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​​CHAPTER 8: TAINT [Day 2/8] {Dec 26th - 8:15 A.M}
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“Why can’t you do what I say without questioning me for once?”

“I don’t understand why we have to leave,” Isabel pleaded for understanding. Katie was beginning to work up her preliminary sobs. “Did something happen?”

“Trust me, that’s all I’m saying,” I said, making sure Katie’s bag was packed with all the necessities. “I can’t explain everything.”

“Try, Vincent, I’m your wife.”

This was the eighth time in the last twelve hours she mentioned it, pressing me for details on last night’s festivities. I refused harshly and stressed the importance of following my instructions, but at the least inopportune time, the independent and strong-willed Isabel decided to wake up, questioning the little authority I already had. What part of “we’re in danger” did she not comprehend? I needed time to think of a plan and I had barely gotten any sleep again because of her nagging. Even when she tired herself out and let me nap, only a couple of hours passed before she woke me up and continued her assault. I was sick of it, so I ordered her removal...the eviction was not going in my favor.

“Are you my wife?” I tried yelling, enough to startle her. “I’m confused. If I recall, the vows went something like ‘obey your husband.’ Well, all I’m asking is for a little obedience - this one time, without question!”

“Why are you raising your voice...” she calmed down. “You never yell at me.”

“I’m yelling because it’s that serious! You and Katie have to go stay with your sister for a week. That’s it. When you come back, I’ll explain everything.”

“Why not my parents? They’re a lot closer. If you need time alone, we’ll just go there. But I’m telling you I don’t like this. You said we were in danger last night and all you did was go to bed. What’s going on? Are you just trying to get rid of me?”

“It’s not that. It’s not about being alone - it’s - it’s my job, okay?”

“Your job? What are you talking about? Did someone threaten you?”

“Kind of. It’s not as serious as you think - I’m only taking precautions.”

“Precautions? I told you that this job might be more than we could handle. Your family comes first, Vincent. Not a pay raise.”

“I know - I know. I just need time to think, and I can’t do it with you and Katie here. If someone hurts you, I don’t know what I would do.”

“I’ll bring Katie to my sister’s and then I’ll come back to help you. You don’t need to carry a burden alone. That’s what I’m here for.”

“That’s what you’re supposed to be here for, but you don’t, Isabel. Do you get me? I can’t think clearly around you. I don’t want you to leave because you would mess things up, it’s because - because...”

“ - You love me.”

“What?”

“You love me. Your emotions are interfering with your logic so you can’t think straight.”

“No - I, yes...yes - I do love you, and that’s why you have to go, so I can sift through the problem and solve it. I know it’s not the best holiday ever but I will make it up to you. I promise that somehow I’ll decline the position as Ivan’s heir and still provide a safe home for us, okay?”

“How are you going to do that?”

“I don’t know yet, but when you leave, I’ll figure it out. I promise.”

Isabel bit her lip, shifting her eyes back and forth into mine, searching for that emotion she longed for me to reveal. I had never said the words “I love you” even when we were dating or engaged. Not because I felt nothing for my companion but because I was never possessed by an emotion that powerful. Isabel professed her love several times over but in each instance, I would say, “I do too,” or I would kiss her before she could look for reciprocation. There were a few arguments on the issue, but typically it would end in tears and sorrow, none being on my part. I would give the cliché, “you know how I feel,” but in the end I knew I wasn’t fooling her. There were times I regretted the decision to marry her, for innately, I know she could have married anyone she wanted with her beauty and intelligence - anyone but me, who had no intention of playing the typical husband. I needed her for reasons other than love, and if those reasons had been completely said from the start, if even I myself knew that I had little capacity to love, and she would change into the blubbering creature before me - I might have let her go, let her marry someone else so she could live a blissful joyous life with a man who thought about her every waking minute. 

That was her desire, and like so many women before and after her, she hoped I could change to be that man. I wasn’t totally innocent - dropping tidbits of hope and empty promises that I would become the doting husband someday, but we both knew subconsciously it would all end in broken hearts and a settlement for adequacy. If we were completely honest with ourselves, we knew that our feelings for one another were not reciprocal, and eventually she would be fed up and have enough. But until that day, we continued on as husband and wife - questioning if we ever truly loved each other at all. It was a sad and relentless thought that played the third wheel wherever we went in the name of romance and affection - an irritating child that sooner or later, we would have to acknowledge and confront.

“Will you take care of yourself while I’m gone? Don’t do anything crazy?”

“I never do, Isabel. I only need a little bit of time, and when you return, I’ll be a changed man.”

She didn’t react the way she used to when I said those words. She simply searched, no - longed to believe me, and she, gathering up her doubting thoughts and geyser of emotions, mustered up a little more faith and smiled. She smiled for it was all she had. The day the smile left - the day she had no more strength and no more courage to lift the miniscule amount of muscles it took to form it - she would have to accept reality, and in that dark day - Isabel Alexander would spiritually cease to be.

“One week,” she said, pointing a finger at me as her mask began to twitch. “And you owe me.”

“Thank you,” I replied, for the conversation had reached its conclusion. Isabel said nothing more, grabbing Katie swiftly, who looked like a chubby eskimo with the parka and plethora of t-shirts she was bundled in, and made her way outside to the car. I had already put her bags in the trunk so there was no reason to come back and exchange more words. I refused to stare out of the living room window as I heard the car start, for I knew what awaited me there, and I was right. The car remained in place, running nowhere for a few minutes and then left - leaving me with the only person I could rely on in such trying times.

After scanning the house for bugs and feeling comfortable, I wasted no time getting to work.

“Adonis,” I said, my words becoming a little bolder in composition. Hallucination or not, I could not deny the pain last night that crippled me momentarily in the cold, and the only one who had mentioned the heart palpitations was Adonis. 

“Vincent,” he replied, stepping into view. “I’m impressed with the level of confidence you have in me so early.”

“What are you mumbling about? I still think you’re a figment of my imagination.”

“You’re trying to lie to yourself, but it’s not working. Remember, I can see you, Vincent. You called upon me with the utmost belief that I would answer, and because you need my assistance.”

“If you say so, Adonis, but know this - my calling on you is out of nothing more than sheer urgency.”

“Ah, yes - you want to know about last night.”

“What was that, Adonis? It felt like my heart had no oxygen left and it was trying to leap out of my chest to get some air.”

“It’s a sign, nothing more, simply to remind you of your fate.”

“Fate,” I scoffed. “Yeah, you would say that. Fate that I will die in eight days - what kind of message is that? What’s the point of having free will if your death is pre-determined?”

I was furious now, pacing the living room with Adonis as my verbal punching bag.

“Would you prefer I take your life without warning?”

“Almost, at least you can spare me the suspense.”

“This doesn’t sound like you, Vincent.”

“That’s the problem,” I said, throwing up my hands. “This isn’t me. I’m about to lose my mind with all the variables I have to factor out in my head. I need a plan - I always have a plan, but this time I’m coming up short, and that’s not like me - not knowing what to do next.”

“At least you’re not one of those who, as you put it, die before their time.”

“I just may,” I said casually, halting my pacing. “But you make an interesting point. If I’m not one that dies before their time, what about the alternative? What is the case as far as extension?”

“We’ve already discussed this, Vincent.”

“Listen, I’m the one that’s dying, all I want to know is if there is an instance in which someone has extended their life beyond their fated day.”

“There is a case that comes to mind - “

The fact that he said the phrase “comes to mind” was invaluable to me. It assured me that while he “might” work for an omnipotent being, he himself was not. The phrase “comes to mind” ensured me that there could be cases in history other than the one he was about to speak of - only he could not remember the others or he did not know of them. Bottom line, it meant there was still a possibility I could control him - I only had to figure out how.

“ - there was a king named Hezekiah a long time ago - a king of Israel. There was a time in which his death was imminent and he felt that he had still had much to offer the world. He was a faithful and righteous king, with excellent intentions and a good heart. He prayed to God for an extension - listing the things he had done for Him and His people. God heard his request and granted him fifteen more years upon the earth.”

I fell silent, immediately playing with a family picture that hung by the front door. I had no reason to think Adonis would lie, or even if it was possible, but I knew full well I couldn’t do what he described.

“What would happen if I prayed to God - did the same?”

“No harm in trying,” he replied, to my disgust. Of course, asking for the extension was feasible but probably a waste of time. It couldn’t happen. I had never been a particularly righteous person, let alone faithful. Praying to God would only result in losing my dignity. Even if he listened to my request, I wouldn’t be given the extension - too much temptation to use it for my own personal gain. I could make the argument that by being the leader of Eclosion, it would benefit mankind, but we both knew the truth was far more complicated.

“What’s next, Adonis? What do I do now?”

“If you’re not going to pray, then think about your future. Your eternal fate is still being assessed every day.”

“Can you tell me where I’m at so far?”

“No, not until the end.”

“I don’t have time for this,” I said, turning to Adonis. “Every time we talk, I just get more frustrated. You never say anything useful.”

“But you continue to call on me in case I’ll slip, correct?” he smiled. I couldn’t help smirking back. “You want to be a god amongst men.”

“Hardly, what I want is to handle the affairs of my company without defiance.”

“What’s your next move?” he asked me suddenly.

I was shocked by his display of curiosity though his face remained expressionless.

“Enjoying the show, Adonis?” I asked, raising an eyebrow as I went to grab my keys.

“A little, I admit - the Sanction has not seen too many cases in which the man or woman being evaluated combats their fate with such ferocity. Some accept their fate and try living out their last days as a good Samaritan. A few use their assists quickly to indulge in pleasure before they die - some use them for pure evil to exact vengeance on those they hate, and others even refuse their destiny and live normally. But you - you accept the magnitude of the situation and fight it head on, even saving your assists for the right moment. You don’t deny who you are yet you realize that change must occur before you die. You are quite interesting.”

“And that’s why I’ll win, because I’m not like them.”

“I’m curious to see how thisends, but at the same time, I must stress - remember your activities and their consequences. Your family, your friends, all the members of Eclosion - every action you take will affect them for the rest of their lives. Long after you are dead, your actions will have profound rippling effects upon them.”

“Understood, Adonis. But for now, I have to go. Last night, Ivan made a big mistake killing so many prominent members of the organization. He’ll have to give some kind of announcement today at the company gathering. Every morning at noon, current events and important news is publicized to the employees for discussion. Ivan’s not stupid enough to go a whole day with people wondering what happened to the board. Employees are told that in the chance that one of their family members go missing, they are to wait one day - until the company gathering. If their family members are not mentioned, then they are free to contact the authorities. Now that the board is gone, it’s only a matter of time before day-to-day activities begin to fall apart. He’ll have a speech prepared for today - the families of the board will be anticipating it.”

“Are you going to tell them what Ivan did?”

“Not exactly,” I replied as I began putting on my coat, “but I must be there. One of two things will happen today. Either I will be named the future heir of Eclosion and he will say how the board was murdered by the Willow Tree Street gang, or, I will be blamed completely. Ivan could denounce me in front of everyone as a traitor and a murderer. No one would question him. In a time of loss and grief - all people want is a resolution, a sense of closure. I need to be there to hear what he’ll do before I make any moves of my own.”
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