare and at the blatant disrespect his men step forward only for Danial to slightly shake his head. I sense Archers confusion, as if all of the pieces came together for him.
"Why? Scared she'll come back where she belongs boy?"
I don't say anything. I don't get the chance to because he nods his head and his men come towards us, while he walks off, trusting that his dogs will get him what he wants.
I push May behind me. "Run."
They rushed me and Archer.
The one in the middle was bigger then the rest, by at least a foot. Archer took the one on the left, who was the smallest. I only had a brief moment to realize that somehow I had brought my baby brother into this. I could have potentially caused him his life in this moment.
We're they going to stop when we passed out or would they kill us? Would they pull out their guns and shoot us if we fought to hard?
May hadn't run, she had backed up a few paces but she didn't run.
Not when the biggest of the three men punched me right in the nose. Not when I bit a chuck out of his shoulder just as the other man got to me, pulling me away from his friend only to sink his knuckles into my stomach causing me to double over.
I put up a fight. I had knocked the smaller of the men out but the bigger one just kept coming.
Punch after punch after punch....
But I didn't fall, when I couldn't feel my face I didn't fall because she didn't run.
She wouldn't have a chance of getting away.
So I stood and took each and every single one of his punch's.
Just when I thought I was going to loose consciousness the big man stopped in his tracks. His eyes rolled into the back of his head and he fell to the floor causing tree limbs to crack under his massive weight.
I could still taste his blood in my mouth when Sin spoke, a baseball bat dangling from his hands.
"What the fuck have you gotten yourself into Gusto?"
















Chapter Twenty-Five: Twin Looks of Murder
May's Point of View
The ringing in my ear persisted even after August's friend knocked the last of my father's men out.
I saw the remaining men moving in front of me but I couldn't fathom what was happening.
A train was barreling through my mind, its horn going off warning me to abandon ship. To go back to that place where all I had to worry about was paper animals and Augie playing with my hair.
My chest was moving up and down rapidly but I couldn't feel the air coming in.
My heart pounded in my chest but it didn't feel like my heart it felt like all the trauma I'd held inside these past months coming back with a vengeance.
That silent wolf lurked waiting to steal my voice again, stealing the ability to express myself.
Stealing my identity.
It wasn't until all three men were surrounding me that any of their voices registered.
"Was she hurt?" August's friend asked.
"Son of a bitch broke my nose," Archer said astonished, as he bent over and blew blood out from both nostrils.
Then he was here.
He was breathing life back into me.
But he was broken...
His body was bruised...
His face was bloodied...
Because of me.
I caused this.
I put my hand to my lips as they quivered at the sight of him.
It was ten times worse than when his father hit him in the parking lot. He was completely mangled. His eyebrow was split down the scar that was already there. His lips were busted in three different places. His eyes were even in pain but not physical.
He was looking at me as I crumbled to the ground, catching me before I was a pile of fallen leaves on the ground for the lurking wolf to lay on.
I sobbed, I sobbed and sobbed until I couldn't anymore.
He rocked me as if I was a small child, and hummed to me like I used to in my white room.
"You are okay, May. Your okay." I heard Archer and the other man contemplating what to do now but all I could hear were his words. All I could feel were his big hands grasping at me as if I would fly away at any moment.
I wanted to say. But you're not. The words wouldn't come out though, they were lodged in between sobs.
"I hate to give the bad news guys, but we need to get out of here." Archer insisted as he leaned down and helped his brother up, in return dragging me along with them.
"I'm going to take the initiative here and guess that going to the hospital will only cause more problems." The stranger spoke eyeing Archer's nose before running his eyes down the full length of August. "But you two need medical attention. Fucking hell." He rolls his eyes into the back of his head before he speaks again, irritation raining on his face.
"I know someone. Come on." He didn't in the slightest look happy about reaching out to this person.
~.~.~.~.~
Sin's, as I've learned was his name, house was covered in moving peanuts and boxes but that wasn't what stole the show. That wasn't what had everyone scratching their heads in confusion.
It was the tiny whisp of a teenager currently setting Archer's broken nose. She was a little shorter than me but she carried herself as if she was ten feet tall. Her shoulders were more sturdy and she looked like a force to be recognized with and maybe that was why Sin has looked miserable ever since she got here.
 Archer hardly made a noise as it was set back in place, it was as if he had done this exact same thing done multiple times before. Which was a possibility because I didn't know about the Thatcher boy's past.
I knew about their father, but he was only abusive to August.  As far as their teenage years, I was walking on territory I was unfamiliar with.
"Got yourself in some mess?" She eyes Sin cautiously as if she too was amazed that she was invited over here to take care of this problem.
"It's not his fault," August speaks up for Sin, clearly feeling as if he had drug his friend into this when really it was me, all me.
I was the one who stuck myself to August as if I was his shadow, I'm the one who became friends with Archer. I'm the one who did all this while knowing my father would never let me be happy.
So Archer's broken nose is on me, Sin's involvement is on me, August's battered body is on me. Yet my mouth won't open to express how sorry I am for all of this. The words won't come.
I'm back where I was months ago a slave to my overthinking thoughts, slave to the words that try to come out so quickly that by the end I haven't uttered a single one of them.
Then the unthinkable happened.
Sin looked to August and asked a question he was none the wiser to. "I heard you had a little girl. Where is she at? Do we need to be calling someone?"
The young girl winces and softly speaks, "Sin..." Angelina's death wasn't unheard of in this small town, actually, many people knew about it. I remember hearing the story even while I was in Mary Hill through the nurses gossiping. The stories of August's revenge ran the halls as well. I just didn't know that it was August's daughter that the story was about at the time I met him.
Sin's eyebrows pull together clearly wanting to know what part of the story he's missing. "It's alright," he says to the girl as she walks up to him to assess the damage. 
"Almost half a year ago..." He paused as he rolled over the fact that its already been that long since Angelina died. I saw the turmoil in his eyes, I saw the way he winced from the memory. "There was a drive-by, some local gangs had it out for a man that just so happened to be walking down the same street as me and Angelina, my daughter, she didn't make it." He finishes sternly, holding in all of those emotions I know still brew under his skin. This is the first time I've heard him speak the story out loud.
"Is this related to what happened tonight?" Sin asked his features turning grave, probably wishing he had hit that man harder with the bat.
"Yes." Archer speaks eyeing me carefully before speaking, "He wants her back." Archer rubs his jaw roughly.
"And who is she to him?" The girl asks Archer while she patches up August's eyebrows.
"His daughter."
Everyone looks at me at that moment. I felt like I was under a microscope, they were analyzing me wondering why I was here and not back with my psychotic father who simply wants me so that no one else can have me, so that he has a bargaining chip to marry off for money in exchange for protection.
"A daughter for a daughter?" Sin eyes August seeming disgusted with the notion. August eyes his old friend roughly.
"I'm not cruel, I know we haven't known each other for a long time, but have a little more faith in me than that." He seemed upset that his friend would assume he was using me as leverage or going to kill me to get even.
My father's words were echoing in the back of my head but I knew they held no weight. August didn't know who I was when he got a rainy day out for me. He didn't know who I was when he offered for me to stay with him. This was just all a coincidence, one that would cause all of us to pay the price.
"Is it true?" The teenager asked August. He turns his attention back to her with raised eyebrows. "That you murdered one of his men right in front of him." She says it with a prideful smirk like that was the coolest thing she had ever heard of happening in her short lifetime.
"Clementine!" Sin scolds firmly.
"I did." It was simple before he spoke once more.  "That doesn't mean I would ever harm May." August glances my way reassuring me, telling me all of my father's words were just that words with no truth to them. "We met before I even knew she was Daniels's daughter."
"And you don't want to go back to him?" Clementine turns to ask me curiously, something akin to understanding lights up her features. She must have a strained relationship with her parents. She understands that sometimes parents aren't loving, and sometimes they are cruel.
For the first time in a few hours, words find me and I speak them almost unwillingly. "He's not a nice man, that doesn't change in the cover of what use to be our home."
She nods her head in understanding and my suspension is confirmed. She too knew that families weren't always rainbows and butterflies.
"He's not getting her back," Archer says sternly.
"You damn right he's not." August reaffirms his brother, while they both hold twin looks of murder.











Chapter Twenty-Six: Go Home

"Go home," I whisper to my brother for the fifth time.
"I'm not leaving you, stop being so fucking bullheaded and realize you don't have to face this alone, August." the fight had irreversibly opened my eyes. He could have died because of me.
My baby brother could be buried right beside Angelina, because of the same man that had it out for me. I could let his blood be on my hands. He and May were the only people I had left. They were the only people in this world that understood me for me, I couldn't let that be taken away from me.
"Go home. Finish your schooling. I'm going to take her away from here, as far away as I can go until I figure something else out." I let my fingers weave in and out of her midnight silk-like hair as she slept in my lap. She had spoken a handful of words since this all happened, all of the progress she had been making went out of the window and I could tell her demons were holding her hostage again.
"Let me go with you, you need someone to watch your back." He pleaded, his eyebrows pulled together in worry and concern. 
"What I need is to know that you are safe, Archer. I need to know that whatever happens to me, you are safe." His jaw clenches and his fist ball as his hips, he wasn't happy with me when he stormed out of the farmhouse but I would rather him be mad with me than be six feet under.
"He's not going to stop." Her voice was hoarse from lack of use and I glanced down at her as she lay there emotionlessly. "He doesn't like losing."
"He's not getting his way this time, May. I will burn this world down before he gets his hands back on you. We're going to leave until I come up with a plan." I couldn't think straight knowing that he could be waiting around every corner with his men armed, going to force her back to his side where he would no doubt find some cruel fucking way to make her pay for siding with me.
I needed to be able to breathe and think of a way to get rid of Daniel that didn't land me in prison, I wasn't scared to serve but it wasn't just Daniel at play here he had multiple means and what would stop them from coming after May after I killed him.
I knew if I soaked my hands again there wouldn't be any coming back from the demons inside my head, they would swallow me whole and never spit me out.
I would really belong in Mary Hill then. 
"Maybe I should just ..." Before she couldn't finish that thought I placed a finger to her lips and shook my head.
"Don't go there May, you aren't going back."
"It would save you all the trouble."
I couldn't stop my voice from rising, "You are worth every bit of it! This is nothing, leaving town if nothing compared to the thought of not being able to touch you, the thought of not being able to see you smile again. This is so minuscule that it doesn't even register with not having you right here where you belong. He doesn't get you both." the last sentence was whispered out with shame because while it wasn't about Angelina right now she still played a role in my reasoning. That bastard could have his life but he wasn't allowed to ruin another innocent one.
"My life isn't worth yours." She said turning her face so that she could stare directly into my eyes.
"My life is pointless without you in it."
~.~.~.~.~.~
It didn't take us long to pack up a week's worth of clothes and necessities. Leaving behind everything felt odd, it all felt so wrong. The farmhouse was home. I had just seen a friend from a long time ago for the first time, everything was coming together yet falling apart at the same time.
I lock the door, placing the key in the flower pot on the porch for Archer. He was standing in the yard, May engulfed in his arms, her legs dangling against his. They were laughing and crying at the same time, it brought a soft smile to my face.
An odd thought crossed my mind.
A thought I didn't love, but it settled something deep inside of me.
If anything happened to me, if Daniel got his way and I was locked up or his men murdered me, then May would have someone to love her.
Archer would be perfect for her.
The thought made me freeze momentarily, all I could do was stare at them as they said their goodbyes.
In a world where I didn't exist, they would thrive.
They would both never sleep alone, he would talk enough for the both of them. He would bring her out of her shell.
Maybe I was holding her back from what she needed.
I let the thought get so far as contemplating it, but then I remembered her words. 'I need someone I want. That's you August.'
I took in a deep sigh, I may be who she wanted but Archer would be who she needed if Daniel wasn't in the picture, but right now she needed safety. She needed me because I was willing to get my hands dirty for her, I was willing to drive myself mad to see her free again.
"Be careful, please. I don't want to be an only child." May's eyebrows raise in questioning, clearly remembering Sawyer and Killian.
"And your other brothers?"
He shrugs his shoulders, "I don't even like them that much."
I scoff at this, a smile bigger than the last taking its place.
"We're all going to be okay," I say with a firm nod of my head. "Keep an eye on Mama. If anyone stirs up any trouble call me."
I gave him the number to our burner phone, I was covering all of my bases and until I knew how to handle this whole situation I didn't want anyone following us. Sin, had a couple of burner phones on hand, for reasons I didn't ask. "If I don't answer call Sin, but under no circumstances do you call the police. You got that?"
I filled him in on everything that happened the night I was arrested, so he knew Daniel had his hands in with the police here.
Calling them wouldn't do any good, only cause more trouble.
"I got it, when you get to wherever you're going call me and let me know that you two are okay." I nod in confirmation before getting in my truck, May following close behind.
We drove away. I shouldn't have but I couldn't stop from looking in the rearview mirror as he faded away.
This would not be a goodbye.
I would see him again.
This was not a goodbye.
But why did it feel like one?

Chapter Twenty-Seven: Flying

The next hour of two was filled with silence. May had stared out the window, and I honestly thought we were just enjoying the peacefulness of it all.
Her pale blue gaze studied the trees flying by her, they casting green reflections in them, giving her the appearance of having hazel eyes.
She was so beautiful it hurt. That may sound dramatic, but that was the only way I could explain it. She was so glorious that it caused my jaw to clench with the need to just be surrounded by her.
I had never felt that feeling before, and I wasn't sure what word to use for it.
I wanted her to consume whatever little part of me she didn't already occupy.
"This is nice." She says before looking at me, a small smile gracing her unique face, causing a dimple on her left cheek to make an appearance.
"It is. Peaceful." Just me and her, nothing in the way. No moving boxes, work, family drama.
"It's the first time that's it been quite since I was at Mary Hill." She admits sheepishly. "I miss it and hate it at the same time."
I think back to that white room where I torn myself down and rebuilt myself back up. I think briefly of the man in the mirror. "I know exactly how you feel."
"When all of this is over, we need to go see Augie." She says, sadness pulling her eyebrows together. I never forgot about him, I remember my promise, but life has been so chaotic lately, which is no excuse.
"Yes, we do."
I reach over the center on my truck and rest my palm against her upper thigh. She sucks in a faltering breath before turning her worried gaze my way. "Is this okay?"
I didn't want to make her uncomfortable, but I wanted my hands on her. This may seem mild considering I've held her in my arms while she's slept before but what we did the other night opened a door for her, one that was new territory and I didn't want to jeopardize any part of that.
"Yes." It was a whisper, but enough confirmation for me to leave my hand there. My thumb stroking tender circles on the inside of her leg.
"We haven't had time to talk about it, but I want you to know that everything your father said was bullshit." I say through gritted teeth. How he had tried to manipulate her into thinking that the only reason I had anything to do with her was because of her relationship to him.
I could care less that she was his daughter. At first, it bothered me, but it didn't take long for me to realize our story had the same villain in it.
"I know. He was just saying it to try and get me to come back home. I'll never forget your face when you found out who my father was." I wish I could change how I reacted, but then I didn't realize just how big of an impact May would make in my life. I thought she wasn't deep enough under my skin then, I thought I could pry her out while I still had a chance, but I had been wrong.
I was glad that I was, too.
"We're not our fathers." I tell her with confidence because it seemed like the right thing to say at the time.
"That's all I've ever been my whole life, was Matinez's girl. Daniel's daughter." I squeezed her thigh in comfort, and she scooted closer to me.
"I've always ever been a Thatcher. One of those trouble making Thatcher boys. That doesn't mean that's who we are." She rested her head against my shoulder, and I relished in the feel of her warmth seeping into me, setting my heart ablaze with that overwhelming feeling I didn't have a name for.
"I don't think you're a trouble making Thatcher, I think your just a Thatcher that trouble follows." I scoff, but she wasn't wrong trouble did have a way of finding me making this road trip all the more needed.
"Hey, where are we going, I never asked?" I see from my peripheral vision that she was looking at me.
"Some place I can have you all to myself."
~.~.~.~.~.~.~

The isolated mountain house was smaller than it was in its picture but still just as mesmerizing. Its siding was wood, giving it the appearance of a cabin.
The driveway to it had been bumpy and grown over letting me know no one had booked it in a really long time, the owners assured me that they had come and cleaned up everything yesterday, so that wasn't something we had to worry about.
"This is beautiful, August." She was staring at the woods surrounding us with awe.
"I thought you would like it."
She turns to me and sits her bags down by her feet. She walks to me lazily before throwing her arms around my neck. I freeze for a moment, taking in her unexpected touch before I engulfed her in my arms.
"Thank you for doing all of this for me." I could tell by the tone she was using, tears weren't far behind her words.
"Hey! Don't cry." I let her rest her head in the crook of my neck. "You've done more for me than you could ever imagine."
It was true. At the asylum, she picked up pieces of a man she barely knew. Wiping my bloodied knuckles, leaving me notes, giving me purpose when I had none. Her soft smiles, quiet words, gentle touch, and unwavering presence are the only reasons I'm still here today.
So this little vacation was so miniscule it didn't even dignify a thank you.
She saved me. It was only right of me to save her.
"Still, I just feel like I'm causing you problem after problem." I was brought back to her confession at the beach.
She feels like a burden everywhere she goes.
I sat her back down on her feet, grabbing ahold of her chin to make her look up at me so she knew how serious I was.
"You can't be a burden to someone who would turn the world upside down to see you smile." The words did just what I wanted them to do, and her lips curved up, that smile doing all kinds of things to me.
I glance down to her mouth, memories of our recent beach trip coming back. Her mouth had been so warm and welcoming, but before I could taste her again, I talked myself out of it.
"We should get inside." Her gaze bounces between my eyes, almost like she was pleading with me to take that step again.
Had she wanted me to kiss her?
I wasn't sure what this was, where this was leading, but I knew that I couldn't do life without her.
My feelings had landed me in a position where I didn't want to be. I had found someone to look forward to seeing. If something happen to this someone, then I would be back to that man in the mirror.
I had tried my hardest to stay away from that realization, that reality, but we were here.
So what was stopping me from acknowledging it?
What was stopping me from admitting that this feeling I claim to know nothing about was ...
Love.
I was so far gone...
So in love with May, I was scared that if she knew ...
If it was out in the open that this wasn't some sort of arrangement where we both just helped each other out, that if she knew I wasn't using her and I was falling so hard I was sure to get hurt.
That she would get scared.
That she would run.
That she would leave me, and then I would be in the same position I was all of them months ago before I heard her humming in her not so white room.
Just because I was scared to admit it didn't mean that it wasn't true.
I was falling for May.
No. Not just falling, flying.

Chapter Twenty-Eight: Yours

"On a scale from one to ten, one being the worse and ten being the best, how was your experience growing up with siblings?" I was currently cooking dinner while she sat at the bar eyeing my every move and asking me weird questions.
"Uh. A solid eight. While they may be a pain in my ass at times, I know without a doubt I could call any of them, and they would have my back. How about growing up alone?" Maybe she wanted to know more about me, while I feel like I have known May my whole life there was still a good portion of her that I didn't know.
"Can I rate a zero? It was the worst, maybe in a normal family dynamic, it wouldn't have been as bad, but growing up, I never had anyone to talk to. I didn't have any friends at school, and with no siblings, I was stuck with my own thoughts. Maybe that's why after everything that happened, I just shut down." I really needed to start valuing my brothers more, I don't ever open up to them like I should, henceforth how none of them knew about our fathers abuse until a few weeks ago.
At least they were there if I wanted to talk to them about anything, I couldn't imagine not even having the option.

"Alright, it's my turn, right?" I ask as I stir the Alfredo noodles. She nods her head, and I think of something I want to know about her.
"The paper Mache? It just a hobby, or does it have a meaning behind it?" Even at the farm house, she had begun putting up her little paper animals all around. Sitting them on shelfs and hanging some from the ceiling in her room.
"It started as a hobby, but it turned into something more. When I found it hard to express what I was feeling, I would fold and fold until I got the emotion out." It would make sense why her room at the asylum was so full of them. It had been her fortress, her way of talking when she couldn't make a sound.
It makes me glad that I held onto the ones she's folded me so far.
"Dinners done."
~.~.~.~.~
"After my mom left when I was little, I was expected to fill her shoes." The living room was lit up by candlelight because a storm had rolled in, knocking the power out. All that could be heard inside was the whirling of the wind and slapping of rain against the wood siding.
"Cooking, cleaning, and keeping up with his drug bills. It was all so much when I wasn't but ten years old, it made me grow up faster than I should have and I guess that's why I like childish things now. The paper Mache, rainbow drawing sets." She eyes me with a mischievous smile on her face, one that I mimics because she was contagious.
"I don't remember being a kid. I block out a lot of it. I remember going to baseball games and hanging out with friends but I don't remember how I felt in those moments. I've heard people talk about what they would do to be a kid one more time, I've never understood the sentiment of that statement. I didn't get why anyone would want to be so small and so helpless. There was times when I was little and I heard the screaming and I waited to hear him hit her, waited and waited and waited, wishing that I could be bigger then him so that when he finally did hurt her I could hurt him back. Hurt him the way he hurt me." The dark was bring out all of our dirty secrets and confessions.
"When they did what they did to me..." She gulped and her voice was strained so I pulled her to my side, resting my cheek against the top of her head. Letting her talk at her own pace. "I was so mad at myself for waiting. Waiting for the right guy, waiting for the perfect moment. I waited until it was stole from me."
Her voice broke and I couldn't stop myself from pulling her into my lap. Her legs straddles me and her forehead rested on my chest just below my chin. "Shhh, baby."
"I don't want to wait anymore." She looks up at me, tears still gathering in her eyes. "I don't care if it's the wrong person or the wrong time, I only care that I want it and August I can't breath with how much I want you."
Her words spoke life into me, my body hummed underneath hers. "May..." It came out as a sigh and grunt all at once making my voice deeper then it normally is.
Just knowing she wanted me made my dick stir under my sweatpants. God, I felt like I was on fire. Liquid lava ran through me forcing my lips to part, my eyelids to grow closer together and my hips shifted up on their own accord.
"May, this isn't a good idea."
It's a great one...
I shake my head trying to shake away the possessive thoughts, because no matter what I wanted I didn't want to hurt her.
I didn't want her to regret this, to regret me.
"It's the best idea I've ever had in my entire life." She was breathless and she leaned into me and her lips softly, so very softly, brushed against my jaw bone.
"May." It was a full groan now, the weight of her in my lap feeling like heaven and hell all at the same time. "I don't want to hurt you, and I don't think I can keep my hands to myself this time."
It was torture last time, I didn't know if I could force myself to stay still when she looked this breathless, this responsive.
"I'm not asking you too, I trust you." The words were whispered into the shell of my ear, causing shivers to shoot up and down my body.
She pulled just enough back for me to capture her mouth with mine. I felt my chest rumble with the need I had for her.
"Fuck." I hissed out between kisses when I felt her press down on top of me determined to drive me mad with the small circles her hip were maneuvering. "I don't trust myself not to eat you alive, Shadow."
"Please do." She was growing brave and I loved it for her, I wanted her to feel comfortable enough to say what she wanted and do what she wanted.
God I wanted her to do whatever she wanted to me.
I pull away from her mouth only to nip at her jaw then her chin followed by her ear lobe.
"If we do this. Your mine. Do you understand?" I growled like a man that had just lost all control. My hands grab at her small hips pushing her further into me just like I wanted to do last time. "If I get so much as a taste of you, I won't be able to let you go."
"I'm yours. That's all I've ever wanted to be."







Chapter Twenty-Nine: Good Girl
May
Nothing could have prepared me for the overpowering look in August's eyes. I swear I could read his mind by looking at his heated gaze. He wanted me to know that this was all me, he was going to take whatever I offered and no more.
It made me feel powerful and like I was in control even when he didn't have any. We share a look of understanding before I lean forward and press my lips delicately to his, the sound he made did nothing to dampen my desire to feel every part of him.
Every delectable inch of his rough sun-kissed skin. I wanted to kiss every scar that he has, lick every grove of flesh that makes up the man I unwaveringly love. I had never felt exactly how I did at this moment, not even when I ground against him the other night.
This feeling burning in my veins was primal. Needy and eternal. We pull apart long enough for him to say something.
"I want you to take what you need, if at any time this gets to be too much let me know and we'll stop." He was such a good man, so patient with me even when I pushed all of the right buttons to have him as hard as a rock under me.
"I'm not changing my mind." I knew my gaze let him in on just how determined I was to do this.
To have him.
For him to have me.
We had played this song for far too long and now my body was a shivering mess. If I didn't have him inside of me within the next hour I fear that I might lose my mind.
While this may be a way for me to claim my body back, it wasn't only that. It had everything to do with how much I loved the man under me. I loved everything about him and I have for a long time.
The way he scoffs when he doesn't know what to say, the way he takes care of his family even when he doesn't realize that's what he's doing, how he knows just how to reassure me when I'm unsure of myself.
"Just if you do ..." I cut him off by slamming my mouth down on his with more fever this time. I feel his hands grip my hips roughly, keeping me pulled close to him. I didn't feel scared, didn't feel anything but want.
My mind was in the here and now, thoughts of the past long forgotten.
"Fuck, May." He says breathlessly as he pushes back against my eager mouth, demanding entry.
His tongue dominates mine with little effort, a little bit more of his control slips and he flips us so that my back rests against the couch. He hovered between my thighs, our lips never breaking contact as he grinds down into applying the perfect amount of pressure to drive me up a wall.
A soft moan escapes me, "You are so fucking responsive, it's killing me."
He kisses his way from my lips down to my jaw and then down to my neck. I couldn't stop myself from twisting and turning under him seeking out the friction I was craving more than oxygen itself.
My hips buck against his and it was like that small movement was his undoing.
He slid down my body, his hands wrapping around the waistband of my pants tugging them down with him.
My panties followed shortly after. Cool air hit my wet core causing me to sigh longingly.
Then it hit me, August was staring at my most private area. It was a little embarrassing, I couldn't stop myself from pushing my thighs closer together attempting to hide from him. Two firm palms pushed against them, forcing them back down onto the couch on either side of his face. When had he gotten that close?
"You are stunning, Shadow. Don't hide that from me, please." His voice no longer sounded like him with how deep it had grown with need.
He looks longingly at my center, something similar to possession crossing his features before all of my thoughts jumble into a mess of sensation.
His tongue slides up the full length of me. I wonder if he is as stunned as I am because he pauses for a moment before his tongue begins working me over again. Focusing mainly on my sensitive clit that has been throbbing for him for the past twenty minutes.
"You taste ten times better than I could have ever imagined." He whispers against me, his warm breath against my slick folds, stealing the air right from my lungs before he is sucking on my clit once again causing my hips to buck against his face.
"August I'm going to ..." It was still new for me, the other day had been the first orgasm another person had given to me and it felt ten times better than the ones I'd given myself. The sensation was almost too much, too intense, I felt myself growing too wound up to get to where I needed to be.
"You're doing so good, baby." His praise loosened me back up. "Take all the time you need, I'm not going anywhere."
Just from his reassurance alone, I felt myself climbing that ladder again. Like a possessed woman, I gripped his hair holding him exactly where I needed him as my hips bucked once more, grinding into his mouth.
This fueled him to move his tongue faster and faster and I was on cloud nine. My thighs clenched around him but he didn't stop, when my head threw back into the couch, and my whole body convulsed from the quakes of my orgasm. He only started to slow down when the waves began to slow. Then his tongue ran along me licking up any mess I made.
I was a limp mess underneath him when he dragged himself back between my legs. "You still want to do this? Because we can just leave it at that. If all you ever want from me is my tongue I would still die a happy man."
"I want you inside of me, August." His eyes roll into the back of his head and he starts to kick off his pants and boxers.
I curiously look down to see his member. It was long, thick and hard. A little intimidating, but the need for him overruled whatever insecurities I was having. Would it hurt?
"Just say the word, May. Understand? At any point." I reach down and stroke him with my hand, all of this still so new to me. His body screamed masculine, he was so big. All of him, he was nearly twice the size of me, I guess I shouldn't have been surprised that he would be big in this region too.
My head lifts off of the couch so my lips can meet his once more, "Just shut up and fuck me, Thatcher."
I didn't want this control, I wanted him to lose the ability to hold back. I wanted him to take me like I wasn't broken. I wanted all of him, every single grunt and thrust. "Don't say stuff like that, May. I don't want to hurt you."
Even though he said that I could feel his body stir with excitement. He liked the idea of unleashing all of this desire he held for me, on me. "You won't. I'm not made of glass, but I swear if you don't fuck me right this instant I'm going to climb you like a damn tree, August."
Unable to hold himself back any longer he lined himself up with my soaked entrance. Then in one swift thrust, he pushed inside of me stretching me like I've never been stretched.
It didn't hurt, not one bit. It felt amazing, every inch of him was like heaven invading me.
"Fuck, baby you are taking me so good." His words were perfectly crafted just for my ears. He slowly starts to move in and out of me in precise movements.
I could tell he was losing the ability to hold back but he was waiting on me to give him permission. "Don't hold back. You feel so good."
The damn broke and he began pounding in me with fever, taking me like a man off the rails. 
I moaned loudly unable to hold back the sounds. "That's it, let it out. Let me hear what I'm doing to you."
As he said the words in between thrusts, he slowed his pace alternating the pounding with a sensual stroke that hit all of the right places.
"You're so perfect. Look at you. Taking all of me like a good girl." Fuck, he could make me cum by just praising me in that tone. After a few more leisure strokes he continued the pounding forcing cry's to throw themself out of my throat.
"That's it, baby. That's it." He growled out as my walls began clenching onto him, my second orgasm stronger than the first.
"August!" I called out as I peeked and shattered around him, feeling his climax leak into me along with his hard thrust. Cum warming the inside of me, filling me to the brim.
I expected him to pull out right away but he simply rolled me onto my side against his chest, both of us covered in sweat, heaving. He was still seated fully in me but he didn't look like he planned to move any time soon. "I -"
He lifted his head, looking at me expectingly. "I love you, August."
I held back the sob that threatened to follow my words, I waited for him to tell me that he didn't feel the same way.
Waited to be rejected but what he said next shocked me to my core.
"I love you too, my little shadow."













Chapter Thirty: Wrath
The next few days are bliss.
Absolute bliss.
It was like we were living a life that wasn't ours. A life without drama or trauma, it was just us out here in the woods discovering how to love again after the world had failed us over and over.
We cooked together, chased each other around the house, and went hiking. She smiled and talked more than I'd ever seen, making me the happiest I've been in a long time. All of the pieces were falling together perfectly.
We could make this work. All of the doubts and uncertainty were just that and I would deal with them in due time but for right now all I wanted was to stay in this bed with her in my arms for a few more hours.
Everything about this trip seemed too good to be true, and I guess it was ...
The doorbell rang waking me up from my sleep. The house owners weren't meant to come to get the keys back until this Friday, which was still three days away.
I was no closer to figuring out how to handle Daniel, but that doesn't make me regret this trip. Nothing could make me regret coming here.
Or that's what I thought ...
I sit up straight, untangling May from my side unwilling and sneaking out of bed, not wanting to wake her up. We had just dozed off, after spending another day exploring each other bodies. 
It was probably just a neighbor, I knew this was unlikely, considering we were miles and miles away from any other house.
I should have known that what was lying on the other side of that door was trouble. After all, I'm just a Thatcher that trouble seems to love.
Despite the odds, I was still optimistic. I'm still hoping it was anyone but who I knew it was.
I looked through the peephole, something washing over me, dread maybe.
There was no one there, but I could make out the edge of a package on the corner of the porch. So, very slowly, I opened the door and glanced left and right to make sure there was no one around.
Once again, I try to stay optimistic and try to think that maybe the owners had a package delivered here.
I should have known better.
I reach down and pick up the small box, dread once again washing over me in waves.
My heart began to beat wildly in my chest, so hard and fast I was worried I might fall over dead from a heart attack.
The package was oddly light, and something shifted around in it.
I didn't want to open it.
But I tore at the tape quickly, ripped open the top....
The world stopped spinning.
Everything pulsed around me, the sun shining through the trees brightened and dimmed over and over again. The chirping of the birds around me were loud then quiet. My heartbeat throbbed in my ears in time with it all forcing me to fall to my knees, spit sputtering from my mouth as I stared into the bloodied box.
My burner phone rings from my pocket and my fingers fumble around with it until I eventually grasp it. Hands shaking and soul crushed.
A restricted number...
I answer. His greatly accent-filled voice hits my ears like thunder blocking out everything else including May stumbling out the front door wrapped in a sheet asking me what was wrong.
"How many nails does it take to break a Thatcher?" He laughed, the sound so fucking wicked my stomach turned. "Why don't you bring her home, before its fingers in that box."
With that, he ended the call and I was left staring at four of Archer's blood-covered detached nails along with a tape recorder that simultaneously started to play his screams.
~.~.~.~.~
When Archer was little he had the biggest of puppy dog eyes anyone had ever seen. He had everyone in the house wrapped around his little finger, even our father.
So when he was stolen from the park, everyone lost it. Our father led a search party, our mother stayed on the roads calling out his name from the window over the whole town.
It only took us two days to locate the woman who stole him from us, she was deranged and psychotic, leading her to believe that Archer was her child who drowned nearly twenty years ago. The thing was I looked up a picture of that boy just out of curiosity one time and they could have been twins.
It was like he was born with the genetics to land him in that mad woman's hands.
All of it was so unsettling, then Angelina died from a bullet wound that went through me like I was made of paper ...
Were we destined for disaster? Did Sawyer and Killian have this same problem?
I was destined to die.
I was made to die because that son of a bitch will face my wrath if it's the last thing that I do.
I wanted to see how many of his men's bullets it took to take me down after he choked on his blood.
None of us would have to see his face when we tried to sleep.
We may be destined for disaster but Danial Martinez would know what it felt like to have my hands around his throat.
"You don't have to do this!" May beat against my window with her small fist. "Please! We'll think of another way, August don't leave me!"
Snot ran down her face along with her tears but I ignored them because I couldn't look at her and do what needed to be done. I couldn't see her beg for me to stay and leave, she was engraved into my bones and if she said stay I would have to stay. So I zoned her out as I backed out of Clementine's driveway.
She would be safe here until everything was settled.
I dial Sin.
He answers the phone just as my speedometer reads a hundred, "August?"
"When they lay me down, make sure it's beside my little girl. Everything I have give it to Archer and May. Tell my mother I'm right where I should be and look after them, please."
"Where are you?" He demanded. "August where the fuck are you?"
We always had each other's backs in high school. There had been many times when we would fight back and back against people, but this was a fight I didn't want him to lose his life over.
"Doing what has to be done."













Chapter Thirty-One: Flames
This was going to be the end of my story. So violent and reckless but was there any better way to go than to go by protecting the ones you love?
It would be an honorable death, one I would gladly embrace.
They were at my house, eight cars parked in the field in front of the porch. There were far too many for me to take them on one on one. I was going to have to use my brain and think of a plan. I knew that house with my eyes closed, did they?
That would be the base of my plan.
I park at the edge of the woods, out of their view. I would have to use the element of surprise, they wouldn't think that I would show up this quickly, this out of the blue.
I had one advantage, one that I would have to use to its full ability.
I knew the layout, so how could I cut out their view? It wasn't dark enough outside to obstruct their sight by blowing the power box, but I couldn't sit around and wait because May was liable to show up sooner rather than later if she convinced Sin to give her a ride here.
Smoke.
Smoke would run them out in the open and then I could pick them off one by one. I would be too busy fighting through them to make sure Archer got out alright.
If there was a way I could communicate with Archer and let him know what I had planned but it was impossible. There is no telling what shape he is in, could he even walk?
I was thinking like the cattle. I needed to think like the coyotes that I use to repair fences because of.
Every man that wasn't Archer within those walls was cattle and I was going to rip their throats from their bodies. 
I had to ignore the self-persevering thoughts. If burning the house down was what needed to be done then I couldn't afford to think about Angelina's things in there, couldn't think about Mays paper animals.
This wasn't personal this was business and I began moving like a well-oiled machine.
If I light the fire on the left corner of the back side of the house. They will run out the front and it should give me enough time to get Archer out of there.
Before I circle back around to my truck and start picking them off one by one with the rifle I have hidden under my bed.
I crouched down in the tall weeds, making sure I was low enough that my head was covered. It would take me a while to get up there crouched down like I was but I couldn't afford for them to spot me before I got archer to safety.
All of this would be pointless if he died.
Step by step I made my way around the seemingly deserted house. I snagged up the full gas can from the lean-to in the shed that was still full of Mr. Jaded's things. I had never got around to going through them, thankfully he had a habit of stocking up on gasoline for the tractors.
It wouldn't take much to get the old wooden house to light. They say older houses were made of more flammable materials, hopefully, that was true.
The back door opens and I throw my back against the inside wall of the shed, my heart beating wildly.
This was life or death. This was, my brother's life I was fighting for, not some mission on a video game with the ending already mapped out. Anything could happen...
Two men talked in an unknown language, seeming to be laughing at something. I peeked through the hole in the wood siding noting they were sitting down smoking a cigarette like this was a causal thing. Torturing people and taking over their houses.
It disgusted me and made my blood boil to see them treating my property this way. Given that, I was about to set fire to it. My home was my family. A house could be rebuilt Archer was irreplaceable.
It seemed like they stayed there forever, but eventually, they went back inside closing the back door behind them. I grabbed the can once more, determined that this was the only way to distract them long enough to get my baby brother to safety.
With steady legs, I sneaked passed the window and soaked the edge of the house with gasoline the smell was so pungent my nose wrinkled up, and a soft cough made its way from my lips.
I dug the lighter from my pocket and flicked it before throwing it onto the siding.
Flames engulfed it quicker than I thought possible, it burned so hot that it made a small thudding noise as it sucked air greedily into it.
The wood crackles and I receded back into the woods waiting for the house to burn hot enough to fill the inside with black smoke obstructing their views and forcing them out of the front door.
Within minutes nearly the whole back side of the house was engulfed in flames burning so hot they turned blue in some places. Shouts could be heard within the house and the back door handle jiggled before a scream followed.
I ripped the bottom half of my shirt and wrapped my palm with it. Then I ripped a piece off of the back and covered my nose, I wouldn't be doing Archer any good if I passed out from smoke inhalation.
I look up at the glowing red sky, one that is tainted with black smoke, and say a quick prayer. 
Let one thing in my life go right.
Then I walked slowly up to the back door hesitantly grabbing the hot metal with my wrapped hand before forcing it open with my shoulder. The flames licked at my exposed skin and I was going to have to work fast to be able to get him out without burning us both alive.
I could see nothing which should cause me to panic but if I couldn't see then neither could they, so a soft smirk pulled at the edge of my lips.
It was working.
"Archer!" They were out the front door, I didn't have to be quiet any longer. Now was time to find him, grab him and the gun, and take him to the truck.
I make my way to the bedroom, feeling along the moist hallway wall, hoping that he was in there and it would be easy but when was anything ever easy?
I reach under the bed, my head growing loopy from the smoke that was seeping through the fabric of my shirt. Sweat trickled down my eyebrows clouding my vision even more.
I grab the rifle and thank heavens that I had a scrab full of bullets attached to it.
I heard the men yelling from the front of the house. Time was running out.
I heard grunts and something thumbing hard from the bedroom next to mine. My ears perk up and I take off in a heady run to get to him. He would live, he had to live.
I make it there and spot him tied to a chair with a cloth shoved in his bleeding mouth.
This wasn't personal, this was business.
I repeated to myself so that I didn't break down at the sight of the cuts and bruises littering his skin.
He sees me, his eyebrows pulled together and barely audible sobs escape him, "I'm here. Don't cry, I'm here."
I rushed forward, throwing the cloth that covered my mouth to the side as I worked on untying him from the chair. It was harder than it should been because he had pulled them tight from yanking on them.
I took the piece of cloth from his mouth once I finished untying him, he slumped forward clearly the wooden kitchen chair had been keeping him sitting upright.
"I'm going to get you out of here."
It was a promise, one I was adamant about keeping. "I'm sorry. I held out as long as I could, b- but they said they knew where Mama lived and - and - and..."
I pulled his face to my chest and soothed down his hair, "Shhh. You have nothing to apologize for Bubba."
Then I force my jittery arms to tug him over my shoulder.
The smoke was getting to me but I made my way out of the increasingly hot house, with both my brother and the rifle.
Step by agonizing step I started towards my truck.
Ten steps away a sharp agonizing pain, one I was familiar with, erupted in my leg.
I had been shot.
We had been spotted.


Chapter Thirty-Two: It’s Over
"Open them eyes." A hard palm slapped me across my face hard enough to split my lip. The warm blood trickled down my chin and onto the grass.
Where was I?
That question was quickly answered when Daniel's voice evaded me like the plague he was.
I looked around quickly, making sure Archer wasn't anywhere in sight.
That's when I noticed the truck was gone. He had gotten away.
Thank God. A sigh of relief escaped me even though I currently had ten guns pointed at my face.
My leg throbs, and I felt woozy. I wasn't sure if it was from the smoke inhalation or the blood loss, though it could have been both.
"You have some pretty shitty luck." He chuckles sarcastically, "It's almost comical."
He was so close to my face that I could spit on him if my mouth wasn't bone dry and I wasn't seeing three of him.
"What do you think you accomplished here?" He grabbed ahold of my hair when my head fell down the blood loss growing to much to handle.
He needed to die, or he was right. This was all pointless.
"Felix." He nodded to one of his men that stepped behind me.
They were going to murder me executioner style.
"I'll get her one way or another. She's never going to be free of me. It's a shame you're dying for something so trivial. You all were doomed from the start. I run this town."
His black hair was pushed back, and his dark brown gaze lingered on my face for a moment longer than what seemed appropriate.
He nodded to the man, and instantly, a gunshot sounded.
My eyelids were squeezed shut so tightly that my jaw had locked and my entire being was shaking.
But when I wasn't greeted with nothingness, they snapped open, and I was met with Daniel's shocked brown eyes as one of his men fell down beside me.
I didn't think twice. I was the coyote.
I pounced, ignoring the numbness of my limbs and the ache in my joints. Either side of my palms encased Daniel's face, and my teeth sunk into his throat.
I didn't let up when more gunshots went off.
I held on until I had enough force to rip the flesh out with my bite.
He sputtered out blood, and it sprayed along my already blood-soaked face.
I didn't hear anything else as the sun made the sky appear pink. It's warm rays meeting my flesh comfortingly.
I thought of Angelina. Her favorite color was pink.
You can rest easy now, baby.
Then I thought of May, and I could swear her hands were grabbing me everywhere as I fell onto the ground, chaos commanding everything around me while I felt nothing.
You can live free now.
That was when I was slapped for the second time in ten minutes...
"You better open those fucking eyes, or I'll kill you my damn self." Sin.
"How?" I ask as I look around at the multiple men kicking bodies to make sure they were dead.
"He never runned this town, Gusto. I did." His crooked smile made me smile back up at him.
"You got some explaining to do."
"Another time."
Black hair swept across my face just as tear filled blue eyes stared at me with worry. "August!"
She was just the angel I wanted to see. "Shadow."
My voice was grave and weak, but somehow, I knew I would be just fine.
"You stubborn man." She laughed and cried at the same time, clinging to my mostly bare chest while someone put a tourniquet around my leg, slowing the heavy blood loss.
"You beautiful woman." I reached up and pushed those strands of midnight black hair behind her ear. Cherishing the way her skin was so smooth.
"It's over." I say with a sigh of contentment.
She glances at her father's lifeless body without a trace of emotion. "It's over."
~.~.~.~.~.~
I stood in the ruins of the burned down house, broken glass crunching under my heavy weight.
I stared out at the paster behind the house, noting the young cow that was growing quickly follow its mother who seemed to be fed up with the calf's shenanigans.
Then the light caught on something in the rubble.
It nearly blinded me.
I held up my hand to stop the sun from shining into my eyes.
I peaked under my palm and walked towards the small trinket.
My heart clenched,
Sitting there covered in soot was Angelina's Ballerina snow globe.
I picked it up and dusted it off the best I could.
May's hand ran along my back, her eyes glowing brighter than ever as she spotted what was in my hands.
"Wow." She marveled at the snow globe . "It survived despite the odds."
I turn to her my fingers lazily stroking her small cheek. "It's like you, that way."
"Like us."
I lean down and press a firm kiss on her lush mouth.
"I'll love you till my odds run out."
"Your odds are my odds, now, big man."
She laughed without a care in the world until I poked her side, and she took off running away from me. "You wouldn't dare!"
She jumped over the rubble, her hair flying in the wind and the most amazing smile on her face.
"Ohh, but I would!"
This wasn't the ending I thought I deserved, but who was I to question fate?
When life gave you May, you loved her.













Epilogue 
Stars danced in her blue doe like eyes as she stared up at me lovingly.
"Daddy. Can I get a tattoo like you?" Archer made a noise between a chuckle and snort from the other side of June.
I sucked in a breath between my teeth, looking at May from over my glass of tea.
Her swollen stomach touched the edge of the table, and she gave our daughter the scolding look. "June! Your five!"
"So?" I raised my eyebrows at the little fire cracker next to me.
"Alrighttt. I think that's cue, for your bedtime." I stand up and grab her under her arms, flying her down the hallway of our freshly built house.
She giggled the whole way, kicking her feet as they dangles in the air.
After I tucked her into her black bed covers, she pointed to her window seal, "Sissy's song!"
I smiled down at the small version of May, "Alright, but only once."
I picked up the refurbished snow globe and turned it as far as it would turn. Pink glitter is dusting its way across the ballerina.
"Is Uncle Augie going to come over soon?" Augie had moved in with his sisters not long after we went to see him, him and his family came over often.
"I'm not sure, baby. I'll let you know tomorrow." The soft song played in the background, lulling my little girl to sleep.
She made me think of Angelina, but she also was completely different. She hated tickles, her favorite color was black, her hair was dark and her eyes light.
She had a brother on the way. March. Yes, we kept up with the month theme, because why not?
I stroked her black hair as her blue eyes slowly closed and soft snores filled the room.
I turned her lamp on because she hated the dark and exited her room to find Archer and May hip bumping each other as they washed dishes.
"You staying over?" His nights over had grown spares lately giving May's pregnancy pillow took up most of the bed, but I also feel like it had something to do with a woman, but I wasn't going to ask.
He would tell me when he was ready.
"Not tonight, but you better call me if March decides to appear." He fixes his eyebrows up high in warning.
"I wouldn't let you miss it for the world." I walk up behind my wife, my hands resting on her hips, loving the way she leaned back into me.
"If he doesn't come soon I might bust." She complains, and I take the opportunity to reach around her and rub my hands up and down her stomach.
"Alright, I'm going to head out." Archer dries his hands off on the back of my shirt, and I level him with a stiff glare over my shoulder.
One he ignores completely.
"Be safe."
"Always."
Then I turned all of my attention back to the woman I wanted to ravish until she had to muffle her screams with a pillow.
"You're so sexy." I growled in her ear.
"I am a beached whale." She argues back with a groan, and I laugh until she elbows me in my stomach.
"You're supposed to disagree, jackass." I stifle the next laugh that's tries to escape because I didn't want another elbow to the ribs.
"You are stunning." She rolls her eyes at me and wobbles towards our bedroom.
She lays down on the bed groaning loudly. I grab the lotion from the side of the bed and go straight for her feet.
They were slightly swollen and I knew this would help her sleep better.
"You are the best husband a woman could as for." She sighed heavily as I stroked her feet thoroughly.
"I try."
She sits up off of the bed in a rush, her elbows holding her up so she can look me dead in the eyes.
"August.."
"May..." I raise my eyebrows before I eye her soaked through joggers.
"Oh fuck! It's happening!" I screech and May slaps my chest.
"Don't wake, June. I don't want her to be scared." I stood up and went straight to the hospital bag. We could do this, we've did this before.
"Stay calm. I got everything handled." I say to May even though my hands were shaking.
I dial my brother once I get the bags in the back of my old beat up truck, one that still had bullet holes in it.
"Yeah?" He says sounding confused about why I would call him after he just left the house.
"It's time! Call Mama and Killian and Sawyer." I heard screeching of tires.
"On the way!"
Within the next thirty minutes my mother shuffles through the door in her pajamas, her hair a mess but the biggest of smiles on her face. "Go! Go! I got June."
She ushered me and May, who was as cool as a cucumber, out of the door.
Everything happened so fast. It was morning before I knew it and I had become a dad of two.
If June was May's clone then March was mine. He looked just like me and I watched May fall in love at the first sight of him.
"How can someone be so perfect right from the start?" She kissed his little forehead.
"We make beautiful babies." She nods in agreement.
As I look down at the little boy I make a promise to myself to never make him feel the way my father made me feel.
When he cried I wouldn't tell him to suck it up, to be a man.
I wouldn't make him stand between me and his mother when I got too drunk.
I was going to be everything my father wasn't.
This was what I was made for.
I was a father and with May by my side these kids would have everything they could ever ask for.
They are all I could ever ask for.






















