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Author's Note






This is not a traditional romance novel. While there is a bond and connection between two characters, there is no spice, and this is a tale primarily of grief and sorrow and pain. 






The author encourages readers to consider: 


sometimes we are too broken for happily ever after.






This novel contains heavy themes including graphic violence, death and loss, grief, sexuality struggles, self-harm, suicide, animal cruelty, etc. 
Please do not read this book if these are themes you are not comfortable exploring. 








Dedication






To all who feel lost, 


with the sincere wish that you find the hope that you need.








About The Lonely Road






How much grief and guilt can one soul carry?






After his entire family is murdered by corrupt local officials, Matty Lassiter finds himself all alone. Not even his best friend, Tristan King, remains, driven away by a violent clash fueled by shock and grief. With no hope left but to find his missing friend, Matty sets out on an endless search, an endless flight from all that he lost.






Eventually stranded in the Nevada high desert upon the Loneliest Road in America, Matty is left with nothing but time—time to reflect and consider hard truths. No longer alone, he finds himself surrounded by the other misfits of the Lonely Road, including a shy yet caring shut-in named Seth. Burdened with his own painful past and secrets, Seth sees Matty more than he’s ever been seen, and he offers Matty hope that he fears to accept.






They say time heals all wounds, but just how far can a person be pushed before they break?






Warning: This novel does not promise a happy ending and contains heavy themes including graphic violence, death and loss, grief, sexuality struggles, self-harm, suicide, and animal cruelty. Please do not read this book if these are themes you are not comfortable exploring.














PROLOGUE






WHAT REALLY GOT to him was the silence. In the dead of summer, even in the deep, early dawn, there should have been sound. Frogs croaking in the marshlands. Insects buzzing incessantly. Birds twittering high up in the trees. Fish splashing in the gently ebbing tide along the dock. People…. 


In all Matthias Lassiter’s days of life, Crystal Cove had never been silent, instead always bustling with life, with the business of people renting boats for coastal exploration or fishing, or booking guided activities led by any one of the extremely knowledgeable Lassiter family. But this morning: nothing but heavy, deafening, oppressive silence. It was as though after everything that had happened throughout the night, the world was now afraid to breathe, afraid to live in the wake of so much despair, destruction, and death. But instead of respectful, the silence was eerie and violent, a great ugly beast that took Matty’s already battered and bleeding heart in its gaping maw and rent it even further.


Matty raised a shaky hand to his face and was surprised to find that he was still crying, silent tears rolling down his soaked cheeks. He’d thought he was all out of tears. He’d thought he was all out of feelings in general. After all that had happened, all that had been done to them, what he’d done…how could there be anything left in him? 


Matty looked helplessly around himself again from where he sat slumped on his knees in the mud and ash, looking at his scraped and bruised knuckles, looking at the charred remains of his life and the lingering smoke wafting through the air. There weren’t even the sirens of a firetruck to lance through the silence, not given who owned the town, not when faced with open threats of exactly what would happen to the emergency responders and their loved ones if they came.


Matty moved mechanically and slowly rose to his feet, numb and exhausted legs barely able to hold him upright. Somewhere deep in his heart, he knew what needed doing, even as his brain could no longer process anything. Face blank and throat so dry and tight it throbbed, he gathered the bodies one by one and brought them into the garden behind what remained of the main house. With each step the smell of death clung to him, greedily saturating his clothes and hair, pressing up into his nose and pouring itself into his mouth and down his throat so that it was all he could taste and know.


His father was difficult to carry, viscera dangling loosely from a large hole through his torso caused by a shotgun slug. His mother was whole but for the deep and gaping holes where her eyes had once been and the tongue that had been ripped from her mouth. Daniel, his brother-in-law, was unrecognizable in the blackened remains of his burned body, recognized only because Matty had watched him burn, held frozen and impotent from the horror that’d seized his very soul.


By far most difficult, though, was his little sister. Matty dropped heavily to his knees beside her, and finally, the world was no longer silent. The air shuddered and throbbed around Matty as he choked on his anguish. His head pounded as his eyes ran dry, his body too dehydrated to produce more tears, but still the dry sobs wracked his body, heart, and soul, grief far from done with him yet. With trembling hands, he took hold of Amelia’s arm—her once beautifully tanned skin now waxy and gray, her youthful warmth now gone with shocking and unnatural cold in its wake—and he made himself look upon her face. Once radiant with joyful anticipation, it was now forever frozen in terror and anguish. She could almost be asleep were it not for the harsh, indelible tension he could still see etched in the lines of her face and mouth.


He rested a trembling hand on Amelia’s belly, once enormous with new life that now would never see day, not now that the belly sank concave, a macabre cavern of viscera and blood stomped into submission by countless strikes of merciless boots. Matty curled in over his sister’s body, bent under the weight of unbearable agony.


“Amelia,” he croaked brokenly into the void where only he could hear. “Amelia, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” he whimpered. “For this and…and for….” He choked. “…I know you’re disappointed with me,” he whispered tightly. Not angry. His sister never got angry with him, never got angry with anyone, not even…Tristan. No, she was only ever sometimes disappointed in their choices, which just hurt even more. Especially now upon her untimely death and the utter destruction of her hopes and future. 


“I’ll fix it,” Matty mumbled, twining his fingers into the sleeve of her jacket, pleading with his touch and words and soul. “I swear to you, I will. I’ll find him, and I-I’ll fix w-what I d-did.” He choked on a sob. “I’m sorry. Please, Amelia,” he moaned. “I-I’m sorry.” He clung to her and begged and begged over and over as if his feeble words could ever be enough for what had happened, what he’d done, continuing his litany until his throat croaked and cracked and finally gave out.


Exhausted, Matty carefully slid his arms beneath Amelia and lifted her, staggering hard beneath the burden. He carried her over to be with the rest of their family, trying desperately with each step to not think about his little niece and how excited he had been to see her, to hold her, to spoil her, to love her. Trying not to think about how much he already had loved her even though she’d yet to take her first breath. Matty laid his little sister carefully alongside her husband, taking great care to bring their hands together as best he could.


Then he stood and looked around helplessly, wiping at his tear- and sweat-streaked face with the back of his hand like a child. He felt like he should do more. Wished that he could. At least bury them or speak over them but…. He sighed, completely drained. He had no time or words left. Eventually, once they knew it was safe, once they knew there could no longer be any survivors lingering, someone would come out, and they would do what he couldn’t and lay his family to their final rest.


With a respectful nod of his head, Matty swallowed thickly and locked down his heart, pushing every sharp, shattered edge aside and behind firm walls where they hopefully couldn’t hurt him anymore. Eyes deadened, he turned away from his loved ones for the final time and headed to the primary dock in front of the home that he’d grown up in. He knelt at the end and reached down to the water, scooping it up in handfuls and scrubbing the blood and ash and death from his hands and arms, also bringing the salty water higher up to his face and neck, cleansing himself as best he could.


An abundance of recent storms had thrown off the currents, and as he slumped there at the edge of the gently swaying dock, his arms submerged into the sea past his elbows, he could feel a powerful undertow pulling at him. Come with me, it seemed to say. Let go and give in. What purpose is there in your pathetic existence? Matty clenched his eyes shut against the call, against his painful yearning to comply. Rallying everything within him, he suddenly jerked away, losing his balance and landing splayed out on his back on the dock. He stared up at the brightening sky and felt the dawning sun bringing the heavy humidity of the day to the air. He had to go before…before they came back to finish the job. 


Rising to his feet, Matty paused and stared at the ocean one last time. So powerfully, he wanted to heed its call, but he had one more thing he had to do first. He had to fix things. He had to make wrong right. He had to find Tristan. He had to take back what he’d said.


He had to fix what he’d done.






THE THING WAS, it was so easy to both love and hate Tristan. Full of boundless confidence and charisma, he drew in everyone, even as he also outshone them all. Being his friend was a painful dichotomy. On the one hand, being held in his gravitational pull meant gaining friends by proxy and being viewed as “cool” as him. On the other hand, considering the family Tristan came from and the wretched way his uncle and cousins abused their power to the detriment of the town, including Matty’s own family, being friends with him left a sense of shame and betrayal deep in Matty’s gut.


Throw on top of that complicated, contradictory feelings toward Tristan in ways decidedly not unromantic and yet also not traditionally sexual, Matty was probably doomed by fate well before things took such a disastrous turn. Especially with much of their friendship taking place during the height of their awkward teenage years, and especially given that any hint of something between two boys was enough to get you dragged out to the back country and beaten to death. That his parents neither liked nor trusted the young man from the wrong family didn’t help matters either.


But Matty knew Tristan couldn’t help it that his last name was King, even if his parents seemingly refused to acknowledge such an irrefutable truth. Just the same, Matty also knew that Tristan felt a reciprocal sense of guilt in his own gut from being friends with a member of his family’s enemies. 


Such guilt was compounded only further by the naturally strong sense of morality that Tristan had developed despite being raised through his teen years by a pack of jackals after his parents—estranged from the family—died unexpectedly, heavy truths that Tristan and Matty shared with one another during the darkest hours of night when they snuck out to see one another. But with each passing year of their friendship, which each passing moment spent in secret with one another, they marched ever onward toward an inevitable end they couldn’t yet see.


The Kings were dangerous, after all. Every one of the Lassiter family members hated them. Even gentle Amelia, who could barely kill a spider, couldn’t help but hate them as, after every futile argument with her parents to just leave clashed with their insistent stubbornness, she would clutch her pregnant belly and worry for the future of her baby under the hateful rule of the Kings. 


The Kings were a small but mighty family of corrupt cops and officials that had oozed from the nearby city into their small hometown and rural county nearly two decades prior, drawn by the lucrative promise of tourist traps along the Pacific Ocean. Corruption and brutality stuffing their pockets to overflowing, it hadn’t taken them long to control the surrounding area with an iron fist. Extortion in the name of protection money was their forte, as was outright bullying and taking whatever they wanted.


Few in the entire county, much less the Lassiters’ small town and other neighboring towns, had the courage to stand up to them, but the patriarch and matriarch of the Lassiter family did through sheer defiant will. They’d tried to support other families as best they could too, and they’d stood their ground, flat out refusing to cave to the Kings’ demands, even to the detriment of their family.


Fearful of retaliation from the Kings, Matty didn’t even consider going to college when he graduated high school, a freedom he’d watched Tristan reluctantly seize as the pressure of his hateful family grew stronger and stronger between them each year. Similarly, Amelia’s long-term boyfriend Daniel, who practically lived with the Lassiters given how much time he spent with Amelia, shirked responsibilities with his own family and his final year of high school to dutifully look out for his love’s family and their property instead.


While others around their ages got to start lives and have fun, Matty and Daniel, trapped between the greed of David King and the irascible obstinance of Jim and Jess Lassiter, had instead spent many long hours carefully guarding Crystal Cove, thwarting attacks and sabotage from the Kings constantly. Even as customers dwindled as time passed—driven away by anything ranging from outright threats to false negative reviews in tourist magazines, which left their business struggling financially—Matty’s parents still stood unmovable, unwilling to cave under the pressure, even if they wouldn’t retaliate outright. Not even their daughter’s pregnancy announcement and a soon-to-arrive grandchild coupled with their daughter’s desperate, tear-filled pleas to retreat were enough to sway them from their pride.


It all came to a head, though, when Tristan returned from college with a shiny new degree that Matty couldn’t help but glare envious eyes at, even as his heart elated at the return of his closest friend. But things had changed, and they no longer fit as they once had. While Tristan had been away and free, able to forget and ignore all that his uncle David King and his cousins Jeff and Michael had done, Matty had lived it every day. 


And so, too riled up to clear his head, Matty had pushed and pushed at Tristan to choose a side, right there in full public view, right there in front of Jeff and Michael King. Matty hadn’t known who had been more shocked, himself or the King brothers, when Tristan hesitantly chose him over them. And Matty had been foolish enough to feel smug elation, to feel his little heart swoop strangely and think maybe he and Tristan might have a future before them, even despite his confusing repulsion toward sex, which Tristan had always loved to tease him for. The hope that Tristan himself had brought Matty’s very soul had been blinding, just as the beaming light of his personality always was, and it’d blinded Matty from reality. And his foolish idiocy had cost his family everything.


Could he have known that stubbornly clinging to Tristan would bring a militant assault down onto the Lassiter home, business, and family? His brain whispered faintly a logical “no,” but his heart wailed a guilt-ridden “yes.” And that guilty wail had drowned everything out, even the pleas of Matty’s dearest friend as—confronted with the death of his whole family—he had seized Tristan by the neck and thrown him down, punching and slapping and kicking and tearing and screaming and blaming until Matty had finally run Tristan off, finding himself slumped alone amidst death and ruin.


In the end, none of that mattered. In the end, it changed nothing. In the end, all of Matty’s family was dead in the span of one short night. In the end, Matty had said what he’d said, had done what he’d done. In the end, it was his fault that his family was destroyed. In the end, it was his fault that Tristan was missing. 


In the end, it was his fault that he was all alone.













CHAPTER ONE


Lost






MATTY CROUCHED QUIETLY and deathly still in the dark, hidden behind a large cluster of hibiscus bushes just outside the yellow glow cast off from the veranda of the King family’s massive home. It was damn near suicide to be so close to the people who’d just murdered his whole family, but he had to know if, somehow, Tristan had come back to them after the attack, after Matty had run him off. 


As Matty sat there waiting to hear anything, a brand-new ‘94 Dodge Viper he’d recognize anywhere roared up the gravel path and skidded to a stop, kicking stones everywhere. The grumbling remains of a conversation poured into the early dawn light as two lanky figures stepped out of the shiny red vehicle, a pair of blond-haired, blue-eyed monsters who could have been twins but for the year difference in their ages.


“—not my fault! How was I supposed to know—”


“Enough!” A cold voice cut through the dim light, effectively ending the squabbling argument from Jeff and Michael King. Despite both having a few years on Matty, they looked like petulant youths as they pouted up at their father, who addressed them as regally as his surname from his front porch. “I thought I was raising soldiers, not a couple of bickering little girls.”


Both young men squawked indignantly. “But, Dad—” A raised hand shut them up once more. 


“The initial report I was given was not as promising as I would have expected. It seems Tristan was involved?” Disdain dripped from his words.


Matty froze, his stomach turning inside out at the sudden worry that, somehow, his trust in Tristan had been misplaced all this time. His stomach churned uncomfortably as he continued listening to words his strained, stressed mind could barely follow.


“He shouldn’t have been anywhere near there,” Michael grumbled. “We told him to take Matty away. You know, so that our attack would be easier with one fewer fighter.”


“Yeah,” Jeff added, “and then we could have rounded him up and killed him later. But Tristan fucked up. They looped back and tried to stop us. Tristan even killed Jerry and Connor!”


Matty trembled in the shadows as he listened, trying desperately to understand what he was hearing. What had Tristan done? How much had he known? Had he betrayed him after all, or had he betrayed his family? Swallowing thickly, Matty forced himself to pay attention, knowing that so much of his and Tristan’s futures rested on this information.


“Did you tell Tristan the importance of his role in this mission? The overall scale of the mission as a whole?” David asked.


Michael made a face. “No. We were afraid he’d side with the Lassiters if he knew what was really going on. Which is what he did,” he added vehemently.


“Then why,” David snapped coldly, “would you risk involving him at all if you couldn’t be certain where his loyalties lay in the mission?”


Jeff huffed and threw his hands up. “Because he should have been loyal to us,” he whined. “Tristan needed to be set straight, ever since that bastard Matty dared tell him to pick a side and he chose wrong! He owes us his loyalty! We’ve done everything for him since his parents died.”


“Missions are not accomplished based on ‘should haves’!” their father bellowed at them, gesticulating aggressively as he continued shouting. “What should have been a simple sweep now has loose ends. That makes us look weak! That could make other families decide they have hope of standing up to us just as the Lassiters did! Control cannot be maintained if it is not absolute!”


Both sons stared at the ground, suitably admonished.


“So,” David continued, his volume lowered back into a controlled level. “You have lost the remaining Lassiter boy?”


Matty’s eyes darted around frantically, halfway expecting to hear someone announce his presence, but of course, they would never presume that the one they looked for would dare hide right under their noses.


“Yes,” Jeff answered sullenly. “We don’t know where he is. But we’ll find him!”


David scoffed derisively. “He’s probably already long-since fled from this place, never to be seen again. He’s barely more than a boy and is no threat to us. Even if he tries to go to law enforcement, we have enough connections in the surrounding areas to snuff it out.” He waved his hand dismissively. “If you see him, go ahead and kill him. But you won’t waste any more time and resources trying to hunt down a worthless nobody. And if anyone outside the family asks, we’ll just say he’s dead too.”


Matty’s heart simultaneously stuttered and pounded, unsure whether to be relieved at his dismissal or incensed by it.


“And Tristan?” Michael grumbled.


“Tristan,” David King mused, pacing a few steps along the veranda. “You two were foolish bringing in an unreliable element to your plan. However, he still made his traitorous choice.” He stopped his pacing and squared up with his sons. “You will search for him, and when you find him,” he said, emphasizing the order intensely, “you will make him pay dearly for his treachery before you allow him his end.”


Wicked grins marred Jeff and Michael’s faces as they agreed with eager nods, and finally, Matty had seen enough. As all three men stepped into the house to discuss further plans, Matty turned and stole through the rapidly fading shadows to flee the Kings’ property.


Matty’s heart was still pounding when he finally got back to his awaiting ‘70 Chevy C/K pickup, a rickety old beast that had served his father well when it was bought brand new and then become Matty’s own two decades later when he’d graduated high school. The familiar worn, faded seats beneath him soothed his racing heart as he finally allowed himself to believe he’d neither been seen nor heard during his reconnaissance. But now…what did he do?


A ragged sound that was half sigh and half moan ripped from his throat as he tiredly dropped his forehead to the steering wheel. Even though he’d spent multiple years caught in a constant, tense standoff with the Kings on behalf of his family and been dragged into so many verbal and even physical altercations, he was so out of his depth, certainly incapable of standing up to them alone or avenging his family. He felt utterly lost, and yet still there was an overarching need to do broiling within him. A need to act, to run away. He shifted uneasily in his seat and flexed his hands on the steering wheel, suddenly uncomfortable. He shook his head almost without realizing. He wouldn’t run. He would search.


His family was gone. His home was gone. He himself was damn near gone from the heartache of it all. But Tristan wasn’t gone, not in that way, at least.


So Matty was going to find him.






OF COURSE, FINDING someone when you had little idea where to even start would be quite difficult. Especially if they didn’t want to be found by their pursuer. And given all that had transpired in the wake of his family’s utter ruin, every verbal and physical blow that Matty had lashed upon Tristan, there was no doubt that Tristan likely wanted to avoid Matty nearly as much as he did Michael, Jeff, and the rest of the Kings.


Matty groaned with frustration as he cautiously drove down the main street of one of the nearby coastal Oregon towns that Tristan had frequently visited. He truthfully had no idea where Tristan might have run to. As far as Matty knew, Tristan had continued to count his address as David King’s home, even after starting college, but he didn’t often stay the night there. And given what Matty had overheard while spying on the Kings, Tristan likely knew he’d no longer be safe with them. Matty knew Tristan sometimes couch surfed across various friends’ houses, though never at Matty’s home because his parents wouldn’t have allowed a King on their property for long. Other times, he’d stay with his on-again-off-again girlfriend, Sharla.


When the cruise down Main Street yielded no sign of Tristan, Matty turned down the side street he needed and pulled up in front of Sharla’s apartment complex. Hesitantly, he scanned the surrounding area for Jeff and Michael, but he didn’t see anyone shady. As smart as Tristan was, he probably hadn’t told his family about her, meaning this stop should be safe.


Matty slipped out of his truck and jogged up the steps to Sharla’s apartment door, rapping on it with his knuckles. He had just long enough for his anxiety to swoop itself up into a tingling crescendo before the door finally cracked open, a harsh eye peering at him critically through the slit. A slight widening of the expression was the only clue that she was surprised. “Matty,” Sharla said flatly, opening the door a little wider while still leaving her weight against the door, as if prepared to slam it back shut in full force. “What the hell are you doing here?” She never had liked him. She’d never liked how much time Tristan spent with him instead of her.


“Is Tristan here?” Matty asked.


Sharla narrowed her eyes. “Why the fuck would he be here?” she sneered. “We’ve been broken up since last week.”


Matty’s heart fell. If that was true, then this was one less place for Tristan to seek protection at. Unless…she was lying? “Please, Sharla, are you sure? It’s important.”


Sharla glared at him, pushing her way through the crack in her door to crowd his space, forcing him back down a step from her stoop as she loomed menacingly over him. “Yeah, I think I’d be sure if I told that two-timing prick to piss off. I’m not playing second fiddle to some other bitch, and I’m definitely not helping it find him.” Her gaze was harsh and accusatory.


The wheels in Matty’s brain spun sluggishly, sputtering to a stop as he realized her implication. That there were any complicated feelings—on his part, at least—didn’t help his embarrassed discomfort in the slightest. “Sharla, th-things weren’t like that,” he stammered. “We’re just friends.”


She scoffed. “Sure, yeah,” she muttered with a sarcastic eye roll. “Why else would a man prefer to spend all his time with his ‘friend’ instead of his girl.” She shook her head. “Whatever. Even if he’s dumped you, I don’t want him back. You see him, you tell him to keep his sorry ass off my porch unless he wants my boot up it.” Then she turned on her heel and slammed the door shut.


Matty’s mouth was dry as he shakily stumbled the rest of the way down her apartment steps before then climbing back into his truck. “It wasn’t like that,” he whispered to himself, gripping the steering wheel once more. It wasn’t…was it? Sure, he’d seen Tristan look at him a time or too, and sure, sometimes he’d thought about holding his hand or hugging him, but sex…. 


Matty’s face flushed, the familiar shame of his aversion flooding him anew. Of course things weren’t that way between him and Tristan, whatever Sharla had concocted in her own mind. He didn’t want something like that—didn’t even know if he could make himself do it—and Tristan had no time for such inexplicable nonsense, even if he was interested in guys.


With a decisive shake of his head, Matty tightened his grip on the steering wheel and shoved those messy feelings deep into his core, right alongside the crippling grief that threatened to assault him if he so much as thought of his family for even a second. None of that mattered. He just needed to keep moving. And to find Tristan, of course. He’d…he’d be at the next place Matty looked.


He just had to be.






TRISTAN WAS NOT at the next place Matty looked.


Matty tried a few more of the usual haunts he could think of that Tristan favored—the arcade, the bowling alley, a downtown café, and more—each time exercising extreme caution to avoid any King goons, once damn near walking right into three of them. Twice more, Matty managed to approach a couple of Tristan’s friends to ask if they’d seen him or knew where he was, and twice more he was turned away disappointed. 


Worry and anxiety ate away at Matty’s queasy, heavy gut. Were those friends truthful in their answers, or did loyalty drop lies from their tongues? Was Tristan too angry with him for what had happened to be willing to ever speak to him again? 


Despairing at yet another dead end, Matty slumped in the driver’s seat of his truck and thumped his forehead dejectedly against the steering wheel. Why oh why had he been so hateful in his grief? If ripping his tongue out in penance would be enough to bring Tristan back to him, Matty would do it with no hesitation.


But that was a fantastical wish that had no place in the harsh light of reality where things were so much harder. The weight of all he’d lost weighed heavily on Matty’s back, and the feverish hope of finding Tristan tugged at his front. Trapped in between, Matty could only forge onward.


So he widened his search. One day turned into two days, turned into four days, turned into a week, turned into a month, turned into more. Farther and farther he traveled from home—a place he vowed never to return to without Tristan at his side. He searched high and searched low, searched near and searched far. 


Once he escaped the usual range of the Kings’ territory, Matty spoke to every single person he saw, showed every one of them the photo of Tristan—the crumbled one of them taken in the photo booth, Tristan with his trademark blue Kool-Aid–dyed hair that he’d always maintained to blur his physical resemblance to his hateful family members. In the photo, his arm was slung over Matty’s shoulder as they celebrated Matty’s birthday, yet another stabbing reminder for Matty of what a complete asshole he was. But no matter how many people he showed the photo too, still not a single soul said they’d seen him. 


Matty tried not to be discouraged, even as guilt and defeat seemed hell-bent on eating a hole right through his pained stomach. He held himself together through sheer will and desperation, kept his sanity and focus, his eye on the prize, as his mother would say. Each day past was a failure, but each day that dawned was an opportunity, and so Matty focused on those cycling days, dutifully keeping track of how many had passed by since he’d last seen Tristan. And each day he cast a wider net as he searched, pushing his trusty old truck hard as the miles rolled by.


Keeping moving was key. If he was moving, the past wasn’t catching him and obstructing what was important. If he was moving, he would escape. He’d leave behind the places Tristan wasn’t and have hope of finding the place where he was.


Matty kept searching even as the environment morphed into that which Tristan surely would never choose as his haven: hot and arid and rough and desolate. Tristan was a child of the sea, just like Matty. But Matty couldn’t risk passing up anything. His parents had always insisted that sloppy mistakes in the now consistently produced sloppy results in the end. Unfortunately, he’d already been sloppy on that day, so he’d just have to be even more meticulous now to make up for it, just as he was meticulous in tracking the time lost for his mistake. With shaky hands on the steering wheel and anxiety-ridden legs that felt like jelly, Matty pushed his truck onward and deeper into the desert.


The world surrounding him grew harsher, and still there was no sign of Tristan, no matter where he looked or who he asked. Ever meticulous in his attention to detail, Matty ached and ached with the effort of keeping the record of days gone by. But he wanted to know the cost when it was over, wanted to know how many days his sharp tongue had cost him, had cost his best friend.


With each new day that he drove further, the truck popped and wheezed beneath him, its daily grumbling at the task proffered to it, and Matty worried that it too would abandon him and leave him alone in his search. 


At night when his eyes swam with exhaustion, Matty would pull over and lay back along the bed of his truck, wrapped in a jacket and a ratty old blanket, staring unseeing at the blurry night sky. Sleep was no longer his companion on this journey. Every night, tears gathered in his eyes and slipped silently free, racing down his face to gather in his ears. His family had had bright hopes for him, a future carrying on the family legacy, but he’d failed them, perhaps even failed them still by fixating on Tristan, who was kin of their enemy. As he lay tensely in the truck bed each night shivering in the cold desert night, Matty could almost hear them, his parents’ urgent pleas and Tristan’s cheery voice needling and teasing him.


At night, it was hardest to know what the right path was, what he should do. Matty clung hard to his chosen focus, breath catching at the agony of it as his limbs trembled with it. “Mom. Dad,” he whispered one night, voice trembling through the chilly air. “Please don’t hate me,” he gasped, fingers grasping his arm tightly in painful, hateful grief. He curled in on himself. “I need this.” 


And if each passing day made Matty uncomfortably unsure what exactly “this” was, even as he’d never admit it in the harsh light of day, no one could blame him if he resolutely turned his back on that too.




