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The burn is slow.







Wonderful Indie Authors Community, I thank you, you’re
always there.







“Reality continues to ruin
my life.”






The Complete Calvin and
Hobbes


I






Unforeseen







Normalcy, normalcy, was not something she looked for anymore. Normal had gone
out the window when her sister had been abducted at five years old,
leaving Cecile to wonder whether she should have been more aware of
her surroundings. Even if she was a child herself when it
happened.

Normal
had left her family when her sister had been returned to them,
unharmed but frightened,
and then they had tried to move on with their life. But normal was
a hundred per cent gone and over when her parents died, and Cecile
and Alexis were shipped off to Ireland and off to an all-girls
school.

By the
time Cecile managed to emancipate herself and prove that she could support herself
and her sister, she was almost seventeen, so they lived a very
different life and sort of hid from their only living relative. But
truth was, her grandfather let them be. She never told Alexis, but
he called once a year to see if they were still afloat, he gave
them the reins of their lives, but Cecile knew the man would
continue to keep an eye on them, even if he much preferred to have
nothing to do with her.






Now,
after finishing her bachelor’s degree and being buried in student loans, she was
finally trying to make her way out into the world by looking for a
steadier job, a professional hey-I-have-a-degree kind of job.
Alexis was finishing school, and she had insisted that her baby
sister stop working part-time and focus on her finals. After all
these years, Cecile wouldn’t be responsible for her sister’s lack
of sleep, poor grades, or concerns about money. She was the one who
decided they should be independent so she would help her to a
decent university.






Cecile
Ayon knew, after so long
and all that her sister had gone through, that life was not normal,
that anyone who didn’t know that there were other beings living
among humans was just asking to be a plaything for those others,
and the few times she went out with friends or tried to date, it
was to discover that her circle included that kind of people that
she thought were worrying about meaningless crap, and not about how
they could be abducted, killed, or used by beings that looked human
but were far from it. She didn’t recognise them like her sister
could, not easily, but she was aware that she should stay away from
those that were suspicious and too interested in her. Awful for
meeting someone new, but so far, Cecile had avoided the Others. She
was lucky they weren't in her life, at least, that was
good.






Cecile's
latest round of interviews had sucked the will to keep on looking for a job,
so many questions, so many new people to meet and sort of impress,
at least enough that they would employ her. The law firm she had
been at that day was run by a family, it was an issue though
because they were most likely to hire someone a family member
knew. Ugh. The sole
thought of it annoyed her, so when one of her friends invited her
for a corporate lunch, she accepted, maybe she'd meet someone to
propel her in the right direction.

"Hey,"
she was greeted at the
hotel's doors. Figures it would be in a semi-fancy place. Taking a
quick look down, she made sure that she was wearing decent clothes.
"You look fine."

"Shut up,"
Cecile told her friend, who smiled lightly and led the way to the
restaurant. She shouldn't have worried about her clothes, everyone
at the table was fairly casual. If you didn't count the two suits
and the one black dress, more suited for a night out at the
opera.

Introductions were made, and Cecile spent half the time trying to keep up
with the conversation, she knew three out of the eight people at
the table, and that made for difficult conversations. Mostly she
looked at her phone discreetly and drank her virgin cocktails. So
she noticed someone at another table was looking at her from time
to time, she felt that stare too much, and it made her think of all
the things that could go wrong. I got to stop that. She told herself, she'll end up paranoid,
which she tried to make her sister not to be, so she should follow
the example.

He must be Other. She thought next when her skin wouldn't stop shivering at
his intense stare, he was getting bolder too. Crap, he must have
noticed that I noticed. She realised.

"Cee,"
one of her friends called her attention, and she focused on
that, trying to ignore
the blue eyes tables away, gazing at her like she was the only one
in the room. Cecile felt her cheeks warm a little at the way her
thoughts turned. All while trying to keep up the conversation, she
nodded and smiled.

Once
they were all getting
ready to leave, she dared another look across the room and saw the
guy was gone from the table, the waiters were clearing it out. With
a relief she didn't quite feel, she said goodbye and hit the
bathroom before leaving.

"Holy
cow!" She exclaimed when someone bumped into her coming out of the bathroom, giving
her a scare too.

"Apologies," the deep voice next to her made her stand tall
and lift her eyes a little far up than she was used to, and then she had to suppress her
shock upon encountering those blue, blue orbs. "Oh," he didn't rein
in his surprise though.

"You can
step back now," she declared in an icy tone, seeing as he was still
plastered to her side, holding her arm so she wouldn't stumble.

"Yes, of
course." The guy raised his hands and backed up a bit.

"Okay," she
said, and tried to move away.

"Uhm, hey." He
followed her out of the corridors and into the lobby. "Wait."

"Yes?"
Cecile said, stopping in front of the main carousel doors.

"Can I
ask your name?" She turned on the man behind her,
and he had the decency of
looking flustered, or was it an act?

Look at
those clear eyes. My goodness. She
thought exasperatedly, he was even more attractive at close with
the short dark blond hair, and the chiselled chin, even the light
eyelashes. She never knew that such a fair complexion would be
something she'd be into.

"Eh, no," she
tried to keep walking.

"Why not?" He
insisted, following her out to the street.

"Because I
don't want to," she replied tersely.

"I'm
Lyle Healy," she bit the inside of her cheek, trying to keep her cool.

"Okay,"
Cecile told him, stepping closer to the doorman and asking for a
cab. "Good for you." She directed at the man next to
her.

"You don't
live here, right?" He asked, motioning to the hotel.

"You're
observant," she was
being rude, she knew that but there was something about this Lyle
person that had her body on alert, and she didn't know if that was
on the good side or the he-might-not-be-human side.

"Do you come
here a lot?" He tried next.

"No."

"Miss,
the car is here." The
doorman announced, indicating the cab that had pulled
up.

"Thanks," she told him, and walked down the steps. Lyle was
right behind her of course, then got the door for her.

"Consider coming back? Lunch this weekend?" She snorted at
his attempt to get a
date or whatever out of her, when she had refused to even give him
her first name. "I'm always eating alone at that restaurant," he
hurried to say when she jumped inside the cab. He closed the door
for her then leaned over the open window, she met his blue eyes for
the first time since they had stepped out the hotel, and so close
to her face they were even more mesmerising. "I'll wait, Saturday
and Sunday. I'll wait." He insisted then stepped back. Cecile
didn't nod or shake her head no, she just turned to the driver and
told him to get going.

There
was no way she would take an invitation like that from a random
person, it was insane and yet staring into his clear eyes, there was a tiny part of her
that had considered it. But for all she knew, he was Other and just
wanted to lure her in, shaking her head at her own doubtful mind,
Cecile decided to put the strange meeting aside. She had other
things to think about.






* * *







Finally,
something that could make him consider staying in Nenagh.
Lyle was about ready to
return home, and reject the position, the good pay and the
multitude of benefits that came with being chief of a fire
brigade.

He had
been in town for almost
a month, he was about to be told to make the decision or return to
Dublin, and he might have and then a light appeared in the fog, he
did like Nenagh, but it was not enough to make him stay, but she
could be, so he had thrown caution to the wind and done something
he never had, ask the pretty girl her name, follow her out,
probably freaking her out at his insistence, and told her he would
wait for her at the restaurant all weekend, it was pathetic and
embarrassing but he would do it again because she was cute and hot,
and could stare at him with a cold gaze even when her cheeks were
flushing with something that he hoped was interest.

Heavens, he
wanted to know her.






***


Cecile
took her sweet time coming back, taking so many detours and walks
that the sun was dipping
when she decided to return.

"Hey!
I'm home," she announced, entering their almost too-small-for-two flat. There was no reply
though. "Alexis?" Nothing. "Answer, please," she called, leaving
her low heels by the door and walking to her sister's
room.

"Yes,
I'm here. Don't panic." Alexis replied when she was about to
barge into the room and
look for her.

"A quick
answer would be nice."

"So you
have told me," her sister mumbled. Cecile didn't answer further,
avoiding the endless discussion of being fine and not needing to be looked after every
second, but Alexis should know by now that the tiny sparkle of
worry would never go away.

"What do
you want for dinner?" She asked from the kitchen, opening cabinets
and not finding much, which was no surprise really. They should go to the
store.

"How
about steak with salad and fries and crème brulée?" Alexis meant it as a joke, but Cecile
didn't turn to her or laugh. It somehow hit her once more that she
hadn't found a job, that they were living in a small place with
nearly no privacy. "Hey," her sister said. "There's a frozen pizza
in the fridge, that's perfect." She continued, stepping to the
kitchen.

"Someday, I'll
treat you to a delicious grand meal."

"I don't
need that." Alexis said immediately. "I'm sorry, I was joking before."

"I
know," she interrupted her with a wan smile. "Pizza, right?" She carried on, pulling it
out.

"Call me
when it's hot. I am
studying, after all." Her sister said.

"Take a
break."

"Not all
of us are A+ geniuses like you," she teased her, finally making her
laugh.

"If you
need this genius to help you out, just let me know." Cecile offered, not for the first
time, though she received the usual shrug from her
sibling.

Sighing
she prepared or rather heated their meal, trying to pull herself together. There were more
interviews, more chances out there, she could prove her worth in
any environment.






Fifteen
minutes later, they sat
down around the coffee table in their living room, they didn't have
a couch or sofa, just three huge pillows, and after years they got
used to it. Cecile had wanted to buy a decent couch, but Alexis had
insisted they didn't need it, so there they were.

"How was your
Italian test?" She asked, drinking her water.

"B
minus," Alexis replied around a mouthful of cheese.

"That's
good." She told her with a smile, but her sister rolled
her eyes.

"I'll get it
to a B plus," she defied.

"It's a good
grade," Cecile insisted.

"Don't expect
all A's on the final report though," she told her.

"Not
everything is about it,"
she tried next. Alexis was a good student and kid, she never had a
low grade or stayed out late, or given her a reason to be worried
about where she was or with who. So she didn't want her to feel
pressure to get perfect scores and stress herself out when she
could get into University with the grade she had.

"You're
doing it again," Alexis
complained, making her smile.

"Sorry,"
she told her, finishing the dough on her plate. Whenever she
worried, Alexis would tell her that she looked like a mom, and she felt like she had to
make an effort to please her, even though it was not the case.
"What were you studying?"

"Chemistry," she made a face as soon as the word left her.
"No help required, thank you. We made a study group, and we'll
meet at the library."
Alexis rushed to say.

"Okay,
that's cool." Cecile took their plates and got up, going to the sink. And all the while she
tried to pretend that her mind was not taking detours to her
lunchtime, she didn't even know she was actively trying not to
think about it, but there it was, crossing her thoughts while she
ignored the memory of those light eyes or the tight build his body
had.

"Alex," she
said without turning.

"Yes?" Her
sister replied slowly, still sitting by the table.

"Can I
ask—," she stopped
herself. Was she honestly going to ask her little sister about what
Others could be like? So she could maybe try to recognise
them? No,
that's insane. She
reprimanded herself.

"What is
it?"

"Nothing,
forget it." She said.

"Come
now, I am curious,"
Alexis told her, getting up. "You can ask anything, I guess." She
finished in a nervous tone.

“How,” it was
stupid, she shouldn’t be asking. Yet. “How exactly do you recognise
Others?”

“Excuse
me?” Alexis sputtered, turning around sharply.
“Why?” She said next,
studying her.

“I want
to be aware,” why was she lying? It’s embarrassing. She realised. “Forget it.”

“You
wouldn’t,” Alexis told her.

“How
come?”

“It’s
different for me, Cee,” she tried to explain. “I feel it, but I can
tell you what they’d
mostly look like.” She offered.

“I don’t
want to bring any bad memories,” Cecile said, putting a kettle on the stove.

“I
mean, it’s weird you
want to know now, did you meet someone or what?” She knew that her
sibling was joking, but when she didn’t deny it at once. “You did,
didn’t you? A guy? Tell me about it.”

“He’s no
one.” She bit her lip as
soon as the words left her. Damn.

“I can
meet him, and tell you if he’s Other or not, it’ll be easier for
you. Though you haven’t worried about that
possibility before,”
Alexis ranted on, lying down on two pillows.

Ha. Cecile
thought darkly, that’s what her sister believed. Truth was, she did
think about it, even when she tried not to judge, there was always
a voice in the back of her mind, telling her that there were other
beings among regular humans, and those beings could do magic, mess
your mind up or even turn into a freaking animal, and you wouldn’t
know what they were until it was too late or they decided to stop
hiding. So, she had kept guys away, she did date sometimes, but it
was not a usual occurrence. Even if rationally, she knew that not
all Others could possibly be terrible.

“You’re
not meeting anyone,” Cecile said finally, coming over with their
gigantic mugs. One sparkly purple for Alexis and a
gold rose for herself, they
were filled with green tea because that was their preferred drink
at night.

“Is he extra
handsome?”

“What do you
mean extra?” She frowned.

“Like,
model gorgeous, so freaking handsome that it’s hard to believe,”
her sister said
casually.

“Is that
how we would judge non-Others? Based on their looks?” She
questioned, thinking. He
was extra handsome. Oh no! She
thought, blushing. It seemed she had liked him after
all.

“It’s
not a definite, but they carry this perfect gene in
them. For example, an
Incubus, he’ll be blue or green-eyed,” Cecile’s heart almost burst
from her chest, remembering his light blue eyes. “And raven-black
hair.” She sighed at that.
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