Thq‘any

| awoke sudden]y, gasping for air. There was notking but darkness all around me. The instant | first took that stale
breath of air | knew | wasn t in my warm bed at home. Somethingwas Aigging into my l)acI(, but when | tried to roll off of it | hit a
wall. | moved my hands to investigate | realized that my hands were tied together, and to my utter horror, my feet were too. What
the heck was going on?

As | awkwardly moved to investigate my surroun&ings, | rea|ized | was in a trun]&. A spil<e o”ear went right through me.
How did | get here | wracked my brain, trying to remember. | came up with nothing. The last thing | remembered was wa”dng
home. It's obvious to me now that | didn t make it. | snorted to myseH?as | realized | had pro]oaHy let my guard down, Areaming
about my life filled with adventure instead of hour after hour of co”ege lectures and poring over books. Now you ve got what you
Wante(/, /4(/3.

“/L/eeee/p././”| cried out, loeating my hands and feet against the lid of the hood. | could feel the car's movement
underneath me, Fairly smooth so we must have been on a highway. “He|p! P|ease, somebody”w | screamed until my throat was raw.

Another spi|<e of fear went tlwough me as the ride su&den|y got a lot more L}umpy. Were we on a back road now? My
breathing was ragged and against the darkness | could see spots. No no no no no. | couldn’t pass out, not now. If I did, | might
never wake up. Who knows what my ](i&napper planned to do with me?

|t didn't take long before the vehicle stopped, and my breath a]ong with it... This was it. | tried to position myse”‘with my
feet towards the lid. | could kick them when they opene& it and aFterthat... | shook my head. | could worry about that when and if
got there.

| heard Footsteps outside coming nearer and tensed, |<n0wing my moment was coming soon. The sudden [ight when they
opened the trunk lid blinded me for a second, the person’s shadow outlined. | kicked out at the person, pusl’xing them back and
onto their Eutt. ﬂaey must not have expected that. ] squirmed out oFthe trunl( as quic|<|y as | couH, [;ut l had on[yjust Fa”en onto
my hands and knees on the ground when something hard hit me in the head and | had to Fight to ]&eep conscious.

When | looked up, | saw the barrel of a pisto] aimed right between my eyes, which crossed in an attempt to focus on the
deadly black barrel. “Try that again and 'll shoot you. |'m sure Cedric wouldn't mind.” The voice was high—pitched and delfinite]y
Fema[e, Iout there was a... brol(enness to the way she acte&. A giggle erupted From her lips an& ] realized something. ﬂlis ]ady was
insane. He doesn t even know you’re here. she whispered conspiratoria”y as the hand hol&ing the gun relaxed a little and it
lowered a little.

| don't think she noticed that | was so scared | felt like | might piss my pants. | was frozen in Fear, like a tiny mouse out
in the open that knew there was a hungry owl spira”ing in the air above it.

ﬂue Iady \Crowned. “Come on, get up. Cedric Wi” ]ove his new present[” A manic smi|e came across lqer Face an& l
shuddered, wondering once again just how the heck | got into this mess.

The woman motioned impatiently for me to stand up and | did so hastily. | looked around, hoping that there would be
some neigH)ors out but it seemed they lived out here all on their own.

The harshjab of the gun against my back interrupted my observation and prompted me to keep moving. She quicHy
pushed me in the front door of a run down one-story house. It might have been cute and quaint at one point, but no one had

bothered to keep the surrounding woods and weeds from creeping up on it or even thought about replacing the broken window.



The front door creaked open on rusty hinges. The smell oFcigar smoke was the first thing | noticed about the house. It
permeated everyt[qing. Oh Ceeedriiiic, we’re hoooomel” The woman ca”ed out in a singsong voice as she |ocl<ed the (Joor behin&
her. | swa”owed, trying to stee] my nerves For whatever was to come next.

There was no answer and the woman's smile faded. “Cedric!” She ye“ed. “Get in here!” Her sudden and extreme mood
swings were so unpredictalo]e and | found myse]Fsi|ent|y ye”ing at Cedric to getin here, hronly to distract this unstable woman and
the gun she held in her hand away from me.

ﬂxanlﬂ[‘u”y, a s]eepy eyed Iooy slqumed in dressed in just pajama pants and rulobing lqis eyes. TI’IOSG eyes Wi&eneA when
they saw me and | noticed that they were start]ing]y green. Hisjaw dropped open in surprise and some other emotion | couldn’t
identiry.

“Cedric, c|ose your mouth. We have a guest.” She snapped at him, annoyed. His mouth immediate|y snapped shut.
\Ne”, nice to ]mow slqe Wasn‘tjust bipo|artowar&s me. P|eased, his mother went From annoyed to watchltul. Her eyes Hicl(ed From
Cedric to me and back again. “Well?”

The look on Cedric’s face was horror, | realized su(Hen]y. |t seemed like his mother recognized it as well. “You don't like
herzn She asked casua”y, Iout t['1e way she said it senta chi” (Jown my spine. |_il<e | was a toy she’d brought home For her precious
ba[}y laoy and could be thrown away at any moment.

Cedric imme&iately broke out in a smile. “No, Mom, lvmjust surprised.” His smile seemed too tight in his cheeks and
didn't reach his eyes, but his mother didn t notice. She grinned and | relaxed slight]y, Feeling like ]’djust Earely dodge& abullet.

She set the gunina drawer and locked it with one of many keys she had on a keyring. She noticed me watching her and |
saw something twisted Hicl(er belqind her eyes. “Wow, Mom, |,m starving[" Cedric exclaimed, drawing her attention From me once
again.

“Oh! Of course, it s quite late isn't it¢ | wasn t even here to make you dinner.” She went to puttering about the kitchen,
Ieaving me standing [;y the door and watching Cedric like a cornered animal.

He og‘ered me L}is hand, his expression unreadaHe. “|t‘s a |ot easier hC you do What slqe Wants.” What sAe Wantsz He
doesn t want this¢ He ran his hand through his hair and | could tell it was a nervous tick. '|...I can try to exp]ain later.” He said
under his breath so his mother couldn't hear.

| gulp and taLe his han&, no&ding. What else was | suppose& to d02 ﬂ]ey could do anything they wanted to me at t|'1is
point, so [ wouldjust bide my time and wait for a chance to escape.

He gently tugs me towards a dining room, which isn t much more than a small table with mismatched chairs and an
overhead lamp. The scent oFcigars smells even stronger in here and | stifle the urge to gag, Feanfu”y glancing toward the kitchen
where Cedric's mother was cooldng.

Cedric opened a cabinet and pu”ed out three g]asses. He motioned to another cabinet. ~Plates are in there. It I make
Mom happier if you he[p out with settingthe table.” He said quietly then walked to the kitchen to fill the glasses. | g]anced around
the dining room but there was no other doors except the one the lead back to the kitchen and no windows either. | su”en[y opened
the cabinet and took out tlwee p|ates, but my han&s were s[qal(ing S0 bad that | dropped one.

The shattering noise stopped the soft easy sound of puttering around in the kitchen and the woman came storming into
the room while | was trying to gather up the pieces of broken porce]ain. “You broke my Chinal” She screamed at me. | g|anceé
down at the pieces | was co”ecting and noticed they delfinitely weren 't China, but this didn't seem like a good time to contradict
her. Cedric came quicL Ioelﬂnd her, grablning ['1er arm.



“Hey it's ok, Mom. She didn t mean to. Remember when | tried he[ping you set the table and | dropped a p[ate2 'm sure
she,sjust not used to it.” He saidina coaxing voice and some of the Fury leaked from his mother’s Face. He,d thrown a shirt on that
was still s|ig['1t|y wrinkled.

“But you were a toddler.” She said, pouting. “She should know better.”

He ignored her last remark. | lmow, Mom, | know. Il always be your baby koy." Her eyes softened even more and she
Iooked up at lﬂm, gent|y cupping his cheel(.

“My baby laoy.” She whispered, tears g|istening in her eyes. | g|ance [)ack (Jown to the mess WhiC[’l | had gathered up
complete|y. | felt intrusive watchingthem like that. His mother sounded so (Jesperate when she d said those three words. For what,
| wasn’t sure.

His mother went back to the kitchen like nothing happened and Cedric knealt down next to me. “Here IH take that.”
Without waiting for my answer he takes the broken pieces and throws them into the trash.

When he came back |'d rep[aced the broken p]ate and p]aced the three of them on the table. He reached for my hands
before | could protest and looked at my palms. There was a cut across the meaty part of my hand that | hadn t noticed before and
seeingthe Hood 00ze out oFit made me nauseous. Oh God.” ] Iooked away, l(nowing [& pass out nf| kept |ool<ing at it.

He Ied me out oFthe room again and l cou[d Fee] his mother,s eyes on my back until we entered a ha“way. There were two
doors on the right and one on the left. The first one on the right was a bathroom, which made me assume that the other two doors
led to their bedrooms.

Cedric gently pushed down on my shoulders until | was sitting down on the toilet seat and he let the water run. | was
thrown off l)y the contrast between Cedric and his mother. He was so calm and stable while his mother was broken g|ass. Rea&y to
cut at anyone unsuspecting and changing views so easily. I'm sorry Ada.” He whispere& without Ioo[(ing at me. | look at him,
surprised. How did he know my name?

“Do | l&now youzn [ asked, almost accusingly. ]t was that or he was a big—time sta”<er. [ suppose lqe cou]d have been at
my co“ege or a customer at the calfe ] worked at. ﬂ\ere were 80 many peop|e, it was hard to I&eep tracl< oF everyone.

He nodded. “We go to the same school. We have the same lunch hour and we re both in World Studies.” | no&ded,
tight-lipped and for some reason feel betrayed. lt was one thing when | thought that his mother was just a crazy l(idnapper and
he...we” | didn’t Imow how he Fit into it. But now, it Iooke& ]i|<e he had more connection to me than his mother. A thouglqt hit me.
Was it possila]e that he asked his mom to kidnap me¢?

Cedric still wasn't |ool<ing at me but his hands were still in the sink. “I'm sorry Ada.” He said again. "I never meant for
any of this to happen...” Cedric looked like he was about to say something else but his mother called that dinner was rea&y. “Ina
minute Mom!" He called back.

He tool< a damp cloth and gently cleane& my cut. He stucl< a l)andaid on my hand once it was thorougMy cleaned and
suddenly leaned forward and kissed my palm. “There. All better.” | looked at him, surprise&. | didn't have a chance to say anything
before he was [eading me back out of the bathroom.

When we came back into the dining room, |'1is mom was putting spaghetti onto the plates. Cedric tool< his seat on one
side with his mother an& | sat at tl’le ot['1er side. | didn‘t thinl( |d Feel much ]il<e eating l?ut alfter tentative|y taldng a l?ite, | rea]ize&
| was starving. | must have been in that trunk for a while.

Sitting at the table gave me an opportunity to observe mother and son. His mom was gaunt and sicHy lool(ing. Her hair
was a mousy brown that might have been pretty ifit vvasn’t soflat and stringy against her head. Her movements were stiff and
hesitant. As | watched her hands move | noticed that her Fingernails were bitten to the quicl(. She kept g|ancing at Cedric, almost



like she had to make sure he hadn't disappeared since the last time she d seen him. He was much healthier IooLingthan his
mother. Though he shared her [;rown hair, it vvasn’t near as dirty—looldng. It Erushed across his Forehea&, almost reaching his Hue
eyes. He Aidn‘t share tl’le same eyes as lqis mother, so | guessed that tlfley were his Fathervs. Watching them together was a
contrast.

My eyes met with his mother s pa]e grey g]are and | knew that observation time was over. | looked down at my plate,
Finishing off the last of the spaghetti. Do you want some more? | looked up to see Cedric |ool<ing at me. | shook my head and
sipped nervously at my glass.

| he|pe& clean up the table and put the dishes in the sink. Cedric's mother watched me with narrowed eyes. |'m not sure
who she watched more, Cedric or me. He walked over and kissed his mother on the forehead. “Don’t worry, we | get the dishes.
You go to Eed.”

She shook her head. “I'll'be in the living room. There s still something that | need to do.” Cedric grimace& but didn't say
anything more.

He came back over to me by the sink. Can you Aryzn

“Yes, [ can (Jo that much.” ] snapped. He was treating me IiLe g|ass and norma”y | hate it when peop]e do that anyways,
but it rea”y wasn t what | expected to happen, given the situation.

He raised his eye]orow atme. Well, | should hope so. He started washing the dishes and han&ing them to me. |'d dry
them off and he d tell me where they went. | hated to admit it, but we worked pretty well together. lt didn't take [ong before the
dishes were all done and | wasn’t sure what to do next.

He walked to the doorway of the |iving room and peered in. Without the sound of running water | could hear the
television. “Hey, we re going to go to bed now.”

Wed”l squeal(ed out. | hadn't even realized it but | had moved into the doorway next to Cedric. His mother was laying
ona couch. | cleared my throat. “V\/here am | s|eeping2” [ asked, aFrai(J to Imow the answer.

His mother Iool(ed me dead in the eyes with contempt. ]m not |eaving you a[one. Either youyre sleepingwith Cedric, or
youyre sleeping with me.” | pa]e& and chewed on my [ip |oo]<ing from Cedric to his mother.

I, er, guess 'm sleeping with Cedric...” | blushed. That didn't sound the way | meant it. His mother nodded and went
Eack to Watching t['1e show on tv, some l(ind 01(3 comedy.

Cedric wa”<ed [)acI( down the ha“way and | Fo”owed him hesitant]y. Once we were in his room, my hands were tremb[ing
and | couldn’t Ioring mysellfto look at him. This was the point wasn t it¢ This was the reason | was here. To be his new toy."

He reached toward me and | flinched away from his touch. He snatched his hand back like he'd been burned. I won't
touch you hC you don’t want me to.” [ sti” didn’t ]ook up at him, not trusting in what he said. He WaH(ecJ away From me and | peeked
up at him. He was standing with his back to me, ta]dng offhis shirt. My face flushed and my eyes snappe& down again. | heard the
squeal(ing of the bed springs as he s[ippe& into bed. | was still standing on the door, my hands c]aspeJ together and my heart in my
throat.

T4 give you the bed and s]eep on the floor but Mom looks in (Juring the night and she gets mad if we re not in bed
together. It wouldn't be penfect." He spat out the last word like it left a bad taste in his mouth. | glanced at where he was |aying in
bed. It was queen sized, so there was deﬁinite|y enough room for the two of us. He d pu”ed back a corer of the blankets on the
empty side. My side.

| slowly wa||<ed over an& got into the bed, Iaying oFFthe very edge, as Far away as possible. l |aid on my side Facing him.
After a few seconds | worked up the courage to say what had been on my mind. “ﬂlere have been other girls.”



Su&denly, it was him that couldn't stand to look at me. Cedric rolled onto his back and stared up at the ceiling. Ves.”
He ansvvered in a coarse voice. His answer chi”ed me to the bone, even though ] suspected.

“What happene& tothem? | asked in a small voice. Did | even want to know?

He closed his eyes and his face looked paine&. He was quiet so ]ong | feared he had fallen as]eep and | started nodding
off too. “They died.” He whispered. Just like that my eyes snappe& wide open and | tensed. | didn't realize what was happening
Forthe ]ongest time. ﬂaey started bringing girls when | was younger, aloout 1 or 8 It must have been easier to convince t['1em t[qat
this was just a Ioig wfun adventure. Kids are too trustworthy, an& Jistracted too easily.” He said bitterly.

“We thought it was a game, but whenever one disp]ease& Mom or myselF, tlﬂey left. Mom a|ways told me that theyjust
went back home and | believed her. | believed her.” His voice cracked. “| must have known deep down what was going on. Mayloe
not at First, but when ] got oHer | realized that some oFthe gir|s were the same ones that | went to schoo] wit[m At First | was
happy, because most of the time it was Mom that decided the girls needed to go and htthey were at school | could still see them
away from her. It was a real shock whenever | was told that they were missing.”

He shook his head. | wish | could believe that they were still alive. Evenjust one.” | was surprise({ to hear how much
grieltis contained in his voice. He Fina”y looked at me with those deep blue eyes. | promise l wonlt let the same happen to you.”
He vowed and his face was dead serious.

| couldn't lwelp but wonder how many other gir|s he'd promised the same thing. | swallowed and nodded, still unable to
rea”y believe him but afraid that if | voiced my doubts, my end might come that much sooner.

“P|ease say something." He kegge& me. His blue eyes seemed to pierce right through my soul.

“| Aon’t l<now vvhat to say..." ] mumbled and |ool<ed away. “|t’sjust..." ] trailed 01[‘1[‘, Frustrated at my inability to exp]ain
what | was thin[(ing. “How could you not notice? V\/hy are you still going a|ong with this?” My tone was accusatory.

His eyes widened and his face looked like he d been s]apped. “I...what am | supposed to do@ Turn my own parents in¢?
And then whatz Everyone would Mame me For something my parents were doing and | had no control overl” His voice had been
raising, despite his l?est eF\Corts to keep quiet. He sounded ) tortured, o) anguished; | cou]dn’t help but Fee| sorry Forthe situation
he d been thrown into.

Cedric’s mother opene& the door and peeked inside. Her eyes immediately found me and her eyes went all narrow.
“Everything alrig[qt in here2” The question was olaviously aime& at Cedric, but her eyes never ]eFt me. ] started to stare deFiantly
back at her until | remembered Cedric's words earlier: most of the time it was Mom that decided the g/'r/s needed to £0. ﬂlatjust
made me angrier, but | made myse”‘loo[( down from her like the meek little girl she wanted for her son. She was |ool<ing fora
reason to get rid of mel

“V\/e’re Fine, Mom. Just a ]overs’ spat." He gave her a shy secretive smi|e that didn,t reach his eyes. ] Hushed at his

choice onords. How dare ['1e presume l Wou]d even want to touch him aFter What |d Iearneéz

She nodded an& shut the door. A Few seconds Iater, l heard a Ley turnin the |ocl< opthe door.
“Loverszzﬂ | hissed under my Ereath.

“VYes lovers!” He hissed back at me. “]Fyou don't start going a]ong with this you,” make it even easier for her to come up
with a reason to...get rid of you." He ran his hand through his hair in frustration. | saw something else in his face
thoug]'x...he|p|essness. ] pushe& away the Fee|ing of gui[t this sent through me. Even if he was trying to he|p me now, this should
never have gotten so far.

“So...why meg” l asked quiet]y. [ wasn,t sure |d want to l(novv.



| watched his face redden. “V\/e”, | rea”y do like you and | didn't mean to even mention your name but Mom listens
better than you,d think. Most of the time it,sjust a random gir| that she finds and...observes fora while. | have to guard my words
everytime ] ta”«. Any time | mention a name, especia”y a gir|ys name, she Fee|s the need to wfind out everything about that person.”

| shuddered, imagining his mother staH(ing me. | pu” the blankets closer around me, reaching for that comfort that
blankets offered. It was warm and who knows how late. My eye]ids were (Jrooping but | still had so many questions.

“Does she a|ways lock the girls with you in your roomzn [ asked, trying unsuccessFu”y to keep the s[eep out oF my voice.

“Yes, un|ess they decide to sleep Wit[’] her instead. None oFt[qem ever slept more than one night With herthough." He
glanceé at me. Are you getting tired?’

| shook my hea&. “No way.” | stiﬂed ayawn. “Te” me about your mother. How was she bel[‘ore a” thiszn

Cedric Iooked at me, surprised. | guess none oFthe other girls had as|<e& that. His eyes g[aze& over and he smiled
reminiscent]y. “She used to be rea”y pretty, not all thin and gaunt like she is now. | remember she used to bake all the time. She
did everything she could to make my dad and me I’xappy." He frowned. “Dad was never rea”y satisfied. He wanted everything to be
better. He wante& us to Ee better. He wante& us to be liLe...”

| drifted as|eep to the sound oFCedric,s voice.

| groaned, turning my wface away From the sun[ight drhttingthrough the windovv. My s|eep was surprising]y untroubled. ]
dreamt of a happy little Fami|y with a grinning blue eyed toddler. Later the dream had somethingto do with ange|s but it was so
unclear and every time | tried to recall what it was about it seemed to s]ip farther away.

As muc[q as | wanted to, l cou[dn,t go Eack to s[eep. [ moved my [qand to rulo the sleep out oF my eyes, on|y to rea]ize& it
was pinned under something. A spiLe of fear went through me and my eyes Snapped open.

| breathed a sigh of relief when | saw that it was just Cedric, |aying on top 01Cmy arm. He was still as]eep and | was
snugg[ed up next to him. Hmmm. Must have happened sometime in the middle of the night. He looked so peaceru] and young while
asleep. | hadn't realized how tormented and wary he looked when he was awake.

| could feel my arm going numb under him so | tried to wigg]e it out without Wa]dng him. He groane& and rolled away from
me onto his stomach, Freeing my arm. He put his head on top of his now crossed arms and looked at me with his eyes still c|ouc]y
with sleep.

| bit my lip as | Felt the Hood rushing l)acl( into my arm. God, | always hated that pins—and—need|es Feeling.

“What is itz” He asked, seeingthe Iool< on my Face.

| held up my arm. “Just trying to get blood back into my Fingertips.” He at least had the decency to look apo[ogetic for
maldng my arm go to sleep.

“Here.” He reached out For my lqand and ] pu”e& it Eack.

“"What are you doingz Don't touch it!” The last thing | wanted was for him to make it worse. It was already hurtingto
move my arm around. But | couldn't he|p grinning a little bit.

Cedric's returning grin was mischievous. He reached over and poLe& my arm, just above the elbow. ﬂwanlﬂfu”y it wasn t
low enoug['] on my arm to rea”y hurt but | swatted his hand away with my good one. “Hey!” ] cou|dn’t he]p gigg]ing. | hadn’t noticed
it but while | was so focused on keeping my arm away from his poking Fingerthe blood had almost returned comp|etely in my hand
and the tingly Fee[ingwas Fading away. | sat up and rubbed my hand a little bit.

He was still grinning at me when he sat up too. “I've never heard you |augh before. You never did it at the co”ege.”

| shrugged. “]’ve a]ways Ioeen serious aloout my education. School isn’t a p|ace For Fun and gooFing around.”



He looked at me like | was crazy. “Come on, you,re a]ready old beyonc{ your years. By the time you,re Fina”y out of school
you,H realize you missed out on all the Fun.”

“Yea[q yeah." | ro”ed my eyes. ]d hear& that speech a Aozen times. | was content reading |900l<s ﬁor Fun. l spent some
time out with friends, but nothing Ioig like a party. | looked at him as | realized something. “Am | even going to be able to go back to
school?” | asked quietly.

Cedric imme&iately sobered, his grin morphing into a grimace. “No...Mom wou|dn,t a”ow it."

| nodded. That didn't surprise me. | felt a ﬁeeling of growing horror. “What am | going to do while you‘re at co”ege2” |
couldn’t imagine Aoing anything with his mother. Cedric was the only protection | had from her and even that was limited. /m/'gﬁt
be gone when you came back.

“Hey, hey don’t ta”< [ike that." Cedric pu”ed me into his arms. | Iool(ed up at him, surprised. | hadn’t noticed that |d
been talking out loud. I told you | won't let anything happen to you.” | nodded without |oo]<ing at him. | couldn't Fu”y believe him.
Not that he d /et something happen to me, but how could he possiloly stop his mother from getting rid of me when | wasn 't here?

“Let's go get some breakfast.” He let go of me and slid out of bed, throwing a shirt on. He went to the door and | was
surprised to see that he opened it. He shrugged at my questioning glance. “She unlocl(s it when she wa|<es up, and Mom’s never
been someone who needs a |ot mfsleep." He sai& it so simply, |il<e they were just ta”dng aloout the way his mother pre\terred her
eggs, and not the fact that she locked them up all night. That was proloaloly what she did every night, even without a girl here. She
seemed like the kind of person who would be terrified of her loved ones |eaving her.

Cedric pointed to a wooden dresser on one side of the room. “ﬂlere’s all gir]s clothes in there. Plenty of different sizes
$0 you should be able to find something that fits.” He left without saying anything else and | knew what he d left unsaid.

| sifted through the drawers, Finding clothes in my size and trying very hard not to think about the girls these clothes had
belonged to. My hands paused when | came across a small dress. The owner had probably been no older than 7 or 8. Tears came
unbidden to my eyes an& ] brushe& them away. This ha& to stop. ﬂlis was goingto stop with me, one way or another. ] careFu”y
folded the dress and put it back into the dresser.

When | walked out of the room into the ha”way | heard voices. Cedric s and his mother s. They were arguing about
something. With my heart beating fast, | tiptoed down the hall until | could hear better.

“Cedric, you’ve never objected IoeFore. | don’t see why it’s a proHem now.“ His mother,s voice was IiLe that oF someone
trying to exp|ain somethingto a small child.

“ﬂwey were just gir]s! They didn't do anything, and they didn't deserve to be l(idnapped or killed!” Cedric sounded so
Frustrate&, and | thoug]ﬂt | could hear a little fear in his voice as well.

“Honey, this isn’t a[;out what t/ley deserved. It’s about what you deserve. [J’ust want the best and brightest For my Iooy
and while you might not like this process now, youYH thank me later when you have your pentect wife and penCect Fami[y.”

“Mom, we aren t pen[‘ectl” He sounded exasperated now. Lifeisn't penfectl lt's full of mistakes and you learn from
them.”

| got id of the mistal&es." Her voice was (Jangerous|y quiet and it sent a shudder down my spine. How could she talk
about all the previous girls like all they were was a simple mistake that needed to be fixed? “And we have learned from them.”

"Mom—"

"No Cedric, this conversation is over. Her voice was firm and before | could take more than a few steps backwards she

was in the ha”way. Her suspicious eyes narrowed at me. [ thinl( | I&now exact|y who,s been putting a” these ideas in your head

Cedric.”



| bacl(peda]ed as fast as | could but she was surprisingly fast and there was little room in the ha”way. She reached for
my arm and | managed to wrenc[q it out 01(3 her grip an(l run back through the open (Joor to Cedric’s room. | van to his win&ow,
]mowing she was 0n|yjust behind me. My heart sunk as | saw the bars across the window and | spun aroundjust in time to feel her
slam somet]’xing into my head. | crump]e& to the floor, |9are|y conscious.

“Oh yes, we certain]y learn from our mistakes. Her voice sounded far away and the last thing | saw was Cedric in his

doorway lool(ing stricl(en with horror.

When | woke up again, | was in a cold dark basement. The cei]ing and walls were covered with strange ri&ges that |
remembered being in the music room at my old lﬂgh school. There was a strange reddish brown stain in one corner that | didn’t
want to think about. It looked like it was most|yjust a cellar for storing food. There were a few boxes in another corer and tiny
rectangular windows that looked out at ground level. | noted that they weren't barre&, but they were too tiny for me to crawl out. |
seemed to be alone for the moment and the only light source | had was from the light that filtered through the weeds covering the
window. | coul(ljust make out some shelves and the g|int of a bare |ight bulb in the cei[ing.

| hadjust looked away when that ]ight [Ju”? Hicl&ered on, almost |9|inding me. | squinted against the new Ioright Iight
source and turned my head to the sound o”ootsteps &escending a F]ight of stairs. | dared to hope that it might be Cedric, but when
his mother s form appeared | wasn't surprise&. My feet were bound with rope at the ankles. | pu”ed on the restraints that held my
hands Ioehin(l my Ioacl(. lt Felt |i|<e they had rope& me to some pole.

Sﬁe, not t/ley. | chi&ed myse”‘. | had to hope that Ce&ric was sti“ my way out mfthis. ”‘ he wasn,t on my side, then | was
lost and would never leave this p[ace alive.

| tried to swallow but my throat was (er and my stomach grumbleé. It was probaHy about noon and | hadn't had a chance
to eat breaHast. Not that she was about to offer me anyt[qing anyways. Cedric’s mother had a look in her eyes that terrified me.
“Where's Cedric?”

Oh he coul&nitjoin us now. He's Feeling too compromise& about you rigl'xt now and besides his father came home a little
aFter you pu”e& your |itt]e stunt." She spat the Iast wor& out.

Oh | Frantica”y searche& my mind For something, anythingto ta”< about. | ha& to Leep her ta”dng or who l&nows what
she might do. “What do you mean he's wteeling compromisedzn |t was a weak question but that word seemed to stand out from her
usual speech. |t felt too formal, more like how someone would describe a science experiment or a mission instead of their on|y son.

She snorted. “He thinks he Ioves you. Orat the very Ieast cares a Iot about you. It seems he rea”y admired you, unlil(e
the others who were on|y strangers to him.”

| cocke& my lflead at her, surprised. He Ioves me2 Weyd barely l<nown each other For a (Jay. “]sn‘t that what you‘re trying
to find for him? Someone to love?”

She looks at me like | hadjust asked why water s wet. No.” She enunciated very c|ear]y, as if | had trouble
understanding. “We are |oo‘<ing For the perlfectwiFe For him. One that wi” obey him, an& us. One that vvi” be respectFu| and tal<e
care of him and devote all their [oyalty to him. One that will give him a perFect Family. You are none of these things, 80 you have to
go.” She ended her speech with a wicked smile and | saw the gleam of a knife in her hand.

“You almost ruined things earlier you know?" She gigg|ed as she approached me. “My husband Ned&y sent me a text
Just laeltore he got here to get some things ready to prepare For our guest.” | struggled to try an& pu”e& my hands out oFthe rope
but the knot was tied well. “You won t be the on|y one dyingto&ay. After I'm done with you, [l go join my husband to watch the



roast outside. Her grin was even wider and | wasn't even trying to hide the fact that | was trying to get away. |jer|<erJ my hands
against the rope, tearing my wrists open.

It was Fight or ﬂight time and ﬂight was del[‘initely not working. | pu”e& my ]egs back, hoping | could geta good kick at
her like | had from the trunk but it seemed she was wise to the trick. She sidestepped almost Iazily and steppe& on my bound
ankles with one foot. | tried tojer]« my ]egs out from under her feet and met with some success when she stumbled forward and |
Just laare|y moved my head in time to avoid L)eing stabbed in the eye. I bit her in the arm that held the |<nhfe. As |ong as | l&ept that
arm From moving, | cou]d at least prevent From getting sta%ed. She started beating me in the head with her other han& l)ut [J’ust
bit down harder, c|osing my eyes and ignoringthe metallic tasting liquid that flooded my mouth.

"Mom!” Suddenly she was pu”ed off me and | spit out all the blood that had spurted into my mouth. |t wasn t until then
that | realized it smelled smol(y. Cedric had pu”ed his mother back and was coug[qing. “Mom...the house...it’s on Firel” He said
between coughs.

She immeJiater Forgot about me. Your father?” She didn't wait for Cedric to answer, instead running up the stairs and
through the door. Now that it was open, | could hear the crack]ing o“qungry flames.

Cedric picl(ed up the l(nhte [qis mother had dropped and l(nea]t by me, cuttingthrough the ropes that he[d me. “What’s
going on? | asked, ginger|y moving my arms to a more comfortable position while he went to work on the rope around my ankles.

Cedric shook his head. “I'm not sure. Dad was in the living room with some guy. | was in the kitchen. All of a sudden |
hear ye”ing and Fighting. When | came back into the room...| guess the other guy hadjumped out the window. A fire had started in
a corner, next to a gas can. [t,s spreading Fast.“

He cut the rope and gave me a hand to help me stand. | shaldly got to my Feet Iout my |egs gave way bewfore | coul& tal<e a
step. He scoopeJ me up in his arms like | weighed nothing more than a basket of clothes. | clutched my arms around his neck,
getting the blood from my wrists all over him.

Cedric raced up the steps and we were su&den[y surrounded by smoke. When | squinted through it | realized we were in
the Litclqen. Cedric‘s mother was on her l«nees in the (Joorway to the ]iving room, Where the smol<e was thicl&est. He crouche& close
to the Hoor, keeping us out of the worst of the smoke. He pause& on the way out the front door. “Mom, we need to go.” He
pleaded.

She didn,t respond at a”. | coughed and l’]l(l my Face in his s[qirt, trying to get away From t['1e smothering smo]<e. “Cedric,
leave her. She won t come with us wi”ingly and if you try to force her we Il all die here.” | hated to sound so cold-hearted but |
could tell he was torn and we didn t have time to dawdle between choices.

He nodded and approached the door. As he was reaching for the doorknob, | remembered sitting in grade school ]istening
to a fire Fighter te”]ng us never to touch the door knobs in a Fire. “Cedric!” My warning was too late and he,d already graH;ed it. |
cou]d te” l)y the tensing o”ﬂs arm and the grimace on his wface that it Iqurt but he didnvt Iet go. Instead, he tumed it and pushed
the door open with his shoulder. The flames had a|ready sprea& outside through the window. Even though it was still sometime in
the afternoon, the clouds covered enough of the sun to make it look like evening. The |ight from the fire through our shadows
against the ground. | saw somet[qing strange in the shadow. It ]ool(ed |il<e awing, huge on Cedric’s bacl« T[qe Iig[qt From the Hames
was Hicl(ering and my head was thro[abing. ] c|ose& my eyes, there was no way that was rea|.

We ran away from the house—or rather, Cedric ran away with me in his arms. | greedi[y gu|ped in the fresh air. We were
away from the house, but Cedric didn't stop. Hejust |<ept wa”dng and wa”(ing. “Cedric, where are we goingzn

He paused Fina”y, coming Inack to reality. When ['1e Iooked (Jown at me | saw |'1is c['1ee|<s were shiny vvith tears. “Sorry, |

J'ust..." He stopped and set me Aown next to a tree. We were upona ['n” near the house and |uc]<i|y tl’le smo]&e was Howing away



from us. Cedric sat down next to me with his elbows on his knees. He gazeA unseeing at the kurning house. “What they did was
terrible. It's not like their motive for doingthis was out of love for me. ﬂ\eyjust wanted their perFection. Theirjealousy consumed
them.“ He was Ioablohng, l?ut | didn,t [qave t|'1e heart to te“ him S0. “ﬂ\ey were doing terriHe things...Mom Wasn’t a terrible person,
not in the Ioeginning and | was never rea“y sure about Dad...”

Cedric turned to me with a distrauglﬂt look on his face. The tears hadn't stopped. “They were terrible, so why dol regret
their deaths so much?” His voice cracked and | opened my arms to him.

Oh Ce&ric.” | he]d him whi|e he Iouried his Face in my shou]der. He was holding on to me ]il<e | was a Ihfesaver. “ltys
normal to mourn the death of your parents, no matter what theyyve done.”

| watched the flames grow into the woods. “Cedric, we have to get out of here. The fire's spreading.” | said gent|y.

He nodded and wiped his eyes. VYeah..." He scooped me up again and | thought better of protesting. We needed to get
out o”uere wfast an& iF | could wa|l< at a“, it wouldn’t be very Fast.

It was so quiet and | wanted to distract Cedric from his melancholic thoughts. Do you have wingszn | felt a little
embarrassed asldng this, since it was such a si”y question.

Cedric Iooked dovvn at me. “No,just one vving.” He said it with a” seriousness kut it was sti” har& to believe that he
Wasnytjol(ing.

“"What? So you on]y have one wing." | asked incredulous]y and g]anced at his back, con{:irming that there was nothing
there.

Cedric Frowned. ] told you, |,m hallt—ange], hallt—human. So only one wing. And you won,t see it. Only other angels can.”
| gaped at him. When did he tell me this?? “Last night while you were Fa“ing as]eep.” He answered the question |'d been thinl(ing.
"l wasn't rea”y sure when you fell as|eep. |J’ust know when | looked over at you to see how you7d react, you were a[ready as|eep.”

| shook my head, trying to wrap my head around it. “And that s the whole reason behind the penfection thingzn

“Yup.” His answer was short and clipped. ] l(new ['1e Aidn’t want to ta“< about his parents, not now.

“Ok." 1 didn't rea“y know what to say. This was unbelievable. | was still trying to process that |'d survived a near-death
experience. We ]apsed into silence for a while.

All of a sudden, the woods around us ended and we were at the e&ge of town. Cedric gent|y set me on my feet. "You
should try wa”&ing a little bit now that we re out of danger. Al he|p loosen everything that stiffened up while you were tied up."

| no&ded and we wa”&e& the rest orthe way into town, vvith Cedric Wa”dng slow]y to stay by my side. “So what now2" |
asked with a Fee[ing oFtrepiJation. After everythingthat had happened and everything I'd learned, it felt strange to think about
Just going back to normal life. Normal was never rea”y something |'d been interested after all. | almost feared that Cedric would
(Jecide to |ive somewlqere e]se an& we,d lose contact, ]i|<e none oFthis had ever happened. He was my prooFthat this was rea|, that |
Wasnytjust Jaydreaming of adventure again.

Cedric shruggeJ. "I don t know. Teclﬂnica”y, no one actua”y owned the house. It didn't have an address, no one knew
about it. Made it harder to trace anything. Fven if po|ice show up there after the Fire, they won t be able to track it back to me or
even my mom and dad unless there,s enough IeFt...For dental records..." | could tell this was getting hard for him to talk about.

“So where are you going to go2" | asked, trying to seem nonchalant.

He shook his head and ran his hand through his hair. “Some hotel or something | guess. | don't think I'll be able to return
to the co”ege. Dad was the one paying for that...” Co“ege. | hadn't even thouglﬂt about going back. It was still too normal too
register on my brain after everything that d happened.



Well...if you need somep[ace to stay...|’ve got an extra room in my apartment.” | was still trying unsuccessFu”y toact
Iil(e ] rea”y di(Jn’t care one way or another. Honestly, | needed someone nearby who,d went through the same things ]J'ust had.
Someone whoyd been there.

For the first time since his parents7 death, Cedric's face seemed a little hoperul. You'd rea”y do that? | didn't think
you’d want anything to do with me after...” He trailed off, but he didn t need to say anything more.

| nod&e&. V\/e” get t[qrough this...together.” [ shyly oFFered him my hand and we wa”«ed to my apartment, ready to put
the past behind us and get back into the present.



