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She was so young, her innocence reigned over her face with the moonlight. 

“Get ready for bed.” He called to his little angel. 

She jumped behind the folded corner of the duvet and sat upright. “Can you tell me a story?” 

He sat by her covered feet. “What story do you want tonight?” He smiled. 

“The one of Adam and Eve.” She completely wiped off the smile on his face. 

“Are you sure? There’re many other stories you haven’t heard like the prin-.” He looked at her stubborn face. “I’m guessing you don’t mean the holy version either?” he laughed as she shook her head.

His head bounced off the wall as his collar dug into his neck, marking its anger. He reddened, panicking, arms flailing to the side. He could hear the flapping wings of pages as his books plummeted to the ground, loose sheets fluttering in the surrounding air. The cold knuckles pressed into his throat as the shadow of the nearing head enveloped his face.

“Leave him alone!” A yell from behind following by hurried pats against the floor. “You walked into him, you fucking idiot.” She strained as she pulled at the larger, trying to get between them.

The jock and the heroine locked eyes as if they were bulls locking horns. After a few long seconds, a grunt and then some angered stomps marched away down the hall. She looked to her right, to see a wall but nothing else. The frantic scraping noises on the floor helping her realise he was kneeling, scrambling to grab his books so he could scamper away into a dark hole.

She knelt beside him to offer a hand. “I’m sorry about him, he’s just… air between ears sometimes.”

He remained looking to the ground. “It’s okay.”

She held a book in her hand as she watched him. “Are… you okay?”

He had somewhat collected himself enough to look at her. “I’m sorry. I’m fine, thanks for your help.”

She smiled at him. “You’re… Ste…phen? Right?”

He chuckled lightly at the ground. “I- I’m Adam. Thanks, Eve.”

“Oh… well now I look like a bitch.” She half-heartedly laughed.

“It’s fine, you can’t know everyone.” He smiled at her forgivingly. “Heroes can’t remember everyone they’ve saved.”

The smile returned to her face. “Well, I’ll make sure to remember you, Adam.”

She retrieved a pen that was tucked into the outside pocket of her bag. She grabbed the book in his hands, pulling his attention with it. He looked puzzled for a second but there was no denying his intrigue. He tried to stop her, but she cut him off. She wrote quickly. First numbers, then a few letters. She handed it to him.

“Call me.” He read aloud. “Smiley face?” He stared at it for a few seconds, deciphering the scribble.

She laughed. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to.” She shrugged. “Just in case you ever need saving again.”

“N- No, I’d love to. I just… have to…” He paused a few times as he stared at the book. “…memorise the number ’cos this is a library book.” He tried to stop himself from laughing, biting his lip to poorly conceal a smile.

She immediately grabbed the book from him and crossed it out, the force of her pen whipping the air around it. “You could’ve told me!”

“I did try to stop you, but you stopped me from stopping you!” He retorted, trying not to burst into laughter.

She lightly threw the book back at him as he smiled. They smiled at each other. He stared into her eyes. Blue, like a clear sky. A blank canvas that he was dying to paint onto. His mind drifted into dreams. He travelled in time. Years ahead, he smiled to himself. And then his dreams were crushed by a flashing barrier.

“Heeellooooo? Anyone home?” She quizzed him, her hand jumping in front of his eyes.

He came back down to Earth. “Hi… yes… sorry.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” She looked confused.

“No,” he paused as he grabbed all his things, ready to scuttle away into the darkness. “I’m Stephen. With a p h.” He smiled to himself.

She looked at him for a minute. He was definitely different. Not what she’d expected from first impressions, but that wasn’t his fault. He’d left some sort of mark on her, and she intended to repay it.

She grabbed his right hand and pulled it towards her. Her hands were warm, just like her smile. He just observed her, the warmth of her fingers burning their impressions onto the back of his hand. Then a hard, cold point crushed his squishy palm. It didn’t hurt, but she made sure it left its mark.

The cool air enveloped his hand as she released it, replacing the hug with nothingness. He brought his hand to him, palm down. He could see the outline of her hand though there was none. Then he slowly turned it. There sat eleven digits. He looked up at her. Eve just winked and walked away. He knelt there, alone and mystified.

He looked down, completely bewildered. The conversation replayed in his head like a broken record. He could still feel the cold pen pressing into his palm. He was considering getting it tattooed – the template was already there.

When Adam returned home that day, he wondered what to do with that number. It was fading on his hand so he went over it, tracing it very carefully so as not to change the handwriting. He hadn’t noticed it before but she’d even drawn a little winking face. He instantly saved the number in his phone, but then just stared at it.

He just sat there and thought of all the possible outcomes of what would happen if he did call her. Should he even call her? Maybe she meant text instead of call. Were calls too forward? Would he even remember how to speak? What would he even say?

The good thoughts lit him up, he could feel them hugging his insides. But the bad ones just dug into him. Deep wounds filled with bitter tears. The new scared him. He was a creature of habit. Can’t be disappointed by familiarity. The comfort of the known was all he knew.

What if she gave me someone else’s number and I look like a fool? What if she doesn’t respond? Does she even want to talk to me? What do I say? How do I keep my cool? A whole bunch of questions yet he sought no answers. He just wanted to wonder. He just wanted excuses.

“What’s that on your hand?” His mother broke his drifting mind, having noted the only break in silence to be his fork toying with his food.

He instantly pulled back his hand, knowing she’d seen it. “Noth-…” He looked up at her, those stern eyes reminding him there was no point in lying. “Someone…”

He couldn’t find the words, wishing only to return the room to silence so he could focus on the chaos in his mind. He relented with a troubled sigh, lifting his hand and holding out across the table.

His mother received it, the inspection quick. “Who’s this, Adam?” The corner of her mouth betrayed a slight joy.

He shrugged. He didn’t really know, he realised. He’d never spoken to her before, just seen her around. The unknown. Unfamiliar. Scary. But her smile was so welcoming.

“Have they got your number?” She could see anxiousness painting his face.

He bowed his head, shaking it slowly. If he had just given his number in return, he could’ve shifted the burden onto her… How did he not think of that?

“Well, you’ll never know at this rate. Don’t miss out on something overthinking what could happen. Do what you want to do and regret it later if you must. It’s easier to live with something that went wrong than it is to be haunted by regret. And this little smiley face doesn’t seem very scary to me!” She rubbed the back of his hand with her thumb.

He managed to break a smile, nodding with thankful eyes. “When this goes wrong, I’m blaming you.”

She scoffed with a grin, her hand throwing air towards him. “You’ll be thanking me.”

He finished his meal, the room returning to a silence it wasn’t used to during this time but the weight of the air seemed to vanish. He’d been invigorated with a confidence he’d never known before.

The faint patter of haptics as he began typing. Hi, it’s Stephen. Note the p h. he read to himself. He spoke the words aloud, as if it would make them sound different. It was a bold opening, he thought, bolstered by his new form.

He stared at the screen. Pondered on it for a moment. The thoughts came flooding back. The false ego dissipated before his eyes, as he failed to catch the flying pieces. He deleted the characters and threw his phone on his bed. This wasn’t what he did, this wasn’t his world. Maybe it was for the best.

He was used to being alone. The lone child, few friends, never doing much after school. It was a constant battle to convince himself he wasn’t lonely. He was just alone. By choice. And happy. It was closer to teetering in comfort being uncomfortable, to the point where what he wanted became what he feared.

A couple of days passed. He’d put it behind him, just a fleeting moment that had run its course. He kept to himself, as usual. Out of the way, out of trouble, out of sight. Surviving, but never living. The tortuous days of school.

He was walking down a hall when he saw her again. She was in a group, the bull amongst them. He watched her smiling and laughing. His mind went crazy, replaying that event from a couple days ago. He couldn’t escape it now.

Wrestling with his dreams for control of his mind, he tried to ground himself again but her electric smile gave his pulse the shock he hadn’t expected. How did she have such a hold on him already, after mere minutes? There were barely enough words spoken to write the chorus to a song and yet the orchestra of his organs kept playing to her beat.

Click click. “Are you lis’nin to me?”

He blinked a few times. Back to reality, the large ape and a couple of his mates were in front of him. He started to slowly back up.

“I- I’m sorry, I won’t do it again.” He didn’t even know what he was apologising for, but de-escalation is what you’re meant to do, right?

“We can make sure you don’t do it again.” He gruffed.

Before Adam could react, the gorilla’s shoulder started twitching. “Come… on… Stan… leave him alone.” A voice struggled from behind.

“It’d serve this little creep well getting a few fists.” The gorilla replied.

“You’ll get kicked out; you can’t risk it. Not now!” She’d stopped tugging at his arm.

He thought for a moment, her words had clearly had some effect on him. The world seemed to stop while they all waited for the verdict.

“You’re lucky.” He announced, back turned before he’d even finished speaking.

The troop walked away, revealing the familiar hero.

“Sorry about him, he’s been in a mood since he lost the match last week.” The happiness was drained from her face, but she tried to smile.

“I- It’s okay. It’s my fault... I...” He didn’t really know what he wanted to say.

“It’s okay, Adam. He’s big and scary on the outside but he has his own issues. He’s just not very good at dealing with them.”

Adam mumbled back.

“What was that?” She asked, confused.

“It’s Stephen. With a p h.” He surprised himself as the words left his lips, leaving behind a slight smirk.

She shook her head. “That’s a shame, maybe I should’ve let him pummel you then. I was trying to save Adam.”

His eyes widened again.

“I’m just joking!” She noticed.

“Too soon.” He bowed his head.

“Sorry, but you never called. You can’t leave a girl hanging, I didn’t have you as one of those guys.”

Adam was just happy she remembered him, his face beaming. “S- Sorry, I... I got busy and... I... then I forgot.”

“You often forget girls, Adam?” She grinned as she watched his brain panicking. “I’m not worth remembering?”

“I... Y-... No... That’s...”

She burst out laughing. “It’s okay, I’m just teasing you.”

A huge wave of relief hit him. “I’ll do it today. For sure.”

“It’s the least you could do for your hero.” She smiled. “I’ll be waiting.” She walked away before he could think anything else.

Now was the real trouble. She hadn’t forgotten him, and he’d just told her he would make sure to call her. How was he meant to gain the confidence to do that in a few hours?

The rest of his day was a blur, clouded by one thing. He was bombarded with every “what if” and struggling to keep up. He got home, pulled out his phone and typed the same message.

Hi, it’s Stephen. With a p h

He stared at it, again. His mind kept racing. His heart was pounding. Was he sweating? He felt hot. What was going on?

Before he could talk himself out of it, he hit send and immediately dropped his arms, one dangling off his bed. The muted thud as his loosened grip gently dropped his phone on the floor. The phone no longer obstructing his view, he just stared at the ceiling and waited.

Everything went into overdrive as he waited. The short hit of adrenaline pumped through his veins as his heart thumped against his ribs. He painted his worries on the blank slate above him, waiting for the jury of sods to enact their justice.

Before he could get too carried away, a chime filled the room. Breaking him away from his demons, his hands patted the bed around him, until he remembered where it had ended up. He rolled over, letting himself fall to the floor.

The tiny dot of flashing light from his phone seemed larger when he was level with it. Almost like an emergency vehicle. He grabbed his phone and stared at the screen.

This must be SteVen, ’cos I’m pretty sure I asked StePHen to call me…

A lump in his throat as his body seemed to dry up immediately. He hadn’t prepared for this. He’d spent so long thinking about that initial text, he didn’t even consider the fact that he might have to reply. Everything became a blur as his mind calculated how the world would come to end now.

Before he could let this moment slip through his fingers and disappear forever, his hand shuddered. He wasn’t cold. What was going on? And then the melody of his ringtone filled the room. He jolted at the noise, his phone jumping from his hand. The world faded to black as his eyes raced shut. His nose thrummed an ache.

“Fuuuuuuck…” he groaned, opening his eyes to a very obstructed ceiling.

“That’s one way to say hi.” A distant voice replied.

His eyes were wide open now, as he grabbed the phone and held it to his ear. “S-… Sorry. My phone fell on my face.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose, deciding if he should nurse it or curse it.

Her laughter betrayed her words. “I’m sorry that happened to you!”

It was enough, though, to bring him calm. He was at ease once more. Maybe it was better this way. Don’t allow his brain time to think and ruin everything. Let his mouth do the talking.

They talked for a while. About everything and nothing all at the same time. It was the start of their friendship. Adam forgave the world for wanting to self-destruct as he reassured it everything was okay.

The next few days were spent nurturing this new friend he’d made. He was picking up on her patterns. Frequency of texts, length of texts, her use of emotes. She would say something, he would try to think of a response as quickly as possible. He would reply, sometimes she would reply, sometimes it took a while. He definitely over-thought and over-analysed some things, but luckily he was self-aware enough to snap himself out of it... eventually.

He had such crazy thoughts about her, yet they’d only just met. He knew this too, but he allowed himself to dream. After all, how often does a queen befriend a cockroach?

It only took a few days for them to become good friends and she would quickly begin confiding in him. He didn’t know why. The comfort of a stranger? Does that mean he had short-lived plans for him? Or maybe, probably, it was something to do with how conveniently around he was whenever she beckoned.

Whatever it was, he did his best to be there for her. It was all he could do really. He was in uncharted waters without a paddle or a sail, letting the waves take him where they pleased.
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She was still young and naïve, sheltered from the world. 

“That’s not how it went last time!” She protested.

“You’re older than you were the last time you heard it, I figured you’d want the slightly more grown-up version.” He retorted.

“Okay, just make sure there’s a happy ever after.” she demanded.

“Of course, I couldn’t leave you upset.” He bowed to her requests.

His phone rang one night. He checked who it was. It was her. Instantly, he picked up, only to be greeted by stifled sniffling.

“Are you okay? What happened?” He worried, grabbing his keys in case he was summoned.

“He dumped me.” She barely managed to cry. 

“Why?” He asked. 

“I found out he was cheating on me.” The faint noise of a cushioned punch into a pillow was heard.

“What? How?!” Adam fought back his anger.

“I saw them kissing in the park… He didn’t try to hide it either. He said I wasn’t giving him what he needed…”

“Kisses?” Adam’s naivety would normally have been cute to her.

She shook her head as if he could see it. “A bit more than that… I just wanted to take it slow… Maybe I should’ve just…” She seemed hesitant.

“You never need to do anything you’re not comfortable with, Eve. If he respected you, he would’ve given you the time you needed to be ready.” Adam tried to reason with her.

“I don’t know, I could’ve… been ready sooner.”

“You’re better than that, it’s okay. How about we go out tomorrow so you can forget about all this?” He tried to cheer her up, desperately. 

“Can you come over today?” She requested. “I need one of your hugs.” She half-smiled through her tears, hopeful but knowing he’d say yes. 

“I’ll be there in ten minutes.” He replied. 

“But it’s a twenty-minute walk.” She replied, confused. 

“I won’t be walking.” He smiled to himself. 

“You’re crazy.” She sniffled out a laugh. “I’ll be counting down starting... NOW!” She replied as she hung up, wiping away the tears. 

He clambered to get his shoes on and sprinted out the door, making a beeline straight for her house. When he got there, out of breath, he held himself up by the rail as he walked up the short steps to her door. Lifting what felt like a cinderblock, his fist fell through the door as it opened before he could make contact.

“You’re late.”

He looked at his watch as he held himself up against the doorframe. “I…” He panted.

“…I…” He held up a finger to pause.

“...saved 8 minutes.” He finally blurted out.

She shook her head smiling and then pulled him into the house. “You need to get into shape.” She critiqued.

Adam waved to Eve’s parents who’d overheard everything and were chuckling to themselves. They waved back as he crawled his way up the steps to Eve’s room.

Adam collapsed on her bed, leaving no room for her, as she followed behind. She did not look pleased with his bed-hogging antics and jumped on top of him. He let out a groan but laughed through the subtle pain.

Eve made herself comfortable as she lay on Adam. She was smiling again, that’s all he wanted. He gave her a tight hug, getting her prepared for the emotional outpour that was to come.

“Whenever you’re ready, Eve, my ears are open and my shoulder is padded.” He whispered to her.

She grabbed his shirt into a fist. “We got into another fight… But this time he said he was over me…” She choked on her words.

She hid her face in his shoulder, mumbling curses against his chest and letting the tears flow through, dampening his shirt and staining his skin. It was almost as if he could feel each drop, and they all stung. He wrapped his arms around her, rubbing her back slowly and gently, letting her empty out her heart.

Adam spent the night at Eve’s house. Despite being their only child, Eve’s parents didn’t mind. They loved Adam. He had that courteous awkwardness to him, always asking to sleep on the sofa. Nobody knew if they would’ve minded if he slept in Eve’s room, Eve definitely wouldn’t have minded her teddy bear holding her back through the night, but he didn’t want to step on anyone’s toes, especially with Eve’s family. He studied them for a bit initially, crafting the blueprint that made himself their perfect houseguest. They were so accustomed to having him over, it’s as if he were part of the family.

Adam and Eve’s parents had met through them two and became good friends just like their children. The parents could see Adam’s love for Eve – who couldn’t, really? – and they could only pray that she would feel the same. No-one knew though, and no-one asked. They didn’t want to know the answer just in case it killed the dream. The only mention of it would be the inconsistent joke about the two getting married, a shared responsibility among the parents.

Adam woke up early the next day and made Eve’s family breakfast. He knew everyone’s favourites, but that knowledge didn’t help him cook any better. A few burnt slices of toast, some overcooked eggs here and some strips of extra crispy bacon there. He tried, he would always try, for then nobody could say he didn’t. He was improving with each attempt, but still not quite where he wanted to be.

They were all still sleeping, he knew they would be. He hoped it wouldn’t take more than five minutes for them all to wake up but covered them up with whatever he could find to maintain the heat. Worst case scenario, they have to microwave an already okay breakfast and it’s slightly worse. It wasn’t hurting his chances at a Michelin star either way.

Sometimes he would make a small plate of extras and let the smell from it waft through the house. This time, though, he had used up all the necessary ingredients. No space for do-overs. They would taste his mistakes, but at least they were crafted with care.

He emptied his wallet onto a plate, definitely not enough to cover the damages. He quickly scribbled a little “sorry for cleaning out your cupboards” note and silently scurried out of the house. He had his own mother to screw breakfast up for, her own ingredients to waste.

Adam and Eve met up again the following night. He had offered to treat her, to make her forget her woes. They both walked, side-by-side, down the dimly lit trail towards the farm. Sometimes their conversations would just go on for hours, even entering completely nonsensical topics that they’d debate for way too long. Other times, they would just be completely silent, letting the dark night encompass them.

The silence made him a weird mix of comfortable and anxious. He would wonder what she was thinking. At the same time, though, he would just be happy she chose to spend her time with him. Everything revolved around her. He revolved around her. He was happy to take whatever he could get, almost to an unhealthy degree. But he was there for her, crafted to be hers.

“So, is this a date?” She broke the silence with a teasing smirk.

As nervous as she made him, even after all these years, he knew he had to fight back with confidence. He was prepared to fumble on his words and expose himself in his panic, but he would do so with a mask.

“No, definitely not. If it were a date, you wouldn’t have to ask. It would be far more clad with cliché and the beauty wouldn’t end at just you.” He winked. 

They both chuckled lightly and then silence befell him as he thought about it for a while, hoping she hadn’t noticed. He kept a smile that wanted nothing more than to fade away to disguise his thought process. 

“So, what would it be like if it were a date?” She asked, not giving him enough of a moment to get lost in his dream.

He bowed his head for a moment as he slowed his pace to allow Eve to step in front of him. “Well,” he began, placing his palms on her shoulders and bringing her to a stop, closing in behind her.

After aligning himself, he let his hands fall all the way down her arms until his hands enveloped hers. He held her hands softly from behind and faintly rested his head on her left shoulder. All the while, Eve just watched his hands, unable to hide the smile caused by the blossoming caterpillars.

“We’d spend the morning during a glorious sunny day here.” He waved their arms around, gesturing to the farm around them. “We’d feed some animals, stroke the really cute and fluffy ones, then trail off along the fields.” He walked them forwards as he spoke. “Then we’d end up over there.” He pointed to the silhouetted park across the lake.

“I’ll have a picnic prepared for you, only the best for you, of course! Unevenly filled jam sandwiches without the crust and some sparkling water because we’re so fancy. Pinkies up, of course. I’d definitely end up buying a cheese board but re-prepare it to make it look like I made it myself.”

She broke a hand away to cover her mouth as she laughed, returning it to him when it subsided into a fixed smile. He was converting her to his dream.

“We’d lay in the sun for a little bit, talk some shit and I’d just get to admire how beautiful you are.” He looked at the side of her face as he spoke, not letting her notice the pain in his eyes. “I’d tell you all the great things about you and make sure you recognised each one, even if you couldn’t appreciate them.”

“Yeah?” She broke him off, turning her head a little. “Like what, lover boy?”

“Like how your smile fills my world with colour, and how I would do anything to make sure it never left your face. I’d make myself a walking embarrassment if it meant I could hear you laugh every day.” He nodded her back in the direction of the park, not wanting to lose himself in… her.

“We’d watch the sun set over the town on the top of the hill. And it would be okay ’cos you’d still be there to light up my world.” He deflated against her cheek as he sighed. “And then we’d walk to that little rich-people area where those gorgeous ponds are.” 

“I love that place!” Eve exclaimed.

“We’d walk through there, greeting the stars in the reflection of the water. We’d struggle to see any fish, but maybe a swan or a duck. And then we’d walk over to that little sandy beach area by the river, and I’d paint the sky for you.”

“Paint the sky?” She asked.

“Paint the sky.” He answered. “The full moon would be there.” Lifting her right hand slightly to the right of where they were now looking up into the sky. “Stars would be scattered everywhere. Not enough to make you feel insignificant, but enough to remind you of the limitless wonders the darkness hid. It would be like a child had been desperate to get the last bits of glitter out of the pot by violently shaking it; no real target for them, so long as the page sparkled that little bit more.” 

“You’re crazy.” She shook her head, the smile beginning to ache but the pain felt worth it. 

“That’s just the beginning. The sky would be so dark that you’d think it were black, but you’d stare longer and then realise that it wasn’t quite there. It would be clear of clouds and markings, except one.” He lifted her left hand to the far left of their view. “There would be a smudge of dark purple, as if an artist had run out of paint mid-stroke.” 

“Why purple?” She questioned. 

“Why not?” He replied. “Purple is my favourite colour, and yours.” He winked, realising that she couldn’t see it. “We’ll call it a parting gift from the sun as it faded into the darkness.” He brought their hands to her belly, an excuse to give her a hug. “We would find ourselves lying in the sand, staring up at the sky. The purple is on the other side now. It’s being pushed away by a hazy pink with some orange trailing just behind, as if it were a baby whale and the pink were its mother.”

“What would the purple be?” She tried to throw him off.

“Uh… krill...?” He was semi-sure that made sense but hadn’t planned for the intrusion.

He’d got a laugh out of her, and that was good enough for him. He had found himself in a moment of wonder, fuelled by hope and maybes. She just stared into the sky, trying to imagine it all. It wasn’t awkward, somehow. They were both lost in their thoughts about the same thing from different lives, but he caught himself out and his mind was flooded with “what now?!”

He quickly let go of her hands and went back to her right side, clearing his throat as he did. Her hands momentarily rested where they were, remembering his touch and holding onto the warm imprints he’d left, and then gently fell to her side. He watched them fall as if they were snowflakes and it were his first snowfall. He smiled and then let gravity pull his head down. When he lifted it again, the smile had gone.

“Anyway, that’s what would happen if it were a date, and I could play God for a night.” He tried to laugh it off.

“That sounds like a pretty good date. You were right, I wouldn’t have to ask.” She smiled back at him, with a hollowness to it that only she could feel.

They both shook it out of their heads and carried on walking, dead straight. They’d found themselves on the trail that surrounded the farm. No matter what time, the farm was a hub of shortcuts, one with beautiful sights. Just as they were about to resume their walk through the trail, they noticed two figures. 

At first, the figures seemed like normal pedestrians. They wouldn’t have thought much of it until a blinding light had pierced Adam’s eyes as it darted across his face. He squinted as the glare faded and he immediately noticed the strobing evil dancing up and down a slim line as its wielder’s arms swayed casually.

The two figures turned around. Their faces were covered. Dark, sucking in any light that crossed them. The whites of their eyes seemed to float. They took a brief moment to figure out what to do and then swiftly ran up the path, like terrified mice. They were left, standing there, wondering whether to continue up the path or turn around. 

“Let’s just go b-.” He began turning, only to be stopped by another two figures. “Oh, fuck...” He whispered to himself. 

The two figures were slightly hunched, like primitive savages that had barely evolved. Adam noticed what they held in their hands. He found himself shielding Eve instinctively, although both were long enough to skewer them together. She tried to push him away but he just shook his head with very slight, stiff movements, daring not to look back.

The neanderthals walked slowly towards them. Were they calculating the risk or were they looking for a reward? One was obviously a leader but they both looked pretty similar. Were the guys they’d seen earlier on the same side or the guys these two were hoping to encounter?

“Seems like we’ve got a payday.” The leader exclaimed.

He’d stopped in front of them as the other slowly circled around to make sure they had no escape. Eve watched the moving one, her back now against Adam’s.

“She’s a pretty nice one too.” His buddy seemed a little too happy. “’Aven’t ’ad a girl like this in a while.”

“Just let her go and we can work something out.” He gulped, determined not to show any fear.

The armed men stared at each other over the shoulders of their hostages. They took their time, almost as if to torture him with their silence.

Adam tried to control his breathing. He frantically patted Eve’s sides as his hands blindly searched for hers. She clasped his hands with hers and they almost fused together.

“We don’t even know what you look like.” She tried to help with the negotiations.

The sidekick stepped right in front of Eve and pulled off his bandana, their noses separated by the safe barriers of a hair. “You do now.”

“We won’t say anything.” Adam tried to plead.

The recessive goon slowly moved his head closer to Eve as she turned her lips away. He ran the back of his free hand across her cheek. Eve squirmed, causing Adam to jolt forwards, pulling her with him.

The leader had caught on to this and lifted his weapon. He placed it on Adam’s cheek. It was cold. Adam closed his eyes and slightly bowed his head.

“Thanks to ‘im, we’ve got a situation on our ‘ands.” He seemed to sigh. “Empty your pockets.” The instructions were calm.

Eve freed herself from Adam’s grip and began rummaging through her pockets. Adam was a little slower to comply, he just wanted to get Eve to safety.

“How do I know you guys will let us go?” He questioned, as the machete was pushed into his cheek by the movement of his jaw.

The leader shrugged. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

“Can I keep ‘er?” A voice from behind Adam asked.

The anger in Adam’s eyes quickly hit his face as the pair laughed at them. There’s a very thin line between bravery and stupidity. Whether or not these two were serious about taking Eve was only known by themselves. Adam, however, was a little less keen to find out if they were just bad comedians or even bigger scumbags than he thought.

Eve shrieked and instantly suppressed herself as she felt a cold, bare hand running against her belly. It gripped her breast as she felt the pelvis of her captor thrust against her. They were finding out quickly.

Adam noticed this was off-script as the leader looked away for a second. He seemed off-guard. Adam thought this was his moment. He moved his head away from the machete quickly and reached for the handle. He’d managed to knock it free but it wasn’t going to become a standoff.

He heard Eve cry aloud which was then followed by some rustling in the surrounding bushes. He couldn’t see her though. His head fell forwards as his legs left the ground. He felt a body land on his, cushioning their fall but only adding to his pain.

This was quickly followed by a few hard kicks to the chest. Adam tried to curl up to protect his vitals but they didn’t give him much space. He didn’t care though. He was able to make out Eve running away in the distance. He smiled ever so slightly but this was quickly kicked away as more blows hit him.

Adam just closed his eyes. He was ready. He closed his eyes and let the numbness save him. Thankfully, the short five or so minutes of brutal, bloody kicks subsided. It had felt like hours. He could hear them breathing heavily as they took a moment. Adam couldn’t feel much apart from the wind blowing cold against fresh blood leaving his body. Were they done?

No.

He could hear metal scraping against the hard concrete. He opened one eye and could see them coming towards him. He would’ve moved but it would’ve been pointless.

“We can’t leave ‘im here…”

“We can’t take ‘im! And if ‘e survives this, you’re screwed.”

“Why me?!”

“You were the dumbass who showed ‘is face. You keep thinkin’ with your dick and it keeps causing problems for me. Your mess, you fix it.”

“‘E grabbed your knife. I saved you.”

“And now you better get to saving yourself.”

He heard the footsteps coming closer to him. He opened both eyes as he slowly turned his head to look up. He was blinded by that same light again. He was ready to go with it this time.

A ringing in his ears. A high-pitched scream. A familiar, annoying shriek. He covered his ears. How badly had they fucked him up?

And that was that. Or rather, almost that. Just before he gave up, he heard the heroes.

“POLICE, GET D-.”
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She had taken it all as a warning, prepared but unaware.

“What happened to the criminals?” She asked. 

“They got arrested, obviously.” He pulled a face. 

“Obviously, stupid. What happened after?” She replied, sighing. 

“It’s a story, use your imagination.” He winked. 

“I don’t need to use my imagination if you’re telling the story!” She shook her head, displeased. 

“Everyone’s a critic, eh?”

She rolled her eyes. “You’d get shutdown before you even opened.”

“And you’re going to get kicked out if you don’t get a shift on.” He hurried her to the door.

He squinted slightly as the bright lights bounced off her face. The infamous blue. He couldn’t make out the look on her face, couldn’t gauge how concerned to be. Her bottom lip was bleeding slightly from how much she’d bitten it.

He lost sight of her as two bodies stood in front of him. In his head, he was panicking to look around them. In actuality, he could barely move half the speed he wanted to catch her eyes again.

The two obstacles had parted like the Red Sea and there she was. Just standing there. Staring at him. Fidgeting with herself, unsure of what to do now.

She watched him struggle. She knew he wanted to be by her side. She knew he was willing any strength left in his body to break free of his shackles, to break free of his crumbling body, and to just reach her.

She took some steps towards him, watching as his expression changed. One from panic and desperation to one of confused hope. He was willing her closer. Closer. Please, closer. Just a few more steps, Eve. I’m right here, I’m not going anywhere.

She stood at his feet as they stared at each other. She just stayed still and said nothing. She wanted to grab him, but her hands were trembling. She wanted to speak to him, but her lips could barely manage a sound. He wanted to reach out and grab her but the straps on the gurney held him down. It’s not like he could’ve managed anyway, his body had already given in.

He stared at her, shaking. His hands clenched into weak fists, through a pain that felt like his bones had turned to dust. But nothing hurt more than the aching his heart did. It thumped, begging for her. Pleading for her. It cried a deep, sad song, the pounding echoing through his body.

He watched her, unable to call out to her. His gaze was broken. She disappeared behind white. The doors closed and he was sped away, sirens screaming into the night. He closed his eyes, as he screamed with them. He closed his eyes and let the darkness take him.

He looked to his side and there she was, his guardian angel. “Hi, mum.” He croaked to her.

She looked up, relieved. Letting out a sigh, she rushed towards him. She was halfway through throwing herself at him until she remembered his condition. He watched, smile not breaking. Her arms floated in the air as the hug she wanted to give was questioned.

“I get attacked and you won’t even hug me, did you stop loving me?” He smiled at her, hoping she’d smile back.

He winced as she wrapped her arms around him. She tried to pull away but he rested his hand on her side to let her know it was okay, it was welcome and needed. The healing powers of his mother’s hug.

She eventually let go and sat back, wiping a few tears as she did. She didn’t know what to say. The one thing Adam hated was seeing his mother in tears; to him it was unjust and wrong. The only exception would be tears of happiness, of course.

“I’m okay, mum.” He lay his hand flat as she rested her hand on his. “Tis but a scratch.” He chuckled lightly and closed his eyes for a few seconds. “It hasn’t been long, has it?”

“Only a day, doctors say you should be clear to go in a couple days.” She tried to fight back more tears. “What happened?”

Before Adam could even think about answering, he felt a weight flung onto him. His eyes held shut as he groaned, but the weight didn’t move. The light clanging of metal being hit let him know he was still awake at the very least. It was as if a large boa constrictor had starting to coil itself around him.

He opened his eyes and looked to his mum, hoping she had the answer he sought. She was somewhat smiling and mouthed the one name he was waiting to hear. Eve. She was here, she hadn’t forgotten him.

He started coughing and she let go, arms still around him though. She pulled back a bit to check he was okay, only just realising what she had done.

“Holy shit, I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” She seemed mad at herself. “I’m so stupid, sorry Adam!”

Adam laughed. “I’m probably fine but I think you’ve just ruined the cleaner’s day.”

They all looked at the puddle of coffee on the floor that had only just trickled to the leg of Adam’s bed. She had dropped the coffee she had gotten for Adam’s mother as she speared herself into him, completely forgetting her hands were already occupied.

“Don’t worry, I’ll look for a mop.” Adam’s mother grinned.

Adam moved over slightly and let Eve accompany him in his temporary home. “What do you think?” He looked at her as he lifted an index finger and circled it. “Pretty sweet, eh?”

She laid her head on his shoulders and looked into his eyes. “It’s nice but it could do with some decorating.” She lay a hand on his belly as the other slid under him.

“Well, I guess you’ve had more of a chance to look at it than I have. Shall we take it?” He looked around, discovering the room for the first time.

“It’s nice and cosy but I don’t think there’s enough space for the kids.” She looked down at her hand that was drawling circles on his belly.

“I’m sure they’ll be fine, this bed seems to be fitting us three now.” He held her gaze as her eyes darted to his.

The world froze for a moment. Her finger just rest against his belly. It seemed as though they both had stopped breathing, neither of them even blinking. It all stopped. It was just them, in this moment, and the world was waiting for them.

“What did you say?” She asked.

“The three of us, why?”

“The thr-… How did you...?” She looked worried.

The smile dropped off his face. “Eve, you’re not-.” He looked at her belly and then back at her. “Are you?”

She stared at her feet. She didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t meant to happen yet, he wasn’t meant to know. It was too soon, too early. She didn’t even know properly herself.

“I might not be, I’m not sure. I haven’t taken a test… I feel different though.”

“Do you know who the father is?” He leaned a hand on her side.

She nodded. “He doesn’t know though, and I won’t say anything until I know.”

“Do you think he’ll want to keep it if you are? Will he step up?”

She shrugged, trying to avoid his concerned eyes. “I don’t know, probably not…”

He moved his left hand under her chin and turned her head towards his face. “We’ll figure it out.” 

“We?” She raised an eyebrow. “It’s not yours… You know how babies are made, right?”

He grinned, holding back a laugh that would otherwise cause him injury. “We’re a team. You’re not alone in this, if you are pregnant. If he won’t step up, someone has to. I’ve always had your back; I’m not going when you’ll need it most.”

A whole new world opened up in her head, one where Adam was the father of her child. Not one she had ever given much thought, but he had brought her into his dream and now the wave was carrying her too. Just like him, directionless and fuelled by nothing but the desire to not drown.

She nodded slowly, looking down again. She felt him pull her closer and then a warmth met her forehead. He kissed her softly and then pulled away.

“We’ll figure it out.” He said as he lay his head back and closed his eyes.

“Figure what out?” His mum had returned with Eve’s parents, a cleaner and some more coffee.

“How to fight monkeys with jetpacks.” Adam responded, eyes still closed.

Before anyone could begin that debate, he fell asleep. He rested. He didn’t even notice Eve’s parents walking behind his mother, but nobody wanted to disturb him now. He was a hero, her hero. He’d paid her back for one. Just one more to go… One more and his debt was paid. He’d be free. And yet, he knew he’d still be bound to her.
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She was hooked on these stories, using them as guidance as well as inspiration for her own dreams.

“Maybe I’m pregnant.” She began. “I feel different too.”

He looked at her. “You aren’t getting out of school that easily; you can both learn in the same classes.”

“I don’t think they’d allow that.” She fought back.

“Well, I’m not allowing you to be pregnant.”

She shrugged. “Maybe I’ll be the next Virgin Mary and we’ll see what you’re allowing.”

“May He smite me now if that’s the plan ’cos I won’t let him get far.” He laughed.

She watched his middle fingers dance in little rings as he pressed them into his temple. His thumbs help up his head, pressed deep into his cheekbone. His sigh opened his eyes.

“He’s not worth it, Eve.” Were the only words he could find.

He hadn’t been long out of the hospital and Eve was already ready to return things to how they were. The equilibrium had to be restored. It wasn’t going to be as easy as shedding blood and bones for her.

“He could be…” She began her defence. “He can change, I can see it.”

He lifted his head away from his fingers to look her in the eyes. “You can’t be with someone just to try to change them, Eve. You can’t just try to think you can fix people. That’s not how it works.” This was the first time in a while he’d shocked her. “In trying to fix him, he will break you. And maybe you’ll get to the point where he’s the guy you want, but will you still be the girl he wants?”

He watched her closely, studying her. She avoided his gaze. They’d been through this spiel before and each time he believed he could get through to her. Her only response was a shrug.

“Eve.” He summoned her eyes once more. “It’s not about trying to put a square in a circle hole. You’re trying to change the square into a circle. That takes time and effort, but you didn’t pick the square because it was a circle, you picked it because it was a square. It’s okay to want the square. Just don’t try to fool yourself that it’s something it isn’t. You can angle the square a little differently and it might fit into the circle hole, or maybe it won’t fit at all. But if you want the square, it’s easier to just put it into a square-shaped hole.” His voice was soft, a velvet knife cutting through her.

She nodded; she knew what he meant. He was probably right. Her ideas of love were always easy and free, but the reality seemed anything but.

He grabbed her hands with both of his. “You saved me twice when you barely knew me. Maybe it’s time we save you, Eve.” His voice was shaky, ready to beg her.

“It’s not always that simple, Adam. If I don’t give him a chance to be a circle…”

“You’ve given him plenty. He’s shown you he’s not a circle. Do you want a circle, or do you want a square?” He sighed. “All the chances you’ve given to people, but when are you going to give yourself a chance?”

“A chance for what?”

“A chance…” He closed his eyes for a moment, preparing his words. “A chance to be happy, Eve… Just let yourself even try to be happy.” His head dropped.

“I’m not doing this to be miserable, Adam. I’m trying, I swear I am. It’s just… way more complicated than that.” She leaned in, her forehead resting on the top of his head.

“It’s a simple situation made complicated. Why are you like this, Eve?” The question was innocent, but it seemed bitter.

She lifted her head. “I’m not like anything, Adam.” She spoke, stern. “I’m not the only person who just wants to be loved. I’m not the only person who wants to be wanted, to be desired. I want somebody to smile when they wake up next to me, and for them to crave my touch before they go to sleep. I just want someone whose kiss will make the world around us stop existing. I want to love someone and for them to love me too. I don’t wanna feel lonely. I just want to be happy, but there’s no shortcuts to happiness, Adam. Everyone makes it look easy, so why is it anything but?!”

“I’m sorry… I didn’t mean it like that, Eve.” He lifted his head to look at her. “You’ve always been one of the most popular girls around. You could have any guy you wanted. Why are you going for the ones that don’t deserve you? Why are you doing this to yourself? You don’t need to find happiness in someone else!” He was pleading now.

Her shoulders answered for her again. “Maybe it’s just something I have to do. It’s the path I’ve chosen.”

“Trial and error is fine, but you’re meant to learn from your mistakes. You seem to have condemned yourself to them.” He shook his head slowly.

“I know you love me.” She whispered into his ear.

He stopped entirely. They had told each other those words before, but there was a venom behind what she had just said. It was different. It was fierce. It felt like his heart had stopped. His mind became vacant for the first time since he was a child. His body became an empty vessel with nothing but her words echoing through it.

“I know you’re in love with me, Adam.” She repeated. “But that doesn’t give you the right to tell me who to love or how to love. I’m not yours, not how you want me to be, and you can’t make me be yours. I don’t love you, Adam.”

Her venom had struck, poisoning his body. His muscles tensed, freezing him in place. She could snap him right now if she wanted. He was ready to shatter, the cracks flowing through him like harsh rivers. He wasn’t ready for the world to know, but now it lay bare before him. They all knew. And now he was forced to confront it.

Before he had a chance to reassemble himself, Eve got up and walked away. She just left him there, ready to crumble herself. She ran out the door, her body shivering.

Her steps quickly became echoes until they too were replaced by silence. A tear snaked its way down the side of his face. The rivulet revived him, as he pieced himself back together as quickly as he could.

She wandered aimlessly for a short while, reliving it in her head. How had it gone so wrong so quickly? She had just wanted him to console her how he normally would, the same way he’d done before. But she knew she’d gone too far.

Like a drunk, she found herself back home with no idea how she’d got there. She sought out her mother, throwing herself at her and giving her no time to catch her.

It all overwhelmed her now, as she blubbered to her mother. It hurt her now. She’d lost that coldness she didn’t know she had. It felt like a superpower, but she hadn’t yet learned how to control it.

“He didn’t mean it, honey.” She rocked with her child in her arms. “He was just trying to look after you. He wants the best for you, just like I do.”

“Did I mess up?” Eve sniffled, worried about what might happen.

“Maybe, but the bigger mistake would be to not try to make amends. That’s… if you want to make amends.” Her mother was a little cautious.

She loved Adam. He was almost like another child to Eve’s parents. They knew he cared greatly for their daughter. He seemed to be a good friend to her, and there were occasional whispers that he might even be a great husband to her one day. That made this a sensitive issue for them.

While they wanted the best for Eve, they also cared immensely for him too. They wanted the best for him. How could they navigate this without compromising either of them?

“I don’t want to lose him.” Her voice was almost a whisper.

“He’s young, Eve. You’re both so young. And you were right, nobody prepares you for love. There’s no cheat sheet, no guide, not even a rulebook. It’s the scariest thing you have to deal with in life.” She rubbed Eve’s head, soothing her sobs into sniffles. “Nobody knows what they’re doing. I’ve been with your dad for twelve years and it seems like he doesn’t know what he’s doing half the time!” She managed to sneak a grin on Eve’s face. “In trying to protect you, he hurt you. That was wrong. You both hurt each other. I know you love him, even if it is as friends, or even like a brother. Unfortunately, with love comes pain. But you strengthen the bond by dealing with the pain. If you want to keep him in your life, you guys need to talk. About everything.”

Eve’s mother seemed relieved. Children dating is always a nerve-wracking time for the parents, and she had no plan for navigating this. Where was her cheat sheet? She seemed pleased with what she’d said. It was only proving her point. She loved her daughter and still had no idea what she was doing.

“Mum, I need to tell you something that scares me.” She looked up at her mother, her lips quivering.

The pat on the back her mother was giving herself was short-lived. Now, she was worried again.

“I think… I think I might take him for granted sometimes.” Eve’s voice was dry as the words scraped out, her realisation overcome with shame.

Her mother seemed to ease up at this, though, as she squeezed her daughter tightly. “Oh, my love! What are you going to do about it?” She asked.

“Huh?” Eve was stunned, not expecting that kind of a response, least of all with glee.

“If you think you’ve taken him for granted, it shows you do care. You value him and all he’s done for you. You both really need to sit down and talk to each other about each other.”

“What if he hates me?” Eve was concerned.

“If he hates you that easily, he never loved you.” A deeper voice replied from behind.

Eve felt a hand on her shoulder. It squeezed gently, reassuringly. She turned to see her father, biting into an apple as he looked down at her.

“He doesn’t hate you. He might be sad, or he might even be angry. He won’t hate you though.” He smiled down at her. “Your mum is right; I don’t know what I’m doing half the time. All I know is that I love her. Sometimes I’ll make mistakes, sometimes she’ll make mista-… sometimes I’ll make mistakes.” He winked at Eve as he side-eyed her mother. “The important thing is to right the wrongs. And there have definitely been times where your mother has seemed like she hated me, but it’s only because she loves me so much. The anger, frustration, and disappointment when you love someone sometimes comes across as hate, but it’s just the other side of love.”

“I make mistakes too.” Her mother whispered into her ear. “Nobody’s perfect. No relationship is perfect. But they require work. You will have to go through hardships in a relationship, and how you navigate those rough patches are what defines the bond you have. You are not defined by your good moments, but the ones you’d rather forget.”

“I wish you’d forget some of them…” Her father mumbled, winning a smile from Eve.

Her mother gently flicked his arm, as he managed to get a slight grin from her too. He leaned over and hugged them both.

Eve broke away from them, wiping away the crusted tears from her face. She had a mission now and she was going to complete it. She ran to her room to prepare herself, wanting to get it done sooner rather than later.

Every second she thought she might lose Adam was daunting. She needed to know, needed him back before it was too late. He was worth it.

A rumble shook her bones. She peered out her window. Not now, not now! She closed her eyes to pray. Not now. The violent applause of rain hitting concrete let her know there was no god to answer her calls this time. The clouds barraged the city, but it felt personal. Why were they trying to keep her from him?

It didn’t matter. She was determined. It had to be now. She was going now. She cut her preparation short, the rain would only ruin it. She threw on whatever barrier she could and sprinted out the door before her parents could try to delay her. It had to be now.
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She was learning more than ever about life, shielded from the realities of the world.

“You can’t cut it off there! What did she do?!” She shouted, forgetting who the story was about. 

“Tomorrow. Go to sleep, you’ve got an exam tomorrow.” He replied as he turned off her light and closed the door. 

“I bet this is the cliché ending where she shows up at his door drenched and it’s the happy ever after.” She shouted back.

He walked away without acknowledging her, not wanting to entertain her attempts to stay awake. Not every story has to have a happy ever after, right?
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