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SEASONS

Malyn

––––––––
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I HATE WINTER. I LITERALLY hate everything about it. All of the things that were once blossoming and green were now dead and dormant. The lake has even ran away, leaving behind a barren wasteland of mud and driftwood that I'm forced to look at almost every day on my drive home. And snow, on the rare occasion when we get some, is only beautiful from a distance. The moment you go outside to enjoy it, you either cause it to melt away or the coldness of it burns your skin. Oh, how I long for spring.

Last spring was when Grandmama and I moved to Dandridge. Like the flowers and trees, my life also blossomed with new beginnings and a fresh start; Beth and I became best friends, Jace and I became close, and Beau... Beau. Just thinking about him causes my chest to contract, making it hard to breathe. Like I had once told him, he was my air and without him.... Needless to say, I was heartsick when it was over. 

Summer is, by far, my favorite season. Everything is in full bloom and the air is hot and humid, making Grandmama's ice-cold lemonade taste better than ever. The sun is at its best, close and warm, breathing life into everything that is new, sustaining it until fall, when everything changes. 

Fall is my second least-favorite season. At first, the trees seem to come alive with color as the leaves start to change, turning to beautiful reds, oranges, and golds, but this is just a delusion. At the peak of their color transformation, the leaves fall off and die and the bright green grass gets an ugly brown tinge to it. And, just like fall, which was when Beau left, my life started to take on a dull hue, making everything seem lifeless. It's ironic that someone who is dead could bring so much life to my world. 

My life this past year has mirrored the seasons. And here I am, living winter, the season of my life when everything is dead and dormant.

Beth and I have been hibernating, waiting for warm weather to return so that we can venture outside, once again. My relationship with Jace is now non-existent, which kills me. I took the winter, which is the slow season, off from the marina just so I wouldn't have to see him, which has left too much free time on my hands. 

Beau still hasn't returned from the Darkness. I often wonder if he ever will. I try not to give up hope, since that’s all I've got, right now, but it's hard. He made me promise to move on once the new year came and went, which is a promise that I've broken for the past twenty days. Every day that I thought I could do it, that little voice in the back of my mind would always ask what if. Beau didn't like what ifs, and I had so many what ifs floating around in my head that I'm sure Beau would be upset with me; but he wasn't here, so....

I'm just glad that winter is only a season and will be over soon. 

I was so lost in thought about my cold and desolate life that I was startled when Grandmama tapped me on the shoulder. I stood up and lowered my headphones down from my ears, waiting to see what she wanted.

"I said, what are ya doin'?" she asked, obviously for the second time.

I pointed at the mess on my floor and then back at my, now, organized closet. "I'm cleaning."

"It looks to me like you're just movin' the mess from in there to out here." She kicked around the contents of a pile of old clothes, belts, and shoes that were stacked in the middle of my bedroom floor.

"It's a process," I admitted. "I'm gonna donate this stuff—" I pointed to one of the piles "—and this one is the trash pile."

"Oh. Well, you've been really quiet so I thought I'd come up and check on ya. Lunch is ready, too, so come down and eat."

"You don't have to tell me twice." My stomach had been growling for an hour.

I followed her downstairs and sat down at the bar next to a plate of food that I assumed was mine. Bologna sandwiches always tasted better when she made them. I don't know why cutting them into four triangled pieces made a difference, but it did; they were delicious.

She stood in front of me on the other side of the island, which she usually did as we ate. "So, have ya talked to Jace, lately? How's he doin'?"

I didn't know what to say when it came to Jace, so I chewed my food slowly before swallowing and answering her. "He's okay, I guess. I've not talked to him in a few weeks."

She nodded, understanding, yet, like me, not totally understanding. "I hate that."

"Not as much as I do," I admitted. 

Beth was my best friend, but Jace was a close second. After he'd nearly drowned, he'd lost some of his memory; the memory that included us breaking up. So, when he woke up from his induced coma, everything between us changed. 

At first, it was great, even better than before his accident. He thought we were still dating and the awkwardness was gone. We just enjoyed being around each other, and the fact that he was still so sick and on oxygen for a while explained away the fact that I wasn't super affectionate towards him... until New Years Eve. I wish I had still been too sick to go over to his house, that night. If I had, we might still be on speaking terms.

Grandmama and I were having an impromptu moment of silence for the death of my and Jace's relationship when a familiar voice interrupted it. "How's my two favorite girls doin' today?" Max asked as he entered the kitchen without knocking, bundled up like he had moved to Alaska instead of Tennessee.

"We're doin' just fine. What have you been into today?" Grandmama asked with a smile. I could tell that she liked the fact that he was living here, now. I did, too.

"Well, I finally got my office set up and ready to go. And I've been workin' down in the basement tryin' to get stuff organized." He took his Michelin Man-looking coat off and sat down next to me at the bar. "I've been cooped up so long that I needed to get out and stretch my legs. I thought I'd come see if you two wanted to go to lunch." He looked from Grandmama's plate to mine. "Dessert, maybe? We could go to the drugstore and get some milkshakes." He nudged my arm with his elbow and leaned toward me with a big grin on his face. "I know how ya like 'em." He sat back as if he just remembered something and turned to face me. "Are ya sick? Why're ya outta school?"

I loved his Georgian accent. "It's Martin Luther King Day. No school."

"Oh, yeah. See, I've been so busy I don't even know what day it is."

Grandmama laughed as she washed her plate in the sink. "Let me go take a quick shower and we can go."

When she went upstairs, I realized this was the first time Max and I had been alone since he'd moved up here. "Max, can I ask you a question?" Something had been on my mind for a while, but I didn't want to ask him in front of Grandmama.

"Sure."

"You know how you taught me to... to... come out of my body? Astral projection, I think you called it."

"Well, how could I forget? You've been one of my best students, yet," he boasted. "I don't think I've seen anyone have an OBE—" what he called out-of-body experiences "—as fast as you did. Ya just come right up outta—"

"I know," I interrupted, trying not to laugh at his excitement.

It wasn't that his excitement was funny, but that he was getting excited over something that was still so odd and foreign to me. The fact that I was actually able to have an OBE, at all, was just... crazy. His gushing over it struck me as funny. Thinking back to the reason I wanted to learn how to do it, in the first place, halted any laughter that still wanted to escape, trapping it inside me with all of the other emotions that had tried to resurface, here lately. They all go back to Beau... Beau and the Darkness.

"So, what do ya wanna know?" He must have had a clue as to what I was going to ask because his face went from excitement to trepidation.

"Think it'd be okay to try it again?"

He shook his head. "It's not safe. Not now."

"But I brought him back before. Maybe I can do it again."

His face softened. "Ya can't. This is somethin' he has to do on his own, this time. If he is the one who can defeat the evilness that's been created, then ya have to let him do it. If not, it will all have been in vain."

I swallowed hard so I wouldn't cry, which I'd gotten better at controlling. "But what if he can't? What if he's just... just stuck there?" I swallowed again. "What if he never comes back?" Just more stupid what ifs.

He took a deep breath, like what he was about to say would hurt. "There are people that may only get to come into our lives for a short time. As sad as we are when they have to go, we can't dwell on that. We've got to be thankful that they were able to be a part of our lives at all. A blessin', no matter how short-lived, is still a blessin'. Take meteorites—fallin' stars—for instance. They shoot across the sky so quick that sometimes we can only catch a glimpse of 'em but, when we do, they take our breath away." His smile was pained. "Your mom and dad and Beau... they're your fallin' stars, Malyn."

My breath caught in my chest and I felt my eyes start to sting, but I blinked it away. He was so right. I thought about the first dream Beau and I had shared. I had taken us to the ocean, since he'd never been, and, in return, he showed me falling stars, which I'd never seen living in the city. It seems so long ago, now. Even then, did he somehow know our fate?

"I know. I just... I still have hope that he'll come back."

"Let the pieces fall into place like they're supposed to. Even though ya want the puzzle finished, if ya try and force a piece into a place it doesn't belong, you'll only bend it and make the puzzle look all funny. Don't force the pieces."

I love Max. And even though he had brought a smile to my face, I was still sad, knowing that, like Mom, Dad, and Beau, he would one day be one of my falling stars. "Okay," I nodded reluctantly. "I won't try to find Beau." I guess that was one promise that I would be keeping—one more to go. Moving on would be the toughest, so I'd save that promise for another day. Baby steps. 

"Good."

"But...," I added hesitantly. He looked at me questioningly and raised an eyebrow, reminding me of Grandmama, causing me to laugh. But when I thought about my next question, my laughter faded. "I want to see Mom again." I looked at him to gauge his reaction before I continued. "It's been months since Beau rescued her from the Darkness and, even though I've went most of my life without her, after getting to see her, talk to her, I really miss her. It's like you don't miss what you've never had but, now that I know what it's like to have her, even though it was only for a day, I miss her. I really miss her and want to see her. We can't go back and forth to Nashville, so do you think it would be okay if I went to see her some?"

He looked at me for a minute, rubbing his mustache as if considering my question, which I saw as a good thing; he wasn't saying no. When he finally answered me, my heart lifted. "I don't see why not. I'll work with ya some before ya try it, since it's been a while, and when ya get the hang of it again...." He shrugged and then gave me a stern look. "But ya have to only do it when I'm here with ya. It's safer if I can monitor ya, at least for a while, until I feel comfortable enough for ya to travel out of your body on your own."

Just hearing him say it like that—like having an out-of-body experience was like learning to drive—made me laugh. "Okay, I promise that I will pretend that I only have an OBE permit and that I can't project on my own."

He patted the top of my head. "Good girl. Now, go hurry your 'mama up. I'm hungry."

* * *
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I WANTED TO LISTEN to my headphones on the way to the drugstore, but Grandmama thought it was rude and made us feel disconnected, so I left them at home. Usually, when I cleaned it lifted my mood, clearing my thoughts along with my junk, but not today. My mind still felt as cluttered as ever and I could tell it was going to be a nose-in-a-book kind of day just so I could escape it all. 

I glanced into the front seat, watching Grandmama and Max as they talked. She was driving, as usual, and would glance over and smile at him from time to time when he said something witty, and, sometimes, for no reason at all. We were both glad he was here to stay. 

I propped my arm up on the door and stared out the window, watching the desolate lake as it passed by. I hated seeing it so empty but, from what I was told, it always looked like that in the winter; just another reason that I longed for spring. I continued to stare at the random designs in the lake bed and, before I knew it, we were passing Jace's street. 

I couldn't keep from looking for his big truck, hoping I might catch a glimpse of him. I wanted to have a different image of him in my mind besides the one I had from New Year's Eve. I had never seen him so mad. And since Beth said that it took a lot to get him riled up, he must've been furious.

He had tried to kiss me when the ball fell at midnight, which would be normal for most boyfriends to do but, unbeknownst to him, he wasn't really my boyfriend. I turned my head at the last minute, causing him to kiss my cheek. The look that he gave me still sits in the back of my mind, smacking me ever so often. 

This final lack of enthusiasm toward his lips caused him to question my lack of affection, which I'm sure he had caught on to long before that night, so I told him the truth. Every admission I made was forced and laced with regret. The fact that we weren't actually dating and that I hadn't been honest about it hurt him; I could see it on his face. I tried to explain to him what the doctors had said about his memory loss and how we didn't need to force memories on him, but he obviously didn't agree.

"Why have you lied to me all this time?" he yelled as he jumped up from the couch. "For two whole months you've lied! Made a fool of me! I don't care what the doctors suggested you do. I'm not a baby. I'm not some mental patient who might go off the deep end if unwanted memories come back. You shouldn't have lied."

Guilt consumed me. "I... I didn't—"

"Yes, you did, Malyn," he retorted, cutting off my explanation. "You've let me believe that we were... together." The way his voice caught when he said together stung. "All this time. Why? Why did you...?" He trailed off, shaking his head.

I crossed the room and leaned up against the back of the couch in front of him. "I... we thought it would be for the best. You were really sick, Jace. The doctor said not to—"

"Be honest with me?" he interrupted again, incorrectly finishing my sentence. "So, the doctors said that you and my family should lie to me? Was that part of my healing process?"

"Actually, it was," I replied softly. "They wanted you to get better before we bombarded you with lost memories. We thought that us breaking up might upset you and you didn't need that."

He crossed his arms and glared at me. I'd never seen him so upset. So hurt. And it was because of me. Not only did I hurt him the first time we broke up, but I was hurting him all over again. On top of that, I had lied about it, hurting him even worse. I hated myself.

"So, why did we break up? It couldn't have been too bad if you're still here... pretending." 

I couldn't tell him about Beau, who was lost somewhere in his forgotten memories. He didn't know Beau existed and I wasn't about to get into all of that with him. Not now. Maybe not ever. But I had to tell him something.

"Things... started getting serious and... and we both agreed to... slow things down. Maybe see other people," I lied, and not very well.

He tilted his head to the side. "I agreed to date other people?"

"Yes. You were with another girl the night you drowned. Well, almost drowned. A blonde girl."

Recognition crossed his face, which was replaced by something else. Sadness, maybe? "But... I didn't like her. I didn't even know her name."

"You remember?" Excitement engulfed me but was quickly smothered out by fear; fear that he would remember everything. Last year he had found out about my gift, which was the one memory I wanted to stay buried—right along with Beau.

"Yeah. No." He shook his head as he looked toward the floor, trying to remember. "It's like a dream. I remember being with her in the pool—" he looked up at me "—wishing she was you." 

He stared at me in silence. His eyes were like lasers heating my skin. I didn't know what to say, so I didn't say anything. We just stood there staring at each other. I hated that I still cared about him as much as I did. 

His green eyes softened. "Tell me something else. Your birthday. What did we do on your birthday?"

I felt relieved. That was a memory I didn't mind trying to restore. "You all surprised me at the restaurant. That's when you gave me my necklace," I added as I lifted it out of my shirt and ran my fingers across it. "There was music and dancing." Thinking about that night made me smile. "You even danced, at one point, you and Ty. It was fun."

He was quiet for a minute before he smiled. "And you sang. You and Nellie sang, even though you didn't want to." His smile faded. "You've got a beautiful voice."

"Thanks." 

His face hardened again. "I don't appreciate being lied to."

"I'm sorry, Jace. I just—"

"I think you need to go."

I bit my lip, stunned. Once the hurt from his words subsided, I turned and picked up my purse off the end of his couch. When I turned back around, he wasn't looking at me, but at the floor. Do I just leave like he told me to? Do I try to convince him that what I did—what his family wanted me to do—was for his own good? I could just throw them under the bus and put all the blame on his mom and dad, since he could only be mad at them for so long and would then get over it. That's how family works... and I'm not family.

"I'm sorry, Jace," was all I said as I walked out the door and cried all the way to my Jeep. I haven't talked to or seen him since then.

And here I am, desperately looking up his street in hopes of catching a glimpse of him. I missed him. I did love him at one point in time, and maybe I still do, so his absence hurts. But, then again, maybe it wasn't love at all. How do you know when it's love and when it's something else? At seventeen, am I really capable of love? Maybe I get lust and love confused. But then my thoughts immediately switched to Beau. 

Yes, I am capable of love.

With my heart plummeting into a hopeless abyss, I turned my attention elsewhere. "So, are you liking it here as much as you did in Savannah?" I asked Max.

"Yes, I am, actually. I just wish there was Spanish moss here. If Dandridge had Spanish moss, it would be perfect."

"Why don't ya just call him?" Grandmama asked.

"Call who?" Max asked, having no clue what she was talking about.

"Jace," she replied. 

I glanced up and saw that she was looking at me through her rear-view mirror. I shook my head and looked back out my window, knowing he wouldn't answer if I did try to call him. He wasn't even talking to Beth much, which made me feel slightly better; at least I wasn't alone in his avoidance.

"Why would I call Jace? Is he some kind of botanist?" Max asked, still puzzled.

Grandmama smacked at him and laughed. "Not you. Malyn."

He just shook his head, knowing he was out of the loop. Max always made me smile, usually not meaning to. 

"I'm so glad you're here," I told him, trying to turn the conversation back to him.

"Me, too," he agreed.

Grandmama must've taken the hint because she didn't mention Jace again. "Me, three," she added.

We finally made it into town only to find it practically empty. "Aw, man," Max whined as we pulled up to the drugstore. "They're closed."

"Oh, it's because it's a holiday. I never thought anything about it. The banks and everything are closed," she told him.

"I've gotta eat," he said. 

"I can make ya somethin' back at the house."

"Wonder if Lakeside is closed, too?" he asked.

"We can go see." She started to back out. "Is that okay with you, Malyn?"

I nodded. I was gonna have to face him sooner or later. And even if he was there, he'd probably just do like he had when I saw him at his house when I was with Beth—turn and walk the other way. She had told me not to worry about it, that he'd come around, but I could tell it bothered her, too. Like she had once said, it wasn't like him to be angry.

The marina was just a block away, so we were there by the time I had gathered my purse and put some lip gloss on. As we pulled in and I saw his truck in the side parking lot, my heart didn't know whether to sink or soar. I wanted to see him, see if he was still mad, but I was also afraid. I don't think he realized that every time he turned away from me that it was like a slap in the face.

As we walked in, I was relieved to see Beth. "Hey," she practically yelled at us as she gathered our menus. I missed working here. And with Jace being the manager, I didn't know if he'd bring me back in come spring.

"Hey," I said as I forced a smile. Max and Grandmama said their hellos as she took us to our table.

"Is Jace working?" I whispered before I sat down, wondering where he was.

"Yeah, he's in the back. The bait shop's not opened back up, yet, so he's been helpin' in the kitchen and out here some. He's still relearning some of the stuff he was responsible for, but he's pickin' it up quickly."

We sat down at a booth near one of the windows overlooking the empty lake. "Well, that's good."

"I get off at five. Why don't we hang out? Wanna come over to my house? I've got some chocolate chip cookies we can bake, and mom brought home some movies last night."

"Sure." Maybe Jace would end up working late or go out with Ty. Either way, I needed some girl time.

"Yay," she sang. "Your waitress'll be here in just a sec," she said as the bell on the door rang, letting her know she had more people to seat.

Our waitress, who I was happy to see again, came and took our orders. She was an older woman who had worked for the Stones since the restaurant had opened. When she left to turn in our order, I listened to Grandmama and Max talk about some kind of wall treatment that he wanted to try and how to stain a table. They were talking about building a greenhouse when our food finally arrived. I was halfway through with my warm brownie topped with vanilla ice-cream when I heard a voice that almost made me choke on it.

"Hey, Nellie, how's it going?"

"I'm just fine, Jace. How have ya been doin'?"

"All right, I guess." 

"Do ya remember Max?" she asked. 

"Yes, good to see you again," Jace replied toward Max.

"And you'll be seein' me a lot around here, I'm sure, since I'm livin' here, now."

"Oh, really? Where at?"

"Just right up the road. Not five minutes, I'd say."

He nodded and looked toward me. "Can I talk to you before you leave?"

"Sure." Even if what he had to say was bad, it was better than nothing.

"Just have Beth find me when you're done." He smiled at Nellie and Max. "Good to see you all again." Of course, he didn't smile at me.

I tried to finish eating my dessert, but it was useless. Every bite I took felt like lead when it hit my stomach. I just wanted to get this over with and see what he had to say. I wiped my mouth and took a few more sips of my water, swishing it side to side around my teeth, making sure I didn't have any pieces of brownie stuck in them. 

I slid out of the seat and raised my eyebrows toward Grandmama and Max. "Guess I’ll go see what Jace wants."

"Good luck," Grandmama said.

"I'm sure I'll need it," I told her as I headed toward the front to find Beth, who was standing beside the hostess stand.

"What's up?" she asked.

"Jace wants to talk to me."

"Oh." She grimaced.

"Yeah." I mirrored her expression.

"I'll go find him."

"I'll cover for you if someone comes in."

She wasn't gone long before she came back out shaking her head. "Grouch is in the cooler. It took everything I had not to lock him up in there."

I laughed. "Is it still that bad?"

"No, but sometimes he just...." She shook her head again. "I don't know. He's just not himself. I just want my brother back, not the ass that the accident left behind." I felt bad for her. 

I took a deep breath, raising my eyebrows. "Well, if I don't return, soon, come check the freezer. This may just be a sneaky trick." 

I walked through the door to the stockroom and slowly walked toward the freezer that was in the back corner. The door was cracked so, instead of announcing myself, I just stood there and watched him. I could tell he was in a bad mood just by the way he moved, all hurried and jerky. Once he filled one of the shelves with tubs of ice-cream, he marked something on his clipboard and turned to walk out, almost running right into me. 

"Stalk much?" he asked with no hint of a smile on his face.

"Sometimes."

He shut the door to the cooler, leaving us standing in the darkness of the stock room, with only the light from the kitchen shining in on us. "Are you still gonna work here this summer?" he asked, not sounding like he cared either way.

"Yeah, why wouldn't I?"

He shrugged. "Well, the season will start in March, so I wanted to make sure you were still on board, just in case you weren't and I needed to hire somebody."

"No, I'm still on board."

His shoulders fell, like he was disappointed by my return. "Okay, that's all I wanted to know."

Really? That's all he wanted to talk to me about? "Well, if you'd rather hire someone else, that's fine. I don't have to come back, if it's a problem."

He stared at me, which made me uncomfortable. Even in the darkness, his green eyes were bright. "No... no problem. Unless it's a problem for you." 

When I shook my head, he turned to walk out, but I stopped him. "Jace?" He glanced over his shoulder at me. "Are you okay?"

When he turned toward me, I was glad his face was hidden in the shadows. "Why wouldn't I be?"

"You just seem—"

"I'm fine." And he was out the door.

"That went well," I huffed sarcastically under my breath, knowing he wouldn't hear.

I tried to look at the bright side—at least he was talking to me, again.
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Chapter 2
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DEATH

Beau

I killed somebody today. No, I didn't just kill him, since he wasn't actually alive to kill—I erased him. I completely removed him from this world—this universe—in every way. But what's even worse than that is that it felt pretty good.

After bein' in the pitch-black darkness of the Navitas Hold for what felt like an eternity, I was ready to do whatever it took to get outta there. I knew that Drakyn, the leader of the Takers—no, the Taker Maker and creator of this hell I was in—wouldn't keep me in the Hold forever. He needed me—my energy—too much to just throw me away. And, sure enough, I was right. 

The Hold. Void of everything except for an awful smell that, luckily, I'd become immune to after a while. It was so dark that I wondered if my eyes would ever see again; or if my sight would just start to fade away like everything else. Like me.

When the smallest bit of light appeared across from me, I had to squint against it. It was so odd to be able to see again. I turned away from the light, lookin' down at my hands, makin' sure I was still... me. When I heard a voice—his voice—I turned back towards it. 

"Hello, Mr. Brogan." It took everything I had not to rush at him, which he must've noticed. "Don't do anything rash. I would really hate to have to make this your new home." The light got brighter, causin' me to look away, again. "It is so hard to utilize your energy when you are down here, but I've managed."

No wonder I felt so drained all the time, aside from the fact that I was a prisoner here. I felt myself gettin' all riled up. "What do ya want? You've gotta want somethin' to pay me a visit after all this time. How long have ya kept me here, ya dumb—"

"Watch what you say, Mr. Brogan, because you just might regret it." I hated his laugh. "Then again, if I were kept down here against my will, I am sure I would use a few choice words to express myself, as well." The light still hurt my eyes too much to look at him, but it sounded like he'd gotten closer. "I've got a proposition for you." 

"And what would that be?" Like I said, I'd take just about any offer he gave me, right now, if it meant I could get outta this hell hole he'd thrown me in.

"Remembering back to the moment you tried to attack me, which was not smart, as I am sure you have realized, something occurred to me. You are a fighter. I think I could use you."

"I'm only a fighter when I'm provoked." 

I didn't know if I'd be able to control myself much longer, rememberin' the last time I'd seen him while he pretended to be me—in my bed with Malyn. Just thinkin' about her made me feel pain in places that I hadn't felt anything in for weeks, maybe even months. The emptiness of the Hold had sucked me dry, like my spirit was slowly dyin'. As bad as it hurt to think of her, feelin' pain was still better than feelin' nothin' at all.

"I beg to differ," he said, interruptin' my thoughts. "You won your very first sparring match, which rarely, if ever, happens. And Warryk, the one you defeated, is one of my more experienced fighters. I think you are more of a fighter than you realize, Mr. Brogan."

My eyes still hadn't adjusted to the small bit of light that surrounded Drakyn, which was a bit alarmin'. I didn't want him to notice this weakness, afraid he might use it against me, so I fought against the pain and looked at him for the first time.

"Whatever." I forced myself to stand up, which my legs didn't seem to like. Ever since I died, I'd always felt light, but here it felt like the weight of five lifetimes was pressin' down on me. "What do ya want?"

"I want you back, of course, back amongst us. I am sure you would like that, too. Am I right?"

Even though I did, I wasn't givin' in. "It's all the same to me."

He was quiet for a few seconds before he replied, "Very well, then," and plunged me back into darkness.

Why did I have to be so stubborn?

Before I realized what was happenin', the darkness of the Hold turned into the sun, blindin' me. I covered my face with my arm, tryin' to peek out enough to see what was goin' on, but my eyes wouldn't open.

Drakyn's voice rang in my ears again. "I'll be back soon to continue this conversation. I am guessing you will see things differently, then, if you can see at all." His last words came out sarcastically, makin' me glad I couldn't see or I would've taken him out right then and there. At this point, what did it matter, anyway?

All I could see through the small crack at my elbow was that I was standin' on a stone floor, and next to my leg was... a bed? Yes, my bed; well, the bed I was given here. My bed was at Nellie's. The last time I'd seen it, Malyn was layin' in it with Drakyn. How'd she not know it wasn't me? 

I sat down on my bed and uncovered my eyes, still not able to open 'em. For goodness sakes. I'm just a spirit, so why won't my eyes work? I laid back on the bed, tryin' not to care, when I heard someone come in. Oh, great. Like I wanted company in this place.

"Go away," I told whoever had just walked in.

I felt someone sit on the edge of the bed next to me. Whoever it was, they were small. When they laid their hands over my eyes, I flinched.

"I've missed you," I heard Wren say. 

"I'm sure ya did." I didn't like her and she knew it. But, then again, I didn't like most of the inhabitants here. 

"I'm here to help you, so behave."

Wren was supposedly a witch. She would usually heal me; help me get my strength back when Drakyn would drain me of it. There's no tellin' what she was plannin' on doin', now. 

"I'll behave if you behave," I told her, but she just laughed.

"Okay, I think we've about got it," she said after a few minutes, taking her hands off my eyes.

Even through my eyelids I could tell that the light didn't seem as bright. Even so, I just laid there with 'em shut, not wantin' to be here, anymore. Not wantin' Wren to be sittin' on this bed next to me. She was able to make me see things—feel things—that I didn't wanna see or feel. Guess that was one of the perks of bein' a witch while she was alive.

"Ya know, I don't believe in witches," I admitted.

"And I don't believe in ghosts," she shot back.

I finally opened my eyes and looked at her. She looked just like she did the last time I'd seen her, dressed in an old, victorian-style dress with gold trim and long, straight, blonde hair that was in a thick braid down her back. Her eyes were glowin' a bright green that was the color of a blade of new spring grass. She was odd but sadly beautiful. Not half as beautiful as Malyn, though.

"How long was I in the Hold for?"

"A long time," she replied vaguely. 

I got up from the bed and walked across the room to the desk, distancin' myself from her, lookin' at all the sketches that I'd drawn. I was surprised they were still here. By the looks of it, no one had even been in my room since I'd left. If they had, they didn't touch nothin'.

Just seein' my sketches of Malyn twisted my heart. "Damn, I wanna get outta here."

"Don't we all," she said as she got up and stood beside me, lookin' at my sketches. "They're breathtaking."

"She's breathtaking," I corrected her under my breath. I turned, not able to look at 'em—look at Malyn—anymore. 

I missed her so much that I wanted this to be over with. Whatever I had to do to end this, end the Darkness, end Drakyn, end it all, I was ready. Drakyn was right—I am a fighter. And God have mercy on anyone who got in my way.

"Are you okay?" Wren asked, backin' away from me.

"No, but I will be." I looked up at her and saw that she looked scared. "Are you okay?"

"Your eyes. They're...."

"They're what?" 

"They're on fire," she replied, seeming to be mystified by 'em.

"What? On fire?" They didn't feel like they were on fire. They weren't even burnin' and stingin' anymore.

She slowly walked toward me, placin' her hands on my face. It didn't feel intimate, so I didn't pull away. She traced her fingers around my eyes and then across my lids, causin' me to shut 'em. When she moved her hands away, I opened my eyes. 

She stepped back again. "I've never seen anyone's eyes do that. Our eyes glow red, sometimes, especially if we're mad, but not like that. It literally looked like fire was dancing through the icy blue. It was really wicked." She shook her head and smiled. "I liked it."

When she started toward me, I held up my hands. "You need to go."

"No thank you for giving you your sight back?"

"Thanks. Now go." She kept walkin' towards me, infuriatin' me at how she made me feel things for her that I knew weren't real. "I've never hit a woman, but there's a first time for everything," I told her, only half jokin'. 

"Bronwren," a voice snapped from behind her, causin' her to jump.

We both looked up to see Drakyn standin' at the foot of the bed. I tried to control my anger towards him, not wantin' him to see the rage in my eyes, if that's what it was.

"I'm going," she said as she winked at me. 

His eyes followed her out before they turned on me. "She has a bit of a soft spot for you, I do believe."

"Lucky me," I replied sarcastically.

"Oh, if you only knew. She is the one person here that I would not want on my bad side. She can be very... beneficial, if you know what I mean."

There were so many things I wanted to say, but I bit my tongue. "So, what was the proposition you were talkin' about before?"

He brought his hands up in front of him and started slowly tappin' his fingers together. "I want you to participate in our Letum Duels."

I don't know what I was expectin' him to say, but that wasn't it. "Duels? With the Vitam Swords?" Surely not. The loser of the Duels loses his soul and the winner takes their energy, which is all that's left of 'em. The thought of bein' a part of that made me sick. I didn't want any Taker's energy to mix with mine.

"Yes."

"What's the purpose?"

"The Duels sort out the weak," he explained.

"Why not just take 'em out yourself?"

"That's not how I work."

"Oh, I see. So, just let us kill each other off. Leave the dirty work to someone else."

From the look on his face, I must've hit a nerve. "It not only sorts out the weak, but it also makes the strong even stronger."

"Then why don't you just kill 'em all with the Vitam Sword, yourself, and be done with it? Then you'd be the strongest."

"Where would the fun be in that? And besides, the strongest is always the last one standing, is it not?" 

His smile told me everything I needed to know. I would ultimately be the last one standin'... and then he would kill me.

Let him try. "Sure, I'll duel. But what if I lose? I won't be here to utilize anymore." He wanted me so bad, I thought it was odd that he'd be so willin' to give me up for entertainment.

He raised an eyebrow. "You won't lose."

I'd only sparred once and won out of pure luck. And even though I'd been in a couple of fights in my life, they were nothin' like this. Fists flyin' didn't compare to what I was about to face. Someone was gonna die and, from what Drakyn had said, it wasn't gonna be me. It made me wonder what he'd do to prevent it. And who I was gonna have to kill to prevent it, myself.

He turned to walk out, flappin' his long coat behind him. "Follow me, Mr. Brogan. Let's see how much of a fighter you really are."

As I followed him through the empty common area, I should've felt nervous, but I didn't. Not about gettin' taken out with a Vitam Sword, anyway. I did feel a little anxious to see who I was gonna have to kill. That didn't sit well with me at all. What if he put me up against Blayz? Or Henry? I don't think I'd be able to erase Henry, who was the British man that we'd met in Savannah—the one I'd accidentally brought here last year. 

"I'm not facin' Henry," I informed him as we descended the stairs.

He stopped once we reached the bottom and turned towards me, almost nose to nose. "You'll face whomever I put up against you."

"Then you can watch me die."

His eyes flashed red, lettin' me know he didn't like my reply. Oh, well.

"Sit with the others," he ordered as he walked towards the center of the ring. 

The room was full, like it usually was durin' sparrin' events, and all eyes were on me. I'm sure they were surprised to see me back. I avoided their stares as I crossed the room and sat at the edge of the stone seats.

Silence fell upon the room as Drakyn started to speak. "Someone has been rather fractious. They took it upon themselves to take a little trip to the living world"—he started to walk in my direction—"without my permission." He clicked his tongue.

At first, I thought he was talkin' about me and was gonna single me out. But when he stopped in front of me, he held his hand out toward one of the Takers sittin' behind me and, with a flick of his wrist, they flew out onto the middle of the floor. I recognized him as one of the dolts who hung out with Nex, who is probably the evilest Taker here besides Drakyn. He's also the biggest, towerin' several inches over me. But this Taker was small; probably used Nex for protection. I didn't see Nex comin' to protect him now, though.

"Just so we are all clear on the rules, for those who may not have a complete grasp or understanding; no one—NO ONE," he yelled as his eyes fell upon me, "is to leave here without my permission, for any reason. No one." He turned back toward the Taker that he'd just thrown across the room and stretched his hand toward him again. "Proditionem!" 

As he yelled that last word, the Taker, who was now scramblin' away from Drakyn, shot straight up into the air, collidin' with one of the Vitam Swords that was floatin' above our heads. One of them pierced his chest before he came crashin' back down to the floor. The look in his eyes was nothin' but pure terror as his body dissolved into a ball of energy, just like Donaven's did when Blayz stabbed him. Drakyn spread his arms wide, absorbin' the energy into himself, and, with a smile on his face, he turned to face us again.

I felt half sick, knowin' I was fixin' to have to do that to somebody. I kept tellin' myself that they were evil, that they all deserved to be erased, but I knew it was a lie. Not all of 'em were evil. Henry was here 'cause of me and he wasn't evil, at all; he had been a brilliant journalist who liked to tell us war stories. And Blayz—he'd left behind kids and a wife, who ended up remarryin'. He became a Taker so he wouldn't have to watch his wife carry out her life with another man, who'd also taken over the role as father to his children. I didn't blame him for choosin' this life; I'd probably have done the same thing. 

Drakyn's voice brought my attention back to the ring as Blayz and Warryk made their way to the center, sparrin' weapons in hand. "And let the fun begin!" he yelled as the clear wall rose up around the ring, separatin’ them from us.

We watched Blayz and War circle around and take slices at each other, all the while wearin' big grins on their faces. War ended up bein' bloody after just a few minutes, but it didn't seem to faze him. Neither did the fact that he only had one weapon left, which was a small blade. I tried to watch and learn, knowin' I could be next. They dove and flipped outta the way of each other as the blades were brought down over and over until finally Blayz caught him off guard and disarmed him of his weapon. 
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