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Chapter One

Lily




“I swear to God, Ariel, if you sing one more birthday song I will puke my eyes out all over you.” I cover my ears with my pillow when it seems like my hands aren’t doing the trick. This girl cringes way too much. She’s lucky she isn’t my direct sister. I’d have smothered her in her sleep.  
“Are you sure you don’t want me to sing for you?” she gives me one of her suggestive glances. “There’s plenty more where that came from and I have the voice of an angel," she brags.
Yes, her voice is beautiful…and yes, I love the fact that she’s singing for me. Who wouldn’t? 
“So,” she continues. “…it’s your birthday and you’re officially an adult. Do you have an idea what you want to do?” she asks me. Oh, hell yeah!
“Throw myself a wild party, is what I’m about to do.” I scream and she joins me in the scream. “Now that my parents aren’t around, there couldn’t have been a more perfect coincidence. They called me to express their deepest regrets that they couldn’t make it.” I roll my eyes.
Ariel shakes her head. “Poor things. They probably feel like terrible parents for missing your birthday,” she chuckles.
“Uh…hello? They’d be terrible parents if they were here to plan a party with balloons and a mini pool.” I shudder, remembering my fifteenth birthday where they even hired a clown. I’d give anything to go back in time and prevent myself from being born, just to stop that day from ever happening.
“Well, guess what?” she holds my hands in excitement “I have a surprise for you.”
“What is it?” I giggle in anticipation. 
“Damian is going to be here.” 
Because my brain is conditioned to squeal at whatever she says, I do just that until I finally realize what the information is about.
“Oh. But isn’t he here like every one of my birthdays?” I ask, not really understanding her point.
She nods, suppressing an excited giggle. I still don’t get it.
“He’s also here like…every other day.” I add.
Damian, ever since the dawn of time, has always been my dream boy. I knew it, Ariel knew it, I’m sure Damian himself at this point knew it, but his attention has always been for the older girls. Of course he regards me, but only as a friend of his sister and he wouldn’t hesitate to treat me like a true younger sister. I was always irritated with his overly mature gestures towards me, when he knew full well that I absolutely wanted nothing but to bury myself deep within him and never come out…not until he was through with making my body his. For now, the only part of my body that he had managed to capture was my heart, but with what Ariel leans into my ears to whisper, it seems that won’t be all he’ll have of me for long.  
I lean closer to her and whisper back “I’m listening” Even though there’s absolutely no need for us to whisper.
She wants me to have sex with her brother.
“Think of it as a mini birthday gift from me.” She winks.
“Mini?” I cough. “That’s the best birthday gift ever!” I squeal and throw myself on her. There’s an abysmal difference between boys and girls among other things. If you’re ever to see this example, this alone is a chasm that I don’t think the boys are willing to cross over very soon. You see, in ‘girl-dom’ it seems not too much of a bother to have a friend admire your sibling or anything and even more so, having them in coitus is infinitely more delightful.
Every girl would prefer that their brother(s) or sister(s) get into a relationship with someone they are familiar with. The more efficient the familiarity, the better. It’s like…gaining another brother or sister to add to yours and this can be useful for many things. An additional means of tormenting the sibling especially when distance prevails, in a more selfless sense, a genuine way of making sure you come to little-to-no harm…and all those nuances.
The boy child on the other hand, amongst his peers, thinks of these things way differently…especially when it involves his other masculine friend developing an affinity for his female sibling. The least element to be shed will be blood. The reason, you may ask? 
It’s just weird.
It takes a lot of pleas, logical persuasions and active rebellion on the part of the sibling in question for the boy to finally release the throat of his friend and endorse…ish the union.
And at every point of the time, he doesn’t at all find it one bit enjoyable. In fact, it takes a soul bond between friends to not sever a bond once that kind of relationship is attained. So, this should lay a foundation for the basis of me thinking that Ariel’s offer to me is by no measure a small one. Even though it’s widely accepted in the female clan, having it come on the platter that my best friend is presenting it in is still somewhat an atrocity in most case scenarios.
So, this is a lot…and definitely something that I owe her a lot for…literally. Fulfilling the teenage fantasy of your friend is not something that is particularly easily conjurable…and for me, she’s making it work.
However, at this juncture, having Ariel present her brother to me for the gift fornication seems to be the simple part. This is just the why?. The main question to be answered now is the how and I might doubt she has the answer to that, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned from Ariel over the years, it’s the fact that to get something done, all you need to do is to want it with genuineness. Your will would take care of the rest. For this exercise, I’m going to be relying almost completely on my best friend’s will.
“So, which is the main thing, planning your birthday party or planning the inevitably best birthday gift you’re going to have delivered to you after?” She asks me with an uncompromising smirk. 
“Well,” I reason. “…is the party to be linked directly to the eventual outcome?” 
For the record, it just doesn’t feel right to use the word ‘sex’ directly in the conversation. Yes, we’re about to be abominable, yes, we’re about to be carnal…still, it doesn’t sound completely right to give the plain information up for what exactly we’re about to do. It’s like going to the toilet to take a dump and then relating the experience to a friend and using the word ‘shit’ in every instance where it should be used.
See? It’s just not right.
“Well, you could say…that’s the precipice of the entire thing. He’s coming for your birthday party…not to…you know...” she answers my question. That leads to another train of thought.
“Ah…I see.”
“That means the party has to be perfectly planned. Everything has to be in the proper order, enough for the mood to be set.” She huffs. “That doesn’t sound hard.”
I know she means that sarcastically.
“Hey…the perfect party doesn’t exist, okay…we don’t need to put so much pressure on the whole thing. Besides, everything is going down this evening. There’s no way we’re ever going to be able to do anything on time,” I assure her. “Let’s just do our best…make it original.”
“Yeah…you’re right.” She exhales heavily. I know what I just relieved her. Ariel is not exactly a perfectionist, but she’s really particular about the things and people she loves. I know that much. She is the type to go all out for people and treat it with as much care as she would treat something of hers. Her selflessness is probably one of her supremely outstanding traits. Knowing the rotting world around us, that’s probably as unique as unique gets….and one of the few reasons I wouldn’t trade her for anyone. Even as feminine-hood permits crushes on siblings, how many friends would go through the tenacious task of setting up an entanglement between the two parties? Note: this isn’t playing matchmaker. This is playing hookup.
“If we overdo it there are tendencies for him to end up hooking up with other girls anyway.” I roll my eyes.
“Pfft. Or other girls hooking up with him, you mean,” Ariel corrects me.
Yes. One of the reasons we can’t match me with Damian is simply because he’s a chick magnet. I wish I was saying this figuratively. Up until last year when he graduated high school, I would always come late for one reason…apart from catching the morning shot of him entering the school with his freshly baked features, I just wanted to watch the magic happen. As he would walk through the front doors of the school, there were specific girls who seem like they are paid every time, to just attach themselves to him. Most of them, he would give nothing but a cold nod or wink…then maybe a shake to any one of them audacious enough to want to touch him. 
Being the best friend of his junior sister whom he carried like fragile equipment, I had the privilege of knowing him up close. It felt good to call his name and have him whip his head around from whatever he was doing and throw me a smiling wave…or walk up to me and make small talk if he was on time…which he almost never was.
Still, it is a big honor to have had him walk me to class about three or four times…personally. With Ariel by my side, it has been more times than I can count…and even though it never felt like a personal experience and made me feel like his younger sister, I still cherish those moments.
Surely, he must know by now that I’m love sick over him, but in the end, it doesn’t matter. Practically every girl in the school would choose him if they were given the choice…and I’m not the hottest.
Now that he’s graduated and awaiting his recruitment into the United States Navy, he’s become more of a rarity unless I come over to his house to see Ariel…which in itself is rare…Ariel has a car and her house is some kilometers from mine, making her own commute from her house to mine easier than vice versa.
It hasn’t affected my mental health…at all.
Now,  my birthday party is one of the rare instances where I’ll get to see him, especially as any time now, his recruitment will be processed and he’ll be off…for a very long time. That’s not particularly a reality I’m ready for. Damian is quite frankly, the only reason I’m still a virgin. I’ve just not been able to think of any other guy that can fill that longing that Damian has planted deep within me. Funny how emotionally attached a person can get to another who might not even want anything to do with you in the sense that you want to do with them.
Then you’ll understand now, why I can settle for just a hookup between Damian and I. It’s not about ‘cheapening myself’ or ‘desperation’…okay, maybe just a little desperate, but the fact remains, Damian would never go for a girl like me...even if he wasn’t given a choice. Apart from the fact that I’m only just turning eighteen now, I’m not the best looking, best experienced, or best lover. I’m the most basic human. Damian is worth the interesting girl…that’s something I’m not. All I’d ever want is to sleep with him and wake up beside him, in a romantic way, rest on his chest till he’s ready to go wherever he wants to go and help him get ready…I don’t think I can handle any extras…or at least, I haven’t tried.
The best bet I can have is a short period of time with him, to express my love for him. To help him get off, even if it’s just this once. It’s an ultimate fulfillment of my fantasy, even though to him, I might just be ‘one of those girls.
Even Ariel knows this. It’s an apologetic situation, but it’s not something she can help her best friend out of. It’s not like she can hypnotize him or something.
I let out an overexaggerated exhale “Well, I’m one of the guilty girls trying to get a taste of him, aren’t I?”
“You are…but it’s completely different. Really. You’re my best friend. There’s extra privileges,” She winks.
That makes me laugh. “Well, we better start planning this party if we want to get it going this evening.” I bring back the main focus to the table.
“Yeah. You’re right.” She nods. Like the meticulous person she is, she stands up and begins prancing around the room. “You see,” she begins her lecture like planning a party is something intellectually important. “…there are five active ingredients to an adolescents’ party. Everything else is a gimmick. Gimmicks are good, but we can do without them.” 
Kill me.
“The first thing is music.” She touches the tip of her finger.
“Hold up…isn’t music a core of every party ever?” I interrupted her.
She gives me a blank look. “Have you been to an office meeting where they’re celebrating a new contract or the retirement of a senior executive? You’d be thankful if you even get ambient music.”
She has a point. I let her go on.
“Next, we have booze.”
I give her a look.
“We’re still not old enough to get booze, so we’ll have one of Damian’s friends get it for us.” She explains. 
Ohh. Smart?
“Third, Space. A venue for the party.”
I tilt my head in mild confusion. “Hold on, why isn’t that number one?” completely unnecessary question, but there are some things my inquisitive mind just feels like it needs to get a grasp of. The girl in front of me gives me another one of her dull looks…then it turns blank…and then she squints in mild perplexity. 
Heh…something to think about.
“Well…I don’t particularly know how to answer this one, you got me.” She chuckles. “But let’s just say…a party for young adults can take place literally anywhere; think in the woods, an open field, and the beach…there’s not much to consider there and it can be procured pretty easily. This is New York baby.” She stretches her arms to encompass the entire surrounding area and emphasizes her description of the location. “The Rockaway is just about an hour’s drive from here. Not so bad. Then we have tons of free areas that we can literally just nest for the time period…like parks and even uncompleted buildings and all those things…but we’re using your house, though. It’s just actually kinda easier and we don’t have to think about it much…plus there’s the prospect of Damian coming into your room.” She gives me a coy smile. I don’t even know what to say to her explanation so I just return a shy smile of my own. It was satisfactory enough from the first sentence.
“Now that that’s settled, I’m not listing in order of importance again, to avoid your pesky questions.” She rolls her eyes at me.
“Whatever.” I throw a pillow at her and miss.
“The next on the list is lights…considering we’ll be having the party indoors. We have to give it this adulty…club theme, you feel me?” she emphasizes by shaking her hands close together.
I nod, understanding what she’s saying.
“Procurement for that is easy. Grant has those kinds of lights. He uses them for the numerous parties he hosts every other day his parents aren’t home.” Ariel suggests.
“Not bad. Lucky him.” I sigh. Grant is one of the most liberated children in the school. He’s a living teenage fantasy. Out of the three hundred and sixty-five days in the year, his parents are around for less than fifty and he has the big house to himself. He’s the same academic year as Damian, so he now has more liberty as ever to throw parties, maybe until he gets admission into college. Ariel told me he purposefully failed this year’s application test and other things simply because he wants to use the next nine or so months to party. That isn’t something to be proud of, but hey. Grant knows no shame.
“I’ll get to his place as soon as I leave here.”
“Any other thing?” I ask.
“Food? I sent a text saying snacks donations are welcome and the response was extremely positive, so that shouldn’t be a bother. Besides, when I get back with the lights, I’ll stop by the grocery store and get ingredients for a cake and a whole lot of cookies and fruit punch. The alcohol is the most important thing though.” She briefs me.
“Huh, well, I guess that works.”
“Yup. But really, the actual most important thing is Damien’s arrival. I doubt he’ll miss it though. He values you enough not to.” She assures me.
“Well, that’s very reassuring.” I laugh.
“Hold thy peace young lady. Thou shall by all means get thyself thy fix today. No matter the circumstances that threaten.” She rolls her eyeballs into the back of her head, leaving only visible, the whites of her eyes – another unique talent of hers – and stretches her hand out to me like a seer. It’s funny how optimistic she can get with situations like this. I haven’t even lifted a finger towards the party and I’m already nervous as hell. “Besides. He’s never missed one he was available for. I doubt he’ll compromise.
“Now, I’mma head to Grant’s and then the grocery store. Make sure you get the house in the party mood.” She opens the door of my room. 
Hold on…
“How exactly am I supposed to do that?” I ask before she goes through the door. She only replies with an equally unsure shrug and disappears behind the door, shutting it on her way. 
Wow.




Chapter Two

Damian



My phone chimes again, reminding me that I need to change the ringtone. It’s been three years and two phones I’ve gone through. The ringtone does get old. One peer into the phone also reminds me that I have to block some contacts. These girls need to learn to take and understand verbal and visual cues, although I can bet they do but are too stubborn to let it slide.
…to let me slide.
For the sixteenth time today, I decline her call. I’ll just give her a lame excuse or tell her something mildly sweet the next time I see her…or if she persists and comes to see me. That would be a nightmare. I need sleep! I’ve been up all night running through synopses of everything Navy, both the things I know and the things I feel I should. Now that I think back to it that might have been a bad idea. These are things that need to be done during the daytime.
…then again, I’m a prospective Navy trainee. Aspiring seal member, of course. This should serve as practice.
A voice tells me, however, ‘It will be tough. You already know that, so why not conserve as much energy as you can now and save it for when you actually need to use it?’
That’s smart.
My ‘go hard’ mentality jars into my head like a freight train. ‘That’s a lazy approach, soldier. No amount of rest would ever prepare you for the horrendous training you’re ever going to run yourself through, but exercise would!’
The still voice comes again. ‘Is lack of sleep an exercise?’
I hate mental conflicts.
I should have a mental gun to be able to shoot these fellows. They give me more sleepless nights than the actual activity that causes me the sleepless nights. It’s annoying. But either way, I have to listen to one of them. You can guess who.
‘The number of people who can survive on six hours of sleep or less, without showing any impairment, rounded to a whole number and expressed as a percentage of the population is zero.’  I watched that in a YouTube video. I’m not about to impair myself just yet.
I collapse back into my bed and attempt to drift into sleep again. Before I do that, I bring my phone to my face and take the volume button to zero. I’d hate any disturbances again. Once my phone buzzes to indicate that all it’ll do to alert me of a call or message is vibrate, I practically let the thing fall on my face and close my eyes.
Mild regret there; it strikes my nose. Taking everything that comes my way as training, I try my most possible best not to flinch. I’ll be experiencing more of these over the course of the next twenty to thirty years, God willing, so I need to get used to pain and devise a means to best handle it. The most accredited way of handling pain is distracting yourself. That’s exactly what I do. I focus on the surrounding sounds that should put me to sleep.
The sound of Clover – my German shepherd, just nesting in one corner…
I focus on how he hurriedly stands up and peels out the door. I still can’t believe he’s learnt how to open doors. That has been a natural disaster I’ve tried in futility to cope with. Dogs shouldn’t be that smart. It’s the equivalent of the ghosts in the Pac-man game. There’s practically nowhere that he can’t go to wreak his streak of havoc. It’s quite something to be terrified of.
That distracts me enough to forget the pain, but not enough to coax me to sleep. I need another ambience.
I hear the downstairs door creak shut. It’s a satisfying sound if only it was continuous…and it’s something that should theoretically be able to put me to sleep.
…hold on. If the door creaked shut, that should mean it was opened…
I don’t have enough time to fully process it before my own door bursts open. 
“Damian Wright!”
Oh, sweet pancakes on a wooden stir fry on fire in Antarctica!
“Ariel, what do you want?” I groan. She needs to begin timing herself on when she comes in or I’ll start leaving the house to get my peace…even though she seems like the most peace I can really ever get. 
“Are you kidding me!? It’s Lily’s birthday today and you’re asking me what I want?”
I sit up in surprise. This isn’t good.
“Did I really forget that?” I moan more to myself than her. Her best friend’s birthday is as important as hers. I don’t need to have that drilled into me. Three years ago, she threatened to actually do that.
“Considering I reminded you this morning, I should just go ahead and begin jumping on your belly.” She begins heading towards me. That terrifies me enough to begin moving away. Ariel makes a lot of threats, but the ones I’m most terrified of are the ones that are actually reasonable enough to want to fulfill…because she’ll fulfill them. No matter what.
“Hey, hey. Listen!” I jump out of the bed as she clambers unto it.”You reminded me this morning. This morning, I was practically half dead from exhaustion. I was up all night…remember!?” I defend myself desperately, hoping the excuse settles in. It does.
“I’m only forgiving you because your military training would torture you, anyway.” She chuckles and jumps down from the bed close enough to me to make me flinch.
Between her and Clover, I don’t know who I’m more terrified of. Maybe her because of the advantage of the extra intelligence and extra menace points go to the fact that I can’t scare her like I can Clover.
“Now, what are you getting her?” she sits on my bed and stares at me. I initially begin shaking my head in denial, but immediately her expression changes, and my head movement changes as well. 
“I’ll head over to the mall and check something out.” I swallow hard.
“Good.” She smiles sweetly. “Oh, and one more thing; you’re going to deliver the present specially to her…alone, when no one is there.” She tells me.
Huh?
“What? She’s a special friend of mine. You know this. You have to do something differently for her. Not like everyone else.” She shakes her head at me the ‘you should have known this’ way.
“Oh, well…no problem, then.” I nod in understanding.
She keeps staring at me for some more seconds.
“You’re a freak. Has anyone told you that?” I hoist the insult at her. She doesn’t genuinely terrify me, she’s just practically the only female in my life that can tell me what to do and have me do it in an instant…save for Mom.
“I believe you have somewhere to go.” She smirks, flexing her feet. There’s so much damage those things along with her body weight could do to my stomach…and so little I can do about it.
“I was just trying to get some sleep, Ariel.” I mumble. “Can I not be disturbed? Even if it’s just once?”
“Hah!” she hurls one of Clover’s toys at me and the dog charges at me to retrieve his property. I get it off me before he can get to me and pull me down, though. 
One of these days, I’ll experiment tying her to her bed post in her room for the whole day. Huge risk because she’ll be free soon either way but big win because I’ll enjoy the day rather stress free. It’s not something I’m looking forward to though. I just need this darned recruitment to pull through early enough.
By the time I get out of the house, I have enough clarity of mind to think about what just happened. 
Lily Stangard. 
It’s a bit unfair for me to have forgotten her birthday, but in my defense there are seventy times seven other girls that want me to have their birthday saved in my head. Lily has never requested that of me, but I know she’d be grateful to have me have sent her a birthday text while at it.
I know she likes me. 
Unfortunately for her, I probably don’t even have her number saved. It may be a despairing thing to hear, but as good looking as I am, I’m not in any relationship…nor have I been since my last relationship in middle school, The reason is the simple same as the reason why it’s so ironic that I don’t have one. I’m just too good-looking. This is the one time someone would say something like this and not be bragging. I’m literally not bragging and at this point, it feels like a curse.
All I wanted to do was to be fit enough to get into the Navy Seals’ training program. I didn’t know that buried within my reasonably cute face as a young teenager was a beauty god when enhanced. At seventeen, I was already getting catcalls from married and much older women, so you can imagine how the girls in school were. Berserk.
The only girls that didn’t act like this were girls that already resigned to the fate that they’ll never be good enough for me and the ones that don’t like to share. They’d be comfortable enough with the next best…and others.
Then there’s the ones that consider me a vampire, some that think I’m Lucifer…or his son, because of my killer grays, what’s a killer gray?…and the ones that seem to just hate me for whatever reason. 
Of all the girls that display affection for me, though, Lily is the one that has done the least to show me that she does have a crush on me…but whatever little she has done seems to me to be the most meaningful…like this past Valentine’s Day when she gave me a card. I didn’t take it so seriously, because that had to be the twentieth card I had gotten that day, but Ariel exposed me to a secret that had made me cherish the object later.
It had taken her a week to draw it…and she wasn’t that good as an artist.
When I picked the card up again, I saw that really, the thing had been hand-sketched and not just that, but to the actual level of a pro artist…just to show you the level of determination she had put into the card. 
It still hangs on my wall today. No one has ever gone that mile. Still, there are lines that I can’t cross, and trying to woo her is one of them. For one, she’ll fall easily…and hard. It’ll probably break her naïve mind to find out I don’t like her as much as she does me. Then, this is probably her eighteenth birthday if I’m estimating correctly. All this while, she has been a minor. I don’t feel like messing with the law.
I finally get to the mall and pick something off the top of my head. 
‘What would a lady like?’ 
I buy two particularly shiny necklaces with a matching wristband. Then some chocolates. Girls love chocolates. It should come as a complementary to every gift given to a girl.
‘What else…what else?’
She’d love some toys, wouldn’t she?
‘No, you dimwitted fellow; she’s not Clover!’ My mind scolds me for picking something rubbery. I explore the teddy section. She might not be eight, but a teddy half my size for twenty bucks is a genuine steal. I top it up with a red ribbon wrapping and a complementary happy birthday card. 
She’ll love it.
An unconscious part of me always aims to please the girls, even if I’m tired of the resulting attention from them. It’s just satisfying to see the look of appreciation on their face as well as the admiration in their eyes literally increase right in front of me. 
You can’t blame me for reveling in the admiration…even if it’s just for a while…
Getting to the birthday party later that evening, I’m surprised to see how much more mature it has gotten. Last year, there was a mini rubber pool for the small kids and the party was in the afternoon. I chuckle under my breath just remembering that. As soon as I enter, the music that greets me informs me that her parents are definitely not home. Another dead giveaway is the fact that there’s a bottle of beer in the hands of everyone who feels they can handle it…and even those who can’t. This party is way beyond the legal requirements of the law for the age involved.
You can’t define fun any other way.
The lights are familiar. Grant’s?
“Of course.” I grunt when I see him up the stairs railing with two bottles of vodka in his hands. 
I scan the room for the celebrant, but over and over again, I can’t find her. I leave the teddy in the present pile and go on to enjoy the party. I’ll get to her later. She’s probably having one of those girly discussions up in her room. I came in with a hood over my head, so no one has noticed me yet. When I take off the hood, the attention starts pouring in.
“Okay, guys, let’s have a good time now, shall we?” I raise the beer bottle that was passed to me by being thrown into the air and a loud cheer returns. For the next few minutes that I do not keep track of, there are series of games, dancing and karaoke, that I really enjoy, save for the countless number of girls, some of whom I barely know, trying to sneak kisses at me and looking for every excuse to touch me inappropriately. I’m winning a game of beer pong when a firm hand yanks me away from the group. I don’t even bother to turn around.
“Ari!...that guy was about to pass out from being wasted.” I whine. “…or puke…whatever floats his boat.”
“That is not the reason you’re here, now, is it?” she seethes.
“It isn’t?”
“No!” 
She drags me up the stairs and I realize where I’m going. “Hey, hold on. I left her presents in the pile.” I free myself from her and rush downstairs, leaving her growling. 
I retrieve the presents and meet her at Lily’s bedroom door. She opens it and ushers me in, but not before shoving something into my hands.
“If you disappoint me, I’ll decapitate you.” She warns me.
Whatever.
When I’m finally in, I casually check my hand to find out what she put in them only to see a pack of condoms. 
Oh.
I look up to see the celebrant on the bed. She’s dressed in the most alluring red dress I’ve ever seen anyone wear.
Or is it just because I’ve never seen her in anything above her knees?
She stands up and approaches me…slowly. The assignment Ariel gave me was clear.
“Hey, umm…happy birthday, Lily. You’re officially an adult now.” I give her a complimenting smile and open my arms to her embrace. It’s long and sensual. I have almost never thought of Lily in this sense, but now that I do, it’s pretty much the most enticing thing on my mind right now.
“Thanks, Damian.” I can see the redness on her face as she whispers when she pulls out of the hug.
I fondle with the package I got her before handing it over remembering the size of some of the packages I saw at the present pile. Well, I have the giant teddy to compensate for that. She opens the necklace first, admiring the beauty.
“You realize this says ‘I love you’ right?” she laughs and shows them to me. “…and it’s two pieces. It’s meant for a couple.”
“Oh, my…I…did not take notice of that…I’m…” I’m short of words. She doesn’t sound like she believes that I really love her that way, but still…it’s worth making sure she doesn’t. She takes the part of the necklace that reads ‘you’ and keeps the one that reads ‘I love’ for herself.
“That’s the right order. You know I love you right?” she asks me and I nod softly. It’ll be a nightmare to break her heart. “Oh, come on…” she slaps my shoulder lightly. “I know you don’t feel the same way. I just…kinda want you to know.”
Phew!
“But…since you know that, I guess you know what I want for my birthday, now, from you…just for my birthday.” She clarifies.
“Well, Ariel is a terrible influence, that I can tell you.” I chuckle. 
“You have no idea.” She laughs, but then, looks up at me with sincerity. “I’m eighteen now, Damian. I don’t want to be a virgin anymore. There’s no one else I can think of to do the honors.” She takes one of my hands and places them on one of the exposed swells of her chest. I take a big gulp.
“Make love to me, Damian. Please.” She coaxes me.
Who’d say no to that!?
I stoop a little and grab her by her surprisingly fleshy rear, using it as leverage to yank her up. She lets out a squeal of surprise.
“Happy birthday, Lily.” I stare into her beautiful brown eyes, before taking her lips with mine and melding it into a soft delicate kiss.
It starts from there…and ends in the most emotionally invested sexual interaction I’ve had with a person.
She was soft, delicate and passionate at the same time in a way that made me aware that I should be gentle with her. But at the same time, her sounds and erotic pleas for me to take her coupled with the sheer determination of her body’s response to me, makes me disappointed the very next day when I board the plane to Illinois for the Navy Seals training.
I should have had more time with her.




Chapter Three

Lily



It didn’t happen like a dream – yesterday…or in a flash. 
No.
What happened yesterday was carefully planned and it is something that would linger in my memory for so long a time, I’d personally struggle to forget it. Then again, who forgets their first sexual encounter? The best part about the experience for me would have to be the delicacy with which he treated me. I have every reason to believe that my virginity isn’t the first he’s taken…among the myriad of girls he’s had sex with. He just…knows.
He made the night the most wholesome experience of my life, almost like an initiation into adulthood and an activity that I feared only naturally, as a girl, but he turned it into bliss for me that just made me fall deeper in love with him. How on earth can someone be this complete?
The beauty, the smarts, the character, the exposure…this guy is a god.
‘I’ll miss this god’ I think to myself as I wave to him just before he boards the plane. Ariel has a more personal experience with him, holding him so tight before he heads into the travel gate. She’s his sister, so I let them be, not wanting to ruin the moment. I, on the other hand, am just a quick fix. Only when he’s threatened to have the plane shut its doors does Ariel leave him alone. She moves back to the arms of her father as he too looks longingly at his son disappearing through the sky bridge. I heard his mom was of the opposing opinion that he joins the military, so at first I think she didn’t even bother coming, but then I know she did. I look over my shoulder and incline my head upwards to a second decking some few hundred meters from here and see her looking from the concealment of a hood. 
I won’t alert anyone of her presence. I don’t need to. I’m sure Damian saw her too, because his eyes seemed to move there all the time. It was their goodbye.
When we get back from the airport, I have to spend the night over at Ariel’s place to give her maximum comfort from the devastation of her brother’s departure. I miss him already as well…badly, but even I know that it’ll never be as much as the crater in  her life right now. Damian is an integral part of her life. I did say sometime back that he doesn’t joke around with his sister. If there’s any girl he  has an opportunity to spend two hours at a stretch with to kill time, or just idly talk with, it’s his sister and the girl cherished the moments as much as he did. I’m sure he did too.
After dinner we settle for the movie ‘Riddick’ and use the utter immersion of the movie to fill the void that Damian’s absence left in us. The entire movie would have hit better though if I wasn’t thinking of Damien and how he just might relate to the movie…even though he doesn’t…in almost any way…except the fact that the actor is also an incredibly handsome man.
When I sleep that night, I dream of Damian in the entire ‘Riddick’ movie setting and how Damian saves me from the serpentine creatures along with Clover, his pet dog. It’s a wholesome dream, especially pertaining to the fact that he and I later have a heated moment of sensual reckoning, just like we did on my birthday night. I especially love when the dream portrays his gray eyes as glowing, just like Riddick’s in the movie, emphasizing just how beautiful they are. In the manner of dreams where things are exaggerated, Damian looks like the true definition of a god…and in the manner of the same dream sequence, where things veer off from plain reality and begin to assume complete senselessness, Ariel seems to be one of the serpentine creatures, that betrays her kind and is on our side. 
By the time I wake up, I struggle to put the entire thing together and determine whether it was fantasy or a nightmare, given the fact that we were fighting against an insurmountable enemy, but I was doing it on the side of the person I’d forever have wanted to do it with. Ignoring the entire thing altogether, I head into the bathroom and freshen myself up, including a comprehensive shower.
Yes, call it absolutely pigitude, but after I lost my virginity to Damian, the only part of myself I cleaned was my sex, obviously to get rid of the stain of blood. The rest of my body, I left unattended, to internalize the indents of his touch. His kisses, hickeys, touches, caresseses…I want them all. 
Alas, though, there is always a time to let go…which is now. I wash my body of him, but now I feel at peace. He’s within me now and I need not be a hog to have the memory of his kisses. When I climb out of the tub, I admire myself in the mirror. For Damian to have done it with me, going as far as using his tongue, I know I’m not a total loss. I’m completely naked in front of the mirror, and look for the flaws in my body that would disqualify me from being worth his attention. It pleases me when I find very little.
That’s just my mind though. There have been so many things that have plagued me about my body in the past, but the night with Damien just made me worry less about those insecurities. The psychology of acceptance is a much understated tool in the encouragement and manipulation of a person’s perception of him/herself. 
I do a short twirl in front of the mirror then stop short, jiggling my assets happily. 
‘Damian sure loved these,’ I tell myself when I cup my two chest mounds lightly. He had no objections playing with them. Now that I’ve had him play with them, I feel like I’m above the need to worry about them being satisfactory for anyone else.
My insecurity about them isn’t the size. They’re by no means small. What I worry about is the shape. They are medium-sized tea drop-shaped buns. I always feel insecure about them because they look to lack some form of firmness, but in Damian’s eyes,  “These are the most erotic breasts I’ve had the pleasure of handling.” He told me this as he mashed them up against his face. Just thinking about the encounter makes my sore sex moisten up. 
It would be sacrilege to touch myself in my friend’s bathroom to the memory of her brother while she’s just a wall away so, I abandon the mental exercise and make my way out of there before any more sensual thirst hits me.
“Well, it took you quite a while.” She huffs and hurries past me and into the bathroom. “I see you have no care that the starting bell is twenty minutes away.”
I actually don’t, but I feign surprise. “Really! Well, hurry up then,” I tell her. It’s obvious that annoys her, but she brushes it off. She’ll sacrifice me later. I’m genuinely surprised by how fast she manages to get ready…so quickly that she almost catches up to my own stage of the preparation.
When we get to school, the glances we get are way too much more than the usual attention we normally get. I mean, Ariel is the sister of Damian and is actually really pretty too, but that’s not the point. She gets stares, but not like this. For some reason, analyzing the stares further, I have every reason to believe that those stares are directed towards me. Everything just points to that reality. I’m not paranoid or anything, but I know what I’m seeing.
“Oh, would you look at that? Birthday girl is getting a lot of stares.” Ariel smirks and nudges me. 
So I’m not imagining things. Good to know that I’m not making these things up. 
“Oh, come on…they’re being dramatic. My party isn’t even the best this year. Grant’s random night parties are easily more interesting. Besides, there was only like thirty people in attendance. It wasn’t that big a deal.”
She shrugs, knowing I’m right. “Still, enjoy the stares. You threw an adult party. We’re officially popular now.” 
“Whatever. I just need to make it through class in one piece. My head is killing me.” I shake my head to rid myself of the headache that I just started experiencing from god knows where.
“I’ve never heard of hangovers bleeding through entire weekends.” She huffs.
“That’s because it’s probably not a hangover, you…” I refrain myself. Ariel has always had the verbal upper hand. I wouldn’t want to start a train I can’t finish. “…One tablet of aspirin and proper sleep would probably cure it.”
“You’re right. Now, desist from me, demon. We reconvene for break, alright?” she gives me a peck on my cheek and moves the opposite way from me. Her first class is literature. Mine is biology.
We’re so close, yet so different.
Throughout the expanse of Mrs. Bicker’s long lesson on sexually transmitted infections, I can’t help but notice the subtle stares I kept getting from students around me. Brent, my seat partner and friend, adjusts his massive glasses more times than I know him to, being extra queasy around me. He asks deep questions about my health and even goes so far as asking me if I’ve ever experienced any of the symptoms mentioned in the teacher’s explanation…discreetly of course, but it offends me. 
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I whisper yell at him and he raises his arms in defense but still poses his concern. “I’m just worried about you, you know. It’s weird, I know, but I can’t help it. There’s no way to say it without making it weird,” he says with a hushed voice.
“What does that even mean? What’s weird?” I ask with confusion.
“Master Lays and Miss Stangard, is there anything you’d like to say to the class?” Mrs. Bicker interrupts our discussion.
How ironic.
“No, ma’am, just…wanted to borrow a pen. Mine’s busted.” He lies.
“Well, I’m not giving notes, now, am I?” She looks slightly irritated, knowing he is lying. 
“I mean…” he still defends himself. “It wouldn’t hurt to take notes during your explanation, would it?” he shrugs. Brent always has a response to give to teachers for his albeit rare misbehaviors. Most of the time, especially with teachers that don’t like to be challenged, it has ended him in the principal’s office the number of times rivaling that of some of the most foolhardy students.
However, Mrs. Bicker decides to let him off today with a warning. 
“You can borrow a pen after my class or when I permit you to.” She tells him sternly. Still maintaining the calmness of tone I’ve always heard from him with when engaging in his brave verbal exchanges with the teachers, he asks, ”Well, can I borrow a pen from Lily?”
“No.”
The entire class lets out a hummed ‘Ouch.’
That’s gotta hurt. With the fate decided, he doesn’t speak to me till the class ends.Even then, he doesn’t tell me anything concrete. Just the fact that he’s looking out for me. 
The good news is, the headache clears by the end of the class. The bad…or rather creepy… news is the fact that the string continues unabated…and even more heated this time. As I pass through the halls, I see people look at me and whisper among themselves. Some of them accompany it with a laugh, some have their face dead set in serious concern as they deliberate whatever matter that seems concerning enough to involve me.
Okay, this is getting creepy.
I hurry into the cafeteria to find Ariel. Something is extremely wrong.
I meet her in the cafeteria alright, standing over a bunch of sniggering boys, threatening to rain hell and brimstone on them for some reason I have no idea of. Just as I came into focus, everyone within the immediate environment of the scene switches focus from her and the scathing boys to myself.
“What’s going on?” I ask with confusion. She snaps her head and turns to me, then like a possessed mother hen, she swiftly takes me away from the hall and yanks me to the bathroom. There are even more scrutinizing gazes on our way.
“Listen, if you know what is happening, I think now would be a good time to tell me.” I tell her on our trip to the bathroom. 
“Something’s terribly wrong, Lily.” She just says this and tells me nothing more, but keeps pulling me to the bathroom, where I know we’re going.
Five minutes later, I’m standing, holding her phone and reading a message sent to her by a name I recognize as belonging to one of the boys she was threatening in the cafeteria and I’m completely dumbstruck.
‘It would have been a sight to behold from the angle your friend was on while she let the entire alumni from your brother’s class go rounds with her…you should have saved us a video.’
That wasn’t even the worst. There were others, describing in detail the things I did with Damian…and ‘other guys’. My headache surfaces instantly, as well as a burning desire to throw up.
“I swear, Lily, I don’t know what is happening, but I’ll get to the bottom of this.” Ariel promises me, but there really is no need. The damage has already been done. There’s only so many people that are going to believe that this is just a mere rumor. 
I sink to the floor of the bathroom as each new realization hits me. 
To everyone, I’m a free giver of my body. 
Seven guys. They all think I’ve had sex with seven guys at once…for a birthday gift.
There’s so much odd specificity in that claim. 
“You know, only two people know that I had sex with Damian as a birthday gift.” I speak up.
“Lily, no. You know I wouldn’t…come on.” She sounds disappointed, but it’s not her. I know it’s not her.
“I know it’s not you, Ariel. Besides, you don’t know what I sound like when I moan…or how my clit looks.” I look at her pointedly, waiting for her to decipher it.
‘Come on, Ariel. You’re smart. I know you are. Don’t let bias cloud you.’
It takes her a while, but her eyes finally light up in realization. 
“Oh my goodness!” she exclaims and fishes out her phone to dial the person whom I think she already has figured out.
“Damian!” she nearly screeches on the phone when he picks his call and then proceeds to put the call on speaker.
“What’s with the attitude, lil’ sis? I’m eight hundred miles away. I ain’t scared of you no more.” I can hear the carefree tone in his voice. Disgust boils up inside me and I have to close my eyes to dispel it. 
“What did you tell Trent!?” She confronts him with the question immediately. From the texts I read, his was the most descriptive. She probably figured that out too.
“Trent?” he sounds confused.
Of course.
“Why would you stoop so low, Damian? I can’t believe this.” She shakes her head in disappointment, even though the gesture only makes sense to me because Damian obviously can’t see her do it.
“Hold on. What even are you talking about?” he seems confused, but that’s easy to sound over the phone.
“Lily…what you did with her. Is there any need for everyone to know? And why in the world would you involve the entire male population of your class? How do you even feel making up stuff like that? I’m so disap…”
“Wait…wait…hold on, Ariel. What the hell? Entire what? That’s…sick….why do you think I’d do that?” His  voice is a little shaky over the phone.
“What did you tell anyone, Damian?” I ask over the phone. He initially goes silent after hearing my voice, but then he speaks up after.
“Lily…you know how you have Ariel, right? A person you tell all your secrets…”
“Who’d you tell, Damian?” 
He hesitates and lets out a frustrated huff. 
“A couple of my guys, okay, but it wasn’t a big deal, Ariel…we talk about our scores all the time…”
At this point, I can’t even bear to continue listening. I can’t stand his voice anymore. I stand up from the floor where I sit and ignore both Ariel’s call and Damien’s over the phone. I need a breath of fresh air and to get away from his nauseating voice. Something worse than the rumors that already might be circulating would be me throwing up and giving people suspicions that I’ve caught something. That would just be further proof and since none of the actual guys are here to defend the fact that they didn’t touch me, I doubt it’s a rumor that’s going to abate itself anytime soon.
Ariel comes to meet me where I’m nesting on the top row of the bleachers. 
“I’m so sorry, Lily. I swear, if there was something I could do to turn back the hands of time, I would.” She coaxes me, herself close to tears, proving to me time and again, that my problem is hers as well.
“Oh, Ariel. You don’t need to worry yourself about me. I’ll deal.” I tell her. And all through my short stay on this top space with the air time I collected I actually made the resolve to deal with the stigma.
Dispelling the rumors would be hard…but forgiving Damian would be harder.
…if it’s even possible.




Chapter Four

Damian




Some Years Later


“You’re the Mirage?” the masked man asks me as I keep my weapon drawn point blank at his forehead.
“So, what if I am?” I stall. Who the hell is this and why isn’t he bothered that the barrel of a cocked, loaded gun is aimed straight at his forehead.
“Are you?” He persists, still not at all phased by the fact that his life is literally to be determined by the pressure of my finger.
“I will count to three. If I have no good reason to keep you standing by then, you’ll know why they call me the Mirage.” I grunt. 
I am not joking.
“Walker wants you dead, boy,” he says simply. Again, his voice is unwavering. “You leave before sundown to avoid deployment. Make something up, or he’s going to send you to the front. He plans to blow the place to bits later on, specifically because of you.”
“Bullshit. No commander would kill his entire army because of one man.” I keep my grip firm on the trigger. 
It’s three a.m. and this is the news for which I’m disturbed. It seems I’m not destined for proper sleep…ever.
“You’re not one man, Wright. You’re the Mirage. He’s threatened. The Commander is as jealous as he’s greedy. Now, he’s been making some terrible strategies in Iraq of late. His plan to launch attacks from Lebanon’s water, the loss of civilian lives at a missile misfire…you’ve stepped up more than once and gone nearly solo. You and your group. Any more slip ups and he knows he’ll be stripped and no one else will be left to take over but the over competent Mirage of Bronx.” He finishes with a sniff.
“How am I sure you’re not making this up?” I probe him. It’s at this point that he takes off his hood. His one eye tells me all I need to know. Gabriel.
The military will always have men like this working solo, under the secret recruitment of the Admiral, to protect the interest of the overall functioning of the military. It’s an unspoken position that only the most trustworthy men attain, and a breach of their honesty and well meaning for the force may mean death. In other words, their information is unquestionably true…or they wouldn’t come at all. I got wind of information that one of our troop men in the early phase of our seal training, nearly seven years ago, was too weak to continue the training, and so, he gave up and tapped out after an injury to his eye.
However, the current rear admiral, who was the then-commander wasn’t done with Vaughn Schmitz. He was recruited into the information program and while to the ordinary eye, he’s just a casual seaman first class and will remain so, the inner circle and some of the higher-ups know him as Gabriel.
I don’t know why his slight German accent didn’t clue me…but then again, there are men with different accents on board.
This man is probably one of the bravest men on this ship right now.
“My life depends on not making things up.” He answers my question.
That I understand.
“So…you came to tell me to give up my job in the military and push for early retirement. Why?” he hadn’t said any of this, but I know that’s where he’s getting to. If I don’t face deployment tomorrow and come up with whatever it is I come up with last minute, there’s going to be a motion issued for my demotion. 
Commander Walker and I have never had it smooth and there have been several petitions filed for my dismissal, that I know. So, I do understand that it is possible for the petition to move for my demotion if I should do what Gabriel is asking me to do. However, as to the reason he’s asking me, it still baffles me.
I never saw Walker’s threats as anything more than political that would end in the worst case scenario of my dismissal. Killing or planning the death of a fellow in the navy isn’t unheard of, but at the same time, it isn’t common either.
“You see, if it was just you, that is about to die…you probably wouldn’t see me here. I don’t like you so much either, Deputy. You’re brash sometimes….maybe a little cocky and there are a few others that want you more than just dismissed as Walker does. Enemies are to be made or the word wouldn’t exist. What I don’t want to happen is the resulting massacre that he’s planning to use to achieve his enterprise,” he explains.
I guess that surmises a lot.
“But that’s just plain evil,” I spit. “How is he even not under trial or detention. If you know this, why don’t you?” WHY DON’T YOU…WHAT Gabriel shakes his head.
“When a man is consumed by greed, hatred and pride…there is little to no redemption for such a soul. Greed is at the forefront. Pride would not allow such a person to take corrections and learn from their mistakes. Hatred is the result of a bruised ego. Walker is a man consumed by these three things and embodies them…coupled with the power that he already has, he’s a ticking time bomb ready to explode in any minute.” He muses, but that’s not what I want to find out.
“Cut that philosophy crap, sir. Why don’t you arrest Walker? Or have this information sent to the Admiral for proper disciplinary action?” I ask him. He said he doesn’t really like me, so I don’t need to even try to make myself likeable.
“There’s no proof.” He grunts.
“Then how do I know what you’re saying is true?”
“You don’t. You just have to believe me.”
A simulation runs through my head at this point. What if Walker is using Gabriel to force me into quitting and I don’t know it yet? There’s only one way to find out…which is to disobey his advice. If I do this, I’ll find out the information I need alright. But that would be the last thing I’ll know before I’m blown to bits. I let out a heavy sigh.
“Tell you what, I’ll make it seem like you never left tomorrow with a deep fake software on the screen when he’s doing his routine comms and deployment, then you will be tasked with diverting the troops away from the target point…since you care so much about knowing the truth,” he offers me.
Not a bad choice, so I take it. I don’t even wait for the man to disappear from my sight before I disappear from the cabin and take the boat away from the dock.
The next day, the deployment is set, and it seems no one notices I am missing. About two days later, when Gabriel gives the go-ahead, I surface again and tell my fellow seal fighters that the opposition is one mile south and that I was sent as a spy to overlook the terrain. Believing that they were about to be ambushed, the seal fighters flee the ship, with the last man just jumping off when the vessel bursts into flames.
He was right.
Days later, I’m issued a query for my absence and desertion of duty as due to my espionage of the ship.But it then came to their notice that I was never on the ship in the first place. I should have implicated Walker on what he did, but the event was already labeled as an accident, with Gabriel’s word not being enough proof as he isn’t even officially recognized as a Seals agent.
Anyway, recognizing the fact that I was a catalyst to the salvation of more than a hundred men, the Admiral offered me to write my own retirement to get the benefit of being in the Seals, rather than being dismissed, and to also have my picture on the wall of the cabin my men are in…a bit of punishment with reward. 
It’s one of the most heartbreaking moments of my life, but I’m grateful. The only option aside from this is death, which is not a path I would like to take so early and in such a manner.
I do in fact turn in my resignation and receive a wholesome benefit than is way more than I even expect, learning that a bulk some of the money is from the Admiral’s personal account and other donations from other people that know the Mirage: his works, the selfless things he did in his three tours in Afghanistan and two in Iraq, and the ultimate sacrifice of his career to save his mates.
A beautiful moment it is indeed for me when I’m given the salute as I walk all the way to the chopper that would carry me out of the carrier and back on land, where humans just might really belong. I catch sight of the Commander watching me with hatred in his eyes. It’s obvious things didn’t go according to his plan.
At the base of the chopper is Gabriel in his seaman uniform, prepping something for the take off. He doesn’t even stop to look at me when he tells me. “You’re a good man, deputy. Thank you for saving the lives of those hundreds as opposed to saving your career.”
I stop and turn to him. Obviously, he’s going to be spotted by the commander if he’s seen making conversation with me and the demon would have every right to believe that he was the one putting his plans to jeopardy, so I bend to examine the part of the chopper that he’s checking out, to see him retightening the screws to the wheels of one. Completely unnecessary, but it works for a distraction. 
“All I did was take your advice. If anything, you’re the good man.”
He shrugs. “I mean…for your smarts, you can be a complete airhead sometimes and might just not want to follow advice. You could have stayed aboard and kept a look out for any signs of an explosion, then bailed on the first sighting of one, but you didn’t. That would have been an easy way for you to preserve your career. You’re a good man, deputy.” He repeats himself. “Now, get out of here before you endanger my already endangered life.” He chuckles.
That’s a good enough goodbye for someone who doesn’t like me.
By the time I reach land, I haul myself to the first person I desperately need to see. Ariel. I see her just about every time I get off the ship, but the last time of that officially was three years ago, combining my tour times. I really, really miss her.
You might think there’s no one happier for my safety than I am right? Ariel will forever disprove that. Her concern for who she really loves, rivals that of the person himself. It’s a beauty to see her once again. 
“The last time I saw you, you were pregnant. Now you’re still pregnant,” I chuckle.
“Oh, shut it.” She wipes her tears and makes a futile attempt at being mean. She then calls her son from inside the house and he comes waddling out. Obviously, he has no idea who I am at first so he’s extra cautious around me…but I give him ten minutes…and ten minutes it is. Even before I enter her house, Leo and I are integrated so well, he asks me for a ride  airplane-style on the way into the house and I do just that, carrying him through the air and sailing him flat like an airplane.
I stay with Ariel and her family for three months, studying stock markets and digesting business journals. As an ex-Navy Seal, there’s only so much I can do besides working as a security detail for some extra rich person who can afford me, but that’s not what I want. I want my life to have more meaning than that and so in the period of time I squat with my sister despite being a multi-millionaire, I make sure my wealth at least does everything humanly possible to multiply itself, such that by the time I eventually decide that I could rent an apartment for myself, I was four times richer than how I entered her house. 
I also wanted to stick around for her next delivery, as I missed the first one.
The birth process is something about the female body that would forever continue to amaze me and carrying that baby in my hands that day, just makes me feel like leaving the hospital and impregnating the first hospitable woman I see.
When I’m on my own, I start the process for building one of the most daunting projects I have ever undertaken in my life. Suddenly, this project feels more life-threatening that the numerous tours I did. Losing twelve million dollars is worse to imagine than the actual thing happening. All this while though, I still have good chunks of money in stocks and they keep appreciating in value, giving me the necessary funding I need to undertake this project completely solo. I wouldn’t for the love of me want to be in a partnership. Trust is something completely alien to the average military trained man. It’s expected. It’s rare for our kind to not have had experiences with betrayal; whether just for fun or a direct jab at our very lives. In fact, every military operation deals with betrayal. 
The greatest determiner of the success rate of an infiltration or a proper defense is how much information they have about the opposition’s strategies in the first place. Who else is there to give up the information in the first place besides an Iscariot? Hence the reason why so much is invested behind the scene for information on the other side…and even on ours to uncover moles and close channels for leaking secrets. But, I digress.
I trust no one. I even have no one as of now. My deepest commitments to individuals are men of my troops in the seals. No one else…especially outside. I got so converted to the mentality of my work that I lost all veritable contact with my friends from high school. Not the lost and never found kind of separation. We just drifted apart. Slowly and steadily until they decided that it wasn’t necessary to have me in their group chat anymore. Until they understood that I wouldn’t show up for a reunion even if they invited me. How can I, when I’m struggling to keep the peace in Iraq and effectively at the same time, keep my head on my body?
Hence, three years later sees me a billionaire. Life is good. Three years of grinding hard, military style. I have the doggedness most entrepreneurs would only dream of. Not only that, but due to the risk we take on a daily basis, a loss of three hundred grand means nothing compared to the death of a dozen men, so those are risks I take easily. The rewards, paired with the brute force of my hard work, far outweigh the consequences.
The Mirage is one of the most low-key exquisite clubs in Queens and is responsible for more than half of my net worth. In all my years of risk-taking, this is the most unprecedented reward I’ve ever received for something in relation to the input…monetarily, I guess. Nothing can be exchanged for life, so my time as a seal isn’t part of this claim.
Twelve million bucks for a return of five hundred million in three years, as accompanied by me setting other branches in Harlem, Manhattan and even my home - Bronx seems like a more than just fair trade. It’s a steal.
I sit down on a long bar stool observing the party pop atmosphere. Everywhere looks beautiful and conducive for a properly eventful and thrilling night. Just as I had planned it. The lights, unlike other clubs I’ve been in, are soft and singular in mind. No jarring disco lights or any of those necessities. Everything is done for the sole purpose of maintaining ambience. The reason for this is to give the place a more mature purpose and not just a place that screams a subtle ‘People get molested here.’ 
In all this, though, I still am yet to settle down, relationship wise. It just doesn’t seem original enough, coming from me. I literally come here to the club anytime I feel the need to have some female company, and I have my pick. It’s that easy being the fact that I’m an owner of the store and when I see my prize, I don’t even have to practice. 
I’ve gotten used to the fact that I’m like a fly trapper, so in terms of attracting, I don’t have to worry too much. All she has to do is look. Maybe this is another reason I got the singular lights. You need the best angles of the faces of people you might probably bed later, wouldn’t you?
I throw her a subtle wink and she takes the cue. She’s across the room, but at this juncture, I don’t even have to go to meet her. She’ll come to me. They always come to me.
“So, what brings you to the Mirage?” she asks me in an attempt to strike up a meaningful conversation. I know girls like this. They like their men intelligent. I would have loved to engage her in the conversation that would totally sweep her off her feet, but I hardly have the time to. I need my fix and I need it now. She is brainy, but for now, her lush beauty is what is important to me. That and my craving.
“To oversee business,” I say casually and spin my iPad like a board. She raises an eyebrow. “What did you think? That I’d be over in some VIP lounge looking for some unexciting women that want nothing but get a chance to dig at your pockets, child support and otherwise? Nah. I prefer the open halls. They’re more…lively…in every way. Besides…what would be my gain if I missed someone like you tonight?”
The look in her eyes tells me she’s already mine, even before she willingly follows me to my personal lounge in the building and shows me why she deserves a top rated customer’s voucher in the most prestigious club in the Bronx…and I show her what a true ‘Mirage’ actually feels like.




Chapter Five

Lily



I look out the window as a force of habit, because nowadays, it's better to expect it than to have it come right at you. It's better to expect him than to have him come at you. It just feels...safer.
Sitting and staring is pretty much the only thing I do nowadays once it approaches the time that I know he'll be coming home. Once it's past seven, even if he's on his way back, he's more likely to rent a hotel and stay overnight.
So, theoretically, by seven I should be rounding up my window view. For a woman so troubled in marriage, you wouldn't expect me to actually 'expect' my husband back, but like I said, the more receptive you are to deal with the reality, the less everything hurts. 
I heave a sigh of relief when the clock strikes eight. Of course I put in extra wait hours. This feels like a job at this point.
Standing up from my window spot, which is on the second floor, I traipse back down the stairs and into the kitchen to fix myself dinner…as it has been for the last week. 
There has been no sign of Jonas. Not even a call or a reply from the numerous texts that I am obligated to send in order to avoid facing the consequences of not doing so, which for some reason known only to him, would be to completely starve me of attention the entire time he's eventually back.
It's a back and forth game that I know I can't win and therefore, to maintain my peace and sanity, I do exactly as he says. At least one text every day to ensure that I'm alive…whatever that means.
Most of the time, I overdo myself and send more than “required”, but that's just because I'm bored...or also naive and think that this relationship would still work. But it's been six years. I couldn't imagine for the love of me throwing this all away over these little differences. Every marriage has its plight and this is mine.
It seems, from my experience, to be a complete myth when they say that men in the military make some of the most loving husbands and lovers because they always miss their spouses and as we all know, absence makes the heart grow fonder.
It seems like he wants every excuse to not want to come home. I don't even bother to investigate whether or not he's seeing women outside our marriage because I'm sure I'm not going to like my findings. The part that probably kills me in that aspect is the fact that there's practically nothing I can even do, should theoretically I catch him cheating.
Absolutely nothing.
It's a time game for me at this point, where everything I do is to not upset him in order to buy myself more time to prove myself more relevant…to prove myself more fruitful.
On  second thought, I can go out. As long as he's not around, I'm free to do whatever it is I want, provided he doesn't find out. If he does, he becomes extra irritable at my very presence, like I've just gone to whore myself to the world or something and he even refuses to touch me, seemingly physically appalled by just my mere appearance. 
I'm used to the emotional abuse now, so I couldn't give a damn what he says or does. Heck I don't even want him to touch me anymore...or make bland love to me. I just want to eat take out with my childhood friend and talk about her perfect life or joke about my miserable one.
I dial her number to make sure she's free for the night and begin dressing up.
"Hey, Ari. Whatcha doing?" I greet her with the same vigor as I used to some five...six years ago.
"Lily! I'm so happy you called. Are you free? Is Demon Joe around? If he is, just tell me and I'll end the call right now." She rushes out all at once. 
Lily is the mortal enemy of Jonas and even he knows to avoid her. They both steer clear of each other's paths like the two poles of a magnet, repelling each other with a strong force. The result of the two of them staying in a house alone is something that nobody is prepared to hear or even imagine its reality.
“Nope and by this time, it’s sure he won’t be back. You wanna grab a bite? It’s been a while,” I say wistfully. Normally, if Jonas was around, she’d end the call, not wanting to endanger me, no matter how stubborn I would get. This was a device to protect me from the ensuing turbulence that would be set to occur if Jonas caught me talking to his mortal enemy, but now, we don’t have to worry about all that.
“Well, I’m ready when you are. Meet at Wendy’s?” she answers.
“Of course.”
Where’s better?
As soon as I end the call, I begin making preparations to go and meet my best friend. I feel like a twelve-year-old throwing a hoodie over my shirt and slipping on a pair of track pants. They say music is the best therapy, so I take my headphones along with me. Music paired with the excitement of meeting my best friend feels like more than just a placebo for the rest of my miserable years with Jonas and so I make sure I soak up every moment of the entire fifteen-minute walk. These are times when I feel truly free. 
Any moment spent in that oppressive house, even if it is void of the presence of my husband, I still feel like a captive in the fact that he is everywhere. Everything is a product of him, and so when I turn to look innocently at a flower vase, I can hear it curse me silently and tell me how I’m not good enough and will never be good enough…how my life would never be as colorful as the flowers that I stare at, because I lack the zeal and will to make it so…as if a woman just ‘lacks’ the zeal to make sperms fertilize her eggs. I take in the surroundings around me, feeling out of place in the happiness that encompasses me. The district of Queens has pretty much everything that the Bronx – where I grew up - has…but better. That’s why I suggested to Jonas that we should move here when our marriage was still new and full of love. The same love that litters the streets as I hobble along, but can’t get any of it and instead choose to keep myself immersed in the enclaves of my noise-cancelling headphones that completely drown out the sound of love and leaves me with the searing pain of sad music. 
I’ll get my love when I finally meet Ariel.
When I get to the restaurant where we agreed to meet, I see that she is not here yet.
I don’t expect her to be. She has two children; the youngest one is still a toddler. She’s late to everything by default and I can understand perfectly…I just can’t relate personally.
I sit on my most preferred spot and wait for her – an inner chair and the innermost end of the restaurant. That way, if Jonas miraculously happened to be passing by and happened to look in this direction, he would have a hard time spotting me, even if he was actively looking.
It overjoys me when I see Leo run into the restaurant ahead of his mother.
“Auntie Lily!” he screams and flies straight into my arms, not giving the slightest care in the world as to whether we would fall as I lost my balance.  Thankfully we didn’t end up on the floor. I use the nearby table to steady myself.
“There’s that smile.” I hear Ariel call from a distance and instantly my eyes well up with tears. It’s been so long since I have seen her. It’s my turn to fly and hug someone, but I do it with a much more adult approach. However, Leo let me go when he was done with his barrage. I do the exact opposite to his mother. I hold her and sob into her shirt till my eyes are dry. It’s like she naturally just…sucks all my sorrows out because, by the time I lift up my face from the crook of her shoulder that I buried it in, I feel more relieved than ever. Her smile reassures me that I’m not alone and I revel in the adoration that she shows me.
“I’ll be here for you…always. Don’t you ever forget that,” she tells me.
I take a huge sniff and nod as I pry away Emily, the toddler whom she managed to hold while supporting my crying body. Emily is a relatively new fixture in my life, so she barely knows me, but she recognizes me enough to smile when I carry her, sporting the same glassy eyes as I am, probably from a not-so-distant crying fit.
Eventually, we all sit down to have a meal. Roast beef and cheddar sliders are at the top of the menu for me, and I indulge in it. Ariel gets some seafood combination whose name I don’t remember. Only Emily doesn’t have a meal for the simple reason that she’ll put whatever is given to her to waste anyway. She seems completely content with that reality and is happy going from person to person, receiving pieces of generosity for her cuteness, probably eating eventually more than all three of us did.
“I have everything against Demon Joe.” Ariel mumbles over her meal. 
“Auntie Lily, who’s Demon Joe?” Leo asks innocently. I widen my eyes and make a hasty swallow.
“Um, Ariel, can we restrict calling him that…at least in front of the children.” I somehow whisper, even though it’s unnecessary. The children are pretty much embedded in our personal space already.
“Pfft.” She scoffs. “Too late.”
Huh?
“Deemah Toe!” Emily yells in triumph after finishing off a piece of corn bread her brother fed her.
I slap my forehead with the cup of my palm.
“He’s a household entity over here,” my best-friend confesses. “The only thing they don’t know is who exactly the demon is. I try not to tell ‘em, so I usually don’t. Children don’t know how to shut up,” she warns me. I guess I’d know that. Emily - who can barely talk - just casually screams his name after every bite as some form of victory.
“Hmm. You know, if I had children, maybe he’d be nicer to me,” I muse. It’s not even debatable at this point. It’s just a form of regret…a way to keep telling myself and assuring myself that I know the cause of the problem, so that finding a solution just seems around the corner. I know Jonas hates me because I couldn’t bear him children, but it has been certified -there’s absolutely nothing wrong with me…or him. I just haven’t conceived for some reason. Of course, he’s done his part. He’s made the environment conducive, he’s provided everything for me, so despite the fact that the doctor says nothing is wrong with me, I must be using birth control or something.
I’m a hopeless prostitute that wants to maintain a body shape that isn’t even that great in expense of his generational posterity. 
Yes. Jonas told me that once.
“Hell no, Lily. Don’t say that. A nice man is a man that would prevail with you in these trying times and love you even if you didn’t have a freaking womb. Niceness being a return for a particular quality you possess isn’t niceness. It’s a transaction,” Ariel encourages me.
“But still…for a little peace of mind…could I at least just have had these children so that he’ll come home from work and give me a kiss…or at least not look at me with distaste…like I’m a pile of rubbish?” Fresh tears threaten to flow as I talk but I still them. Not now…not when the kids are watching me intently wondering what in the world is wrong with Auntie Lily and why she cries every time. 
“Hey, trust me. You could have the prettiest of children, but as soon as he finds a reason to, he’s probably going to keep treating you like shit.” She tells me. “If he can do it now, at another provocation, he’ll do it again.”
Leo doesn’t understand he’s not a participant in the conversation, so he goes on to ask his question, carefree. “How can you treat someone like shit? Flush ‘em down the toilet?” 
We just stop talking. Funny enough, I’m actually trying to hold a laugh in.
“Cuz Emily treated Daddy’s toothbrush like shit yesterday,” he shrugs. That does it for me and Ariel. He watches us with amusement as the both of us get completely disoriented by the laughter that consumes us entirely, probably not finding his statement even mildly humorous. But he wouldn’t understand. Making something as dreary as my marriage troubles into an innocent joke and also exposing his sister’s misdeeds on the table was enough to turn the mood around for the both of us and also keep us from mentioning any other relatively disturbing instances all through the rest of the dinner. Now all we focus on is the two children, answering their questions in the simplest way we can and keeping the air light.
It’s almost eleven when I get back home, all the while wishing I had a car. As much as Jonas didn’t allow me to work and provided virtually anything for me, I still don’t want to drive any of his cars. There’s a good chance he has every one of them bugged and can access my location at any time. If he gets a beep that I’m out by that time, there’d be trouble.
I close the door gently, not wanting any sudden sounds that’ll give me a headache and also partly because I have learnt to be a little sneaky when Jonas is around. And so when I run minor errands, I know he doesn’t like the noise…little things.
“Where are you coming from?” the voice almost takes my soul out of my body.
“Jonas” I mutter gravely “You’re…you…I didn’t know you’d be home by now…” I stutter.
Uh-oh.
“Of course, you didn’t. That’s why you’ve taken the liberty to go and whore yourself out to your lover and stroll in as casually as you see fit.” He spits.
“I was with Ariel.” I say with boldness. Being accused of being a whore is something I find as the most repugnant form of insult and it hurts me the most, especially as it was the very first type of insult to trigger the sense of trauma and trail of insecurities that I now face.
“Of course. A married woman with two kids would be with you at this time of the night. I hate that mutt, but come on. You don’t have to be that low.”
“Here.” I pull out my phone and hold it in front him. “Ask her. I wouldn’t interfere…”
He doesn’t even wait for me to finish before slapping the device from my hands, hitting my actual hand in the process. It hurts…badly.
“Cut that stupidity out, Lily. As a respectable woman, if you’re out by this time, there’s no evidence to convince me that you’re not seeing another man,” he growls.
“And what about you!?” I scream at him. “You’re hardly ever at home and when you’re here, all you do is treat me like trash until it’s time to satisfy yourself with me! How am I supposed to stay in this place with you if you’re also carrying sluts on the ships and…”
I find myself on the floor before I even feel the pain and when I do, I wish I was dead. The pain practically paralyzes my jaw’s ability to move and my brain’s ability to coordinate voice. I hear this very loud whirling in my ears as his hands also grazed there.
“Don’t you ever speak of those women like that. The least of them is better than the best of you, you…” he pauses and seems to have realized what he has done. I can’t tell whether he remains silent or he keeps talking, but I eventually see his shoes walk away from me.
As naïve as you might think I am, even I have my limits…and this is it.
I make my way upstairs once my body regains as good a coordination of itself as possible and then begin packing my things into a suitcase. He’s on the bed reading a novel, but he doesn’t make any effort to stop me. Once I’m done, I amble out of his home and into the night heading to only one place I know I’ll never be rejected.
Her husband gasps when he sees me at his doorstep so late, Ariel gasps when she sees me with my luggage and then screams when she sees the swelling on my face from the backhand that Jonas has given me.




Chapter Six

Damian



“Good evening, Boss.” Jerry greets me. He is, by mass, more muscular than I am, but I’m sure only about ten percent of that muscle is actually useable. I could take this guy out in a brawl for life without even using tactics. Safe to say, I’m a better bodyguard for myself than he is for me. I don’t let it bother me too much, though; protection is just for show. If a sniper were to be trained on my head three kilometers from here, Jerry wouldn’t even be a useful body shield.
“What took you so long?” I scold him. We are late for an event that is to be held at the club and I need a proper red carpet entrance. The bulky man bows his apology, offering no excuses. He knows me well already. I tolerate none, unless the proof of such is staring me right in the face like a broken bone or a dead body.
He makes quick communications to the other security men at various positions as my entourage assembles. I get into the middle, most luxurious car, as the engines of all others in the motorcade start up and I grimace at the hassle. Normally, I would prefer to travel in a simple sports or luxury car, with nobody but Jerry rather than have three others tailing me, but tonight is a special night and I have to make my status known as the proper billionaire that I am…according to my business advisor.
Today, I am attending a gala to commemorate the merging of two companies, one of which I’m a major stakeholder in. To display my dominance and involvement in the movement I have had the Mirage in Queens shut down for the whole night to facilitate the event, but my adviser said I have to go bigger. Every other investor, CEO and founder would come with their various escorts and to assert my power and importance, I have to be one of them.
It’s like an animal fight where the bulls with the biggest horns look more intimidating, the lions with the loudest roar would seem more likely to win, and the peacock with the biggest, brightest and most colorful feathers would be the most attractive to a mate. The show of wealth is the human equivalent of all that…and I hate it.
When we eventually get to the club, the entire scene of events happen in blurs too fast for me to keep track of, especially since I didn’t even want to in the first place. Soon enough, we’re in the main event, doing ‘gala’ stuff – meeting new people and broadening connections. This is the part I enjoy the most, especially when it comes to meeting the women. I know one thing is certain. I would be having someone in my bed in the exclusive lounge for me….preferably older. It would be an extra win if she’s married.
Before the end of the event, I already have my target wrapped around the very syllables of my words.
“Oh, come on. You surely can’t be serious,” the woman giggles childishly. From the look on her face and how she keeps her eyes on me, I’m sure I don’t need to explain myself further. All I have to do is repeat myself and ask the magic question.
“I am the owner of this place. If you don’t believe me, what can I do to make you believe?” 
She giggles again, but this time, more sensually. “Do something only the owner would,” she smirks.
“I have a better idea. How about I take you to somewhere in this place you know no one but the owner has access to?” I smirk.
She licks her lips in anticipation. 
Got her! My work here is done.
I walk casually in front of her, being aware that she came with a male escort, her husband or otherwise. It would be unwise to be so brash about the entire operation and make a mess of both myself and her should her companion discover our ploy to get the time together that they could never. When I enter through the door of the ‘staff consent only’ segment of the building and hear the door open and close again, I smile in contentment and wait for her to join me before continuing the journey. Before we even enter the lounge my mouth is already on hers, loving her erotic taste. She tastes of pure sin…and I am entwined to the spell her kisses bind me with.
This is why I find mature women interesting. Their luster is just so…attractive.
Kisses move back and forth for a while as pieces of fabric come off as well, leading to better and better sensations as we get more deeply connected to each other and I find pleasing her worth the effort. I make a mental note to put in some effort to ensure that this isn’t the last time we’ll see each other. I’m not making the same mistake I made some ten or so years ago…with Lily.
When we’re done, I don’t leave immediately. Instead, we stay and I listen to her drawl about her husband and how perfect he has been to her. All through the time of the discussion she mentions nothing bad about him and that is when I realize that this actually might be the last encounter I’ll have with this damsel. The guilt eating her up would eventually consume her and lead her into depression, because she knows her husband deserves nothing of what she just did to him.
I understand though. Sometimes, I’m too charming to resist, even to the loyal ones. I let her leave without initiating any conversation about a later meeting date on purpose, to relieve her of the temptation involved in doing so. Left to just her alone, I would be a walk through…just one of those fellows that you think is insanely hot and want and that pushes your mind into an immediate fantasy moment, featuring  you  letting me take control of you. However, given the fact that I have the confidence to match my beauty and the interest in her, there’s no way she wouldn’t fall again if we are to ever cross paths again. Let’s not have a repeat of that.
I lie in my bed while she gets dressed, then allow her to place one more hypnotizing kiss into my mouth before she leaves, leaving me to wallow in self disappointment even longer.
I need a woman of my own. A woman whom I won’t have to hide to touch her or have her leave first thing in the morning to get back to her real man. I need one that I can show to the real world as being mine.
When I emerge from the inner chamber like a bear coming out of hibernation, I move straight into the car and command the driver to move, wanting sleep. The driver begins his plough towards my house when I notice an is articulated a truck? Maybe say truck?automobile just behind us, advancing even though we are moving almost directly on the limit. I give Jerry an unsure look and he checks it out himself.
“Floor it,” I order the driver, when Jerry keeps his eyes at the back of the car longer than he should, maybe paralyzed for a second by the terror of something of such size approaching us with such speed. The car’s acceleration jolts him back into place.
“You think it’s after us, Boss? I mean, it could have failed brakes…” just as he finishes his sentence, the bright light from the truck behind us gets brighter immediately, before the collision happens.
“How fast is this thing going that you can’t go faster? It’s a truck for goodness sake!” I yell at the driver, who responds by pressing his foot harder on the gas. The second collision sends the car into a frenzied swerve as the driver struggles for control of the wheel and I realize the physical doom that this truck presents. We shouldn’t be going this fast. The only reason we hadn’t been fishtailed is just due to the pure expertise of the driver. A mile slower would see us under the truck.
Now, the truck already has the advantage of  building acceleration, so however fast we can go, it is already there. I exhale deeply as I realize with dread that we’re currently on borrowed time.
“Grab onto something!” is the last thing I yell before a third collision sends us into the fishtail and inevitably into the air. The last thing I see before I lose consciousness is Jerry, frantically grasping for something his giant hands can hold on to efficiently while screaming for his life as the Cadillac topples over and over again.
I wake up, in the  worst condition I have ever been in, with no idea about how much time has passed or where I even am. When I try to move my body, I realize quickly that I can’t. I’m in a cast everywhere. The realization of this is enough to drive me into a deep slumber of despair once again and I have no idea if I’m even actually alive by the time I open my eyes again.
“Damian? Are you awake…doctor!” If only she knew what she is doing to my head by screaming so loud…
…
My eyes open again. This time, there’s no Ariel. I take that window of time, however short it might be, and use it to ponder on what really happened…because till now, I remember very little. Just spinning and pain…then lots more pain.
Was it a tour in Guam?
When, however, I remember the face of a person, everything starts coming back to me.
“Jerry....” My voice sounds terrible and it’s more of a cough than an actual word, but it’s loud enough to pass off as what I want it to. 
“Worry about yourself now, Mr. Wright. Jerry will be fine,” whoever that is assures me. 
I try to speak again but the croaky voice I have at my disposal makes my words practically incoherent, so I give up altogether. 
“I’ll come and check on you tomorrow and see if your speedy recovery isn’t just a gimmick by your body.” The frame of a female dressed in scrubs comes into my view. “Blink twice if you can hear and understand what I just said.”
I blink until she starts laughing. “Okay, soldier. No need to show off.”
She leaves the room and I fall asleep afterwards, only awakened back into the real world by the voices of my favorite niece and nephew.
“Is Uncle Damian going to be alright?” Leo, who speaks with a prowess much more efficient than I’d give the average four-year-old, asks his mother. She answers him in a voice I can’t hear and I intend to tune out until I feel a hand tug a part of my face.
“Emily.” I grunt. My voice is much better now.
“Ankle Deymieh…awake!” she babbles. That gets her mother’s attention and even though I can’t turn to see her, I hear her footsteps coming towards me in haste. 
She had better not scream again.
“Oh…Damian. What happened!?” she moans in agony like she was the one feeling the pain of all the injuries I have. 
“How bad is it?” I give her my ‘I’m back from the land of the dead’ greeting.
She shakes her head. “The doctor said you broke a lot. Four ribs, I think. A leg, the digits of your toes on the leg you didn’t break. Your arms…It’s….” She stops and lets her tears course through her.
“That’s actually not that bad. Broken bones; I can deal with that.” I would have shrugged if I wasn’t restrained so badly. Still, I do the shrugging gesture with my mouth. “I’ve broken a few at a time before. This just takes it up a notch. Like another difficulty.” I have to deliberately force air out of my body to laugh. And for that trouble, she doesn’t even find it funny.
“They recommend physical therapy if you’re ever going to have even the slightest chance of walking again.” She says with more tears falling from her eyes. “And that’s after  three months under the cast…and in the bed, depending on how fast your bones weld themselves together again.”
“Weld? Did they really snap that much?”
“I have pictures. Wanna see?” She doesn’t even wait for me to answer before hovering her phone with a short video of me at the scene of the accident, probably taken by a passerby, from the disorientation in the shot. The only semblance the person in the video has to the ‘me’ that I know is the tuxedo that I remember I wore and my face that isn’t too beat up. The rest of my body, however, was a complete mess.
“Thirteen surgeries and insertions in places to make sure the bone doesn’t grow wrong,” she tells me. I’m still at a loss for words at what I just saw.
“Jerry?” I remember him “and the driver?” I ask her and she gives me the status report of the two of them. Luckily, neither of them are dead and in fact, I’m the one that suffered the most injuries…which relieves me, because I know that I was the reason for that attack. It would have killed me to hear that either of them died the death that I was supposed to. 
After three days, Jerry begins frequenting my room, despite my telling him not to. I even resort to firing him with the secret plot of hiring him back when I’m sure he’s gotten enough rest. Still, he keeps coming, this time as a friend and is under no obligation to take a rest.
“But I just don’t get the commander’s motive for killing you now that you’re retired.” He muses in one of our numerous talks. He’s right, but I remember Gabriel’s words as foundation for my theory.
“When a man is consumed by greed, hatred and pride…there is little to no redemption for such soul.”
“He’s ready to do anything to accomplish his goal of killing me, especially because I injured his pride when I escaped his first attempt and made his plan look stupid. Besides that, I know no other person that has access to a truck that big that can go more than a hundred miles per hour….plus has the ability to make it disappear completely after the scene. I’m the richest amongst my known business competitors and even I don’t have that kind of power.” I explain to my bodyguard while he listens out of the bucket of my plethora of wisdom.
“Well, the most important thing is your full recovery. We’ll worry about that Walker dude later.” He grunts as Ariel enters the room.
“Hey.” I give a simple wave. “I’ve gained feeling everywhere now,” I announce to her, to which she delightfully hugs me. “The only downside is the fact that now I'm aware just how much these boys hurt.” I wince as an unguarded Emily tries to climb atop me.”
“Oh, my.” My sister squeals at the death grip she notices her daughter tug at my leg with, just above a stitch. Before she can break the bone again, Jerry, her new playmate since I have been incapacitated, swoops in to carry her from my body.
“It’s been three months and two weeks, Ariel. When do I get out of here?” I ask the question with urgent sincerity.
She surprisingly has an answer to me this time as opposed to the other times when she’d barely say anything. “So, you’re ready for your physical therapy?” she asks me. Physical therapy is something I see on cameras and absolutely detest the activity, but if it’s going to get me out of this prison I’ve been rotting in, I have no ready objections.
“Yes, Ariel. Yes I am. I need to get back to my full strength and drag your body along the lawn as you beg for mercy.” I smile devilishly. Normally she’s the one that makes the threats but three months of bed rest gets you more messed up than you think. I’ve had more than enough time to practice. She shudders like the blades of grass are currently running up her back and laughs with a frown on her face – don’t ask me how – before she confronts me.
“Why would you do that?” she groans.
“For keeping me here.” I shrug.
“Whatever.” She rolls her eyes. “Now, to introduce you to your physical therapist…Lily?” she calls out into the hallway.
Lily?
Yes. Lily stops out of the confines of the door and waves rather blandly at me, for someone who hasn’t seen me in ten years. 
“So…the both of you get acquainted with each other?” My sister backs out, leaving us to be alone in the hospital room. She gives Jerry some kind of signal strong enough for him to resist mine. 
“Good morning, Mr. Wright. I’m so sorry about your accident. I’m here to…”
“Lily…it’s really you.” I gulp. It has been so long and there’s a lot between us that we need to fix.
“Yes, sir. I’m here. I’m going to request your avid participation, as the fastest track to a smooth recovery is a healthy mindset. I trust to expect that from you?” The professionality tells me one thing and one thing only. She still hates me.
After all these years. One minor slip up and she has still refused to let go. It’s a really discouraging behavior that annoys me and I don’t bother hiding my annoyance.
It seems though that after all these years, she has gained a lot of sass, since she finds witty ways to shut me up whenever I interrupt her. After more than enough futile attempts at a conversation with her, I just give up.
Oh, well…we might as well just get on with this, shall we? Curse these damned dysfunctional legs. I would have otherwise walked out of here on the first chance I got.




Chapter Seven

Lily



“That’s it, Mr. Wright. Just keep on that circular motion.” I coax him, but the look on his face shows more than just faith in his development and progress. His face betrays his impatience and his mouth, unfortunately one of the first things to recover fully from the wreckage, runs incessantly.
“Why do I have to keep doing these exercises? This is the perfect definition of exercise in futility. If I’m just going to do this tomorrow, why don’t I just add it to the routine as opposed to the main thing?”
Instead of me arguing with him, I just wait for him to finish ranting before I speak. “Sir, you can’t begin practicing to walk yet unless you’re willing to see what your tibia looks like up close,” I say simply and that shuts him up, but I know it’s only a matter of time before he starts talking again.
It’s expected, though; people that are used to working hard have a lot of energy to spare. Somehow, that energy must be expended when they can no longer work like they used to and what other channel presents itself more readily available than the mouth? I’m not surprised that it’s his next avenue of expression. What plagues me instead is the way that tongue is used in such a way that it still commands a massive compilation of respect, both from me and from every other person under his payroll and not.
But at the end, after a long day’s work, I keep thinking back to the series of days, back when we were children, where we had sex and he spread the rumor about me messing around with the entirety of his class and even gave the description of my body. Then I ask myself the question: ”Is he still really worth the respect?” Obviously, among all his staff, I’m the one he feels most comfortable with, even though he knows I’m the one that likes him the least. This closeness between us is the most ironic one you’d have the pleasure of witnessing. We are so close, yet so distant. I want nothing to do with him after the training sessions, yet he has my room positioned closest to his lounge, has me ‘supervise’ the food he’s being served under the reasoning that I’m practically his physician and am hence responsible for everything that would ensure his speedy recovery. 
I do know, however, that he is a little paranoid about everyone besides Jerry and I and quite frankly, I don’t blame him. The man was nearly assassinated.
The obvious question also bugs me as well though. How on earth did I get here? 
I am just a divorcee, with actively nowhere to go, but fate seems to have a special liking for me. Jonas and I got married when I was still in the university, having met there as the brother of a classmate and for some reason, he didn’t want me to finish my degree program in college. Against all odds, I persisted and finished my bachelor’s degree program in physiotherapy. The tough part was having to sneak in a few practices here and there, but none of it was worth it, until I eventually gave up the dream and settled to live a sedentary life in the house of my ex-husband. When eventually I decided I could take it no more, I went to nest in Ariel’s welcoming hands and have been attending training classes ever since, including when Damien’s accident came up.
Accepting to nurse him back to health is honestly the least I could do for Ariel, especially as I know that he really needs someone he can trust. I may not like him, but at the same time, I wouldn’t do anything that would physically hurt him. 
The only thing that seems to have changed about him is the maturity of his features. A stubble now grows over that smooth jaw line that I once used to admire, but I can’t tell if I actually like that stubble even more. The beautiful brown  hair, however, that decorated his head when he was younger has now been reduced to a buzz cut. 
Actually not that bad…anything fits this guy, but it still is a little different from what I know him as and maybe adds to the emphasis on his age.
As I lay in my room, thinking about him and everything that has happened between the both of us over the past month that I’ve been here – which isn’t much – I begin to ponder on a lot of things and my mind begins to flood with a lot of ideas. 
When I left Jonas, I made up my mind to have nothing to do with marriage and even men in a lot of cases. The stress a relationship puts on me is too much of a burden for me to carry. Everyone has their different capacities and mine stops just below the threshold of amorous love. I want nothing to do with it. It’s obvious why. Johann broke me and my perception of the thing…and I know this, but it’s something that identifying doesn’t half solve. So, what if Johann broke me? 
Why can’t I pick up the pieces and rebuild with another person that would value me for who I am? The simple answer for this is the perception…my perception…the one he instilled into me, knowingly or not.
Love, for me, depends on what you bring to the table. It’s not unconditional with the only exception to that rule being the variable of children. With this mindset, I made up my mind that I do not have what it takes to earn the love of anyone, so the only thing I can do is to give the little love I have to those that truly deserve it.
But who deserves my love?
I look over to the wall separating Damian and I. He certainly doesn’t, but then, that’s love. It’s unconditional and it doesn’t have to be amorous. I decide that for my next stage of healing, I’m going to distribute the little love I have left in me to everyone I interact with…including Damian Wright. No matter how much it kills me.
No matter how much I’ll never forgive him, it still doesn’t feel right to harbor such bubbling hate within me and still care for him. I feel like one of these days, I’m just going to stab him with a needle…just to emphasize how much I hate him.
To avoid all that, I make a promise to myself as I drift off to sleep, to begin looking at him from a much lighter perspective…the one I did ten years ago and fortunately for me, the next day, I don’t forget my promise to myself. 
As soon as I get to his room, I feel him notice the difference in atmosphere.
“Good morning, Lily,” he greets me. For the first time, I answer him with…
“Good morning, Damian. Sleep well?” it does seem to startle him sufficiently, but I perfectly understand. My niceness startled me too. The morning starts off bland, just a few instructions here and there that I expect him to obey and he does with no fuss.
Then again, all mornings are bland.
Afternoon comes when we begin to get used to each other with my new and richer regard of him and he shows me the side of him that I had always wanted in high school. The flirts, the nasty comments…the sly innuendos. These are things I badly wanted to have back then, but couldn’t due to the fact that he saw me as just another younger sister. Now, as I lay crouched beneath him, rotating his legs – the only parts of his body yet to make full recovery – I can’t help but think of him in relation to those moments when he’d smile at me…make me blush even with innocent compliments.
…the way he made my body tingle that sorely regrettable night that I find rather pleasing at this moment.
“Lily, what are you doing?” his entire body stills when my hand caresses him again and in that moment, I snap out of my reverie and look at what I’m actually doing with slight terror and confusion. I pause to see that my hands have made their way from his thighs to the inner parts of them.
…and parts of my fingers actually rest on his crotch!
“A massage?” I whimper. I was not supposed to do that.
“It’s supposed to be an exercise.” He mutters darkly…a point where I know what is going to happen now, no matter what.
I have nothing to say to that…no utters of agreement…or disagreement.
“Well, let’s do something that would strain us a little more, shall we?” He grins and holds me in place when I stand up and try to leave. “How do you feel about hip thrusts? Excellent for working on core mobility.”
Damn. I taught him that?
I must have forgotten how Damian literally dominates everywhere he has the curse of infecting, because he doesn’t even wait for me to affirm. He knows I wouldn’t speak or make a move if I was left like that for a million years. I feel strong hands grab my under-thighs, just below my glutes and pull me close to his face. The injured ex-soldier takes a good long sniff of my pulsing flesh, putting his nose right on the spot. 
That is so hot…I feel like burning up.
“Yes. You’re ready for the hip thrusts. I can tell.” He grunts sharply. “Now, strip. It’s been so long.”
There’s so much craving, want and need in his demands, that it controls me without me having to think about what I’m doing properly and soon enough, all my clothes are on the floor, my naked form idling at his gaze. Just then, a sliver of rational thought clouds my brain and I bring my hands to cover my exposed chest, but he pries my hands away. Hues of pink coat my entire face as he gapes upon me.
That’s why it strikes me as odd when in almost the same way as he did the first and last time we had sex, he dismisses my insecurities with just one marveled glance. 
“Gosh, Lily, your face aged a bit, but your body’s still the same…this is nostalgic.” He slowly reaches out and cups one of my dropping not sure dropping is good. Maybe round? Small? Need something positive swells, closing his eyes and sighing in some sort of relief to the feel of my skin. He has his ways of setting women alight. That’s the Damian I knew back then, still the exact same now. 
‘No big deal.’ I tell myself, but my body says otherwise. From the moment he touches me in my spot again, I know that it won’t be possible anymore to refrain from whatever is happening, so I just let it happen…I just let him take me. 
For someone that still can’t walk, his hip thrusts sure pack a lot of force and they come in waves that I’m not ready for. I completely forget the reason why I’m here in the first place and let him treat me like I haven’t been treated in years. He makes me forget everything with his touches on my sex as he backs it up with his beautifully rhythmic thrusts. His tongue on my skin reminds me why I fell in love with him when I was younger. Those beautiful lips make my skin develop goosebumps as he rides me into one of the best climaxes I’ve experienced in a while, and the first one in six years that I haven’t brought upon  myself.
…and the most carnal thing about this entire thing is the fact that it happened right on his wheelchair, making the act feel so wrong, paving the way for immeasurably intense sensations.
Don’t they say that the sweetest things to do are those things that are done knowing full well that they are not supposed to be done?
When I sit on his thighs, breathing heavily, I’m made aware by some form of clarity, what I’ve just done and the realization dawns on me that the person I vowed never to forgive till eternity has just brought me some of the best satisfaction in years. It’s funny to think that even though the realization hits me, I don’t regret it. Instead, I feel like this wouldn’t be the last time this would happen.
His breaths are quick and erratic…like he just ran a marathon. 
Me too, Damian. Me too.
The moment caught me by surprise, but that’s what I pray this is…just a surprise. I want nothing more. This only happened because of the reminisce of our past engagement and not to downplay the prowess of other men that I may or may not have had inside me, but when I was on him just a few minutes ago, I realized one thing…that I was going to have the second best sexual experience of my life.
…the first and best was on my eighteenth birthday.
Damian seems to have a dedicated specialty to this craft and it doesn’t help that there’s more than physicality at stake.
I wipe off the smear of a tear from the corner of my eye, not wanting him to see me vulnerable…to see how much I missed him. To him, I’m a slut that he can sacrifice for the pride of his entire boy gang, so why give him that pleasure even now?
In fact, once the thought forms that he still has the right to brag to his friends about me being a trophy for him ten years after I desperately begged him to gift me with his body, a new form of anger surges up within me.
‘What was I thinking!?’
I stand up immediately and fish my clothes from the ground, then turn back to look at him. The same spite I felt for him is displayed in my looks that could kill him if glances had that ability. But the spite isn’t for him. It’s me. I’m livid at myself.
‘If someone hurts you once, that person is a fool. If the same person hurts you again, then you’re the fool.’
I’m the fool here.
All this time, the room is in complete silence, peppered by my aggravated footsteps as I gather everything I brought in with me and hear his peaceful snores. Once again, as I’m about to leave, I take one good look at him, sleeping peacefully on the wheelchair, completely unclad and still sticky from our carnality. I keep him under my observation for a couple of seconds before shaking my head and letting my morality take over.
It would be unearthly for the sanitation staff to innocently idle in to clean up whatever their boss might have made a mess of and find him in the same clothes he wore the day of his birth, sticky from what they know but might want to deny for their own sanity.
Come to think of it, that would be a sight to see. Maybe adding the plot twist that would have Damian wake up at that moment.
Either way, I get back into the room and get to the work I’m only obligated to do as a participant in the activity. His trousers don’t even come off fully before he actually wakes up from his trance.
“What are you doing?” He grunts when I try to free his other ankle from his briefs. I wonder how he was able to thrust so ferociously and rhythmically with them still locked on his calves.
“Oh, good. You’ve resurrected.”
“Huh. I died?” He snorts. He still has little motion to his legs, so he lets me rid him of the attire. Normally, he would want to do it on his own. The kind of determination he has is what has brought him to this stage of recovery this quickly. A rarity in the civilian world, I guess.
“Uh-uh. Short death, they call it; a phase of immediate tiredness immediately after coitus.” I take his clothes to the laundry basket and dump it there, hoping the housekeeper doesn’t notice the scent when she’s doing the laundry.
“You sound like a sex educator from the eighties.”
“You look like my case study.” I nod over at his erection. It causes a lump in my throat, seeing that he’s ready for another round, but I feel too annoyed and irritated with myself to want it. Besides, it was something completely accidental and it would stay that way. Sex doesn’t mean we’re in a relationship…or that one is brewing. 
He looks at himself like he needs to see his member to confirm my claims and then looks back at me. “You were lovely.”
I reply him “Hmm. You did alright. Let’s not speak too much about it, shall we?” 
As I approach him to gather the materials I was taking out of his room in the first place, I see him shaking his head and chuckling. “Wait till I get full mobility of these legs. We’ll see if I do just alright.”
“It’s just sex, Damien. An orgasm is expected. Don’t make it sound like a big deal. I finished, if that’s your concern…and there won’t be a next time.” I grab my working bag and start walking out.
“You’re running now. We’ll see how far you can run when I start walking.” If sight could be portrayed by sound, I would say I could hear the grin in his voice. When I turn back to reply to him, there is in fact, a Cheshire grin plastered on his face.
“I’m your physiotherapist. I can make sure you don’t walk for quite a while,” I smirk. “Maybe I’ll have my fun with you while you sit…and keep you in this pathetic state for my pleasure.” 
His ego needs a little dwindling.
“There’s nothing you can do to keep me in here longer than I want to be. I know that, but if you want…I can slow down on the whole recovery thing and give you the benefit of getting yourself off on a cripple.” He purrs. Suddenly, I feel heat pool all around my abdomen over again…but I fight it. That’s not supposed to be a triggering statement.
“You’re not a cripple, Damian. Even if both your legs were cut off, you’re still the predator and I’m still the prey. I hope your friends hear this one. That you managed to smash that Lily of a girl even when you were paralyzed.” I shake my head and walk out. As I shut the door, I hear him say – “Where did that come from…”
Yup, even I am surprised, but he deserves it. Besides, I need closure, knowing what to expect the minute Ariel tells me some stupid rumor is flying around the fact that I threw an all-you-can-eat buffet with my body for everyone in the injury section of the hospital.




Chapter Eight

Damian



They say when something is too good to be true, it probably is. Unless the accident caused some form of permanent brain damage that causes chronic schizophrenia or any other mental symptom that causes me to start seeing things, what happened earlier today did actually happen. It felt also like a dream somewhat in the way that she eventually left…like she still had a grievance. I’m going to let it slide for now and simply reminisce on the fact that Lily still finds me compatible enough as a copulation partner…even though I took her completely by surprise.
To be honest, she’s the most emotionally connected I’ve been with someone in the act. She does it with the same emotional investment as would make you want to give your heart to her, not like she wants to please you or that she wants to derive as much pleasure from you, but the fact that she communicates words through her actions. Every kiss, every caress…they have messages.
More
Touch me here…I like it
I’ll keep touching you here if you like it.
I really…really like this
It’s such a beautiful thing, watching her moan, move and writhe under my touch and try to make me do the same.
Definitely a more matured version from the girl I knew before and I love the way she aged. With grace, beauty and wisdom…and an even deeper sense of emotional depth. It all rushes to me so vividly. For now, though, I have to find out what’s bothering her. She did make reference to me bragging about the sex we just had. If only she knew how little of my friends from high school I still have contact with. I’m not that kind of guy anymore. Kids thought like kids. I’m an adult now.
Sleep comes with difficulty, so I stay up as long as I can, cycling through videos on the television, specifically shows I have little to no interest in to bore myself to sleep. Times like this remind me of why I need to get back on my feet as soon as possible. I look down at my legs with disdain and offer a plea. Before we started this exercise, the first thing Lily stressed extensively was that there is a chance that the nerves in various parts of my body would just refuse to grow due to the extensive trauma that was caused to the place that killed them in the first place.
Now that everywhere is in near perfect condition but from my knees down, Lily assured me that everything would definitely heal up. Still, there exists a minor percentage of the fact that I might never recover from this completely. From the scars on my joints representing some of the surgeries I had to do, to the fact that my nervous cells could just stop reproducing and leave me with vegetative legs.
“Please…” I beg them and they continue to lie dormant beneath me. “Please, work.”
Maybe that’s all I do till I fall asleep, but I’m awakened to the sight of her angelic face the next morning, that was curved in a slight frown.
“You slept in your wheelchair through the night?”
“Yeah. I’m sorry,” I apologize. She hates it when I sleep in my chair, because I’m putting pressure on the arteries carrying blood down to my legs and might have even cut off blood circulation to them for unhealthily extended periods of time but wouldn’t notice due to the lack of nerves there able to feel the impact of lack of circulation.
“I’m not the one you should apologize to.” She snorts and turns around to leave. “I’ll be coming a little later today. Get in bed and stretch out a little bit.”
She just about walks through the door when I stop her. “Wait.”
She pauses with her foot mid air and spins around. “Yes?”
“Are you coming later because you have some engagement you have to do or you just want me to stretch myself out?” I ask her.
“Should it matter?”
“Yes. If it’s just to stretch me out, you could stay here with me., I smile. She doesn’t seem to like the idea. I can tell even before she responds.
“I actually have to run some errands,” she says and takes a light bow, before turning away. I made a mistake. I should have listened to her answer first before making the proposition. Still, it’s never too late.
“Lily.” I call. It’s a single call, but uses a force of authority that I know she wouldn’t be able to ignore. She freezes again and turns to face me.
“Stay with me,” I say.
“And if I say no?”
“Well, don’t say no,” I reply simply. It’s a command and I know that she reads it as one, because she rolls her shoulders in defiance, but doesn’t leave the room.
“What do you want me to do now that I’m here? Sing you songs?” She rolls her eyes.
“Actually...” I say, looking into her milky brown eyes. “I just want to keep looking at you. It’s been a while since I’ve seen such a beautiful woman.”  
“Those kinds of compliments don’t work anymore, Damian.” She rolls her eyes, but sits on the sofa nonetheless as I get myself comfortable on the bed.
“No, there’s very few women I’ve seen since my accident because I’ve been on house arrest ever since.” I expand on what I mean.
“Oh.”
“To your credit, though, it’s you. You’re the most beautiful.”
Instead of her giving me any heed, she takes out her phone and plugs in her earphones, drowning out anything I’d potentially say. Fair game though; I need proper sleep…and for some reason, I know I sleep better knowing she’s in the room watching me.
When I wake up from my nap, she’s gone. It annoys me a little bit and is probably what makes me fall short in the nap, although I remember a time when I was mildly conscious and she was doing something to me, maybe rearranging my posture. I know she does that often because there have been too many times when during the midnight’s sleep, she’d come into the room to do it, to make sure my body circulation is intact. I love being awake when she does it.
I slide into my wheelchair and wheel to the bathroom, to prepare myself for the next time she’ll come. It used to be fun on the wheelchair for a while, when I got mobility in my fingers and arms and could do it myself. When I could only use my fingers, I used an electric wheelchair, but when my arms began to see themselves in motion, I opted for a manual wheelchair no matter how insane Lily thought I was. 
She understood the fact that it was for the purpose of exercise, but she suggested just sticking to the electric one which can be switched to manual mode if I ever got tired or stuck. This is where she didn’t understand me or the kind of mindset the country has conditioned me with.
If I used the electric wheelchair, then, because of the availability of  ease, I would always find myself getting stuck and would have taken every opportunity to ease myself off the workload. Without that option, I could condition myself to push harder and build my arms to the maximum capacity. My favorite form of exercise was moving up the landing that was temporarily constructed to accommodate the wheelchair by my request, from the ground to where my  room was. There’s no way I’d change the location of my room for some temporary disability. It’s not my style.
By the time I’m out of the bathroom, she’s back in the room, probably waiting for me to finish up. Seeing that I’m yet to dress up, she stands to go, but I have other intentions. Besides, seeing her in the room…in that dress…crimson and revealing a lot of legs when she sat. Hugging her body well and…
“You didn’t wear a bra…” the words fly out of my mouth intentionally.
She hasn’t turned around yet, but she doesn’t bother. The dress is of a light material, but at the same time, it enclaves her body in such a delicate way. Not too tight, treating each accent of her curves like they’re fiery arcs and running just along the surface as if to avoid being burnt and as she takes each step, makes any movement that catches that fabric by surprise, it strains a little, causing that sweet bounce that is the reason for the bulge beneath my towel right now.
“I umm…” she looks down at herself, almost as though she now realizes what she had just done. I doubt it. She knew what she was doing from the very beginning. “I…didn’t think it’d be necessary. I’ll go change.” That’s an opportunity to also leave me to get dressed and she takes it.
No.
“No.”
I keep my face as straight as my straining member would allow me. I freaking need this woman. Even if, and it does seem likely,  it’ll be the end of me. She stops, just like I know she would and turns back to face me. If she wanted to leave, she’d have done it by now. Beautiful movements occur when she jerks her body back. 
“I don’t mind. Come help me get my jeans on?” I say with a cock of my brow. She analyzes my request and matches it with my face…and sees every ounce of insecurity in there…and takes it nonetheless. When she begins walking to the wardrobe, I know at that moment that I would have my satisfaction anyway. If not directly from her, I’ll do it myself…to memories of her, moving in that dress.
When she eventually gets out of the walk-in closet and shows me the pair of pants she has for me to wear, my arousal caramelizes into disapproval for a while. 
“How do I even still have those?” I grunt. I mean, I know I buy a lot of stupid things when I’m drunk, but most of the time, I get sober enough once again to realize a stupid buy.
She just shrugs. “Caught my attention when I walked in and I thought you might like it.” She waves the thing around along with the shirt which I think is okay, only in the sense that it matches with the leopard skin baggy pants with actual fur on the bottom. I wheel into the closet myself not bothering to answer her and scan for something more proper. Looking at the array of clothes as I stop in the middle of the dressing room, it becomes mildly obvious why that abominable object still exists….and may continue to exist in my wardrobe even though I would never be caught dead wearing them. There’s a particular stall dedicated to clothes I spent over ten thousand dollars on. I see a freshly empty hanger in the fact that it still dangles slightly, indicating that’s probably where she took the pants from.
Another thing that strikes me moments after, while I’m a little engrossed searching for what to clothe my crippled legs in, is the fact that the both of us are alone…again, in completely uninterruptible space. The moment I look at her, it’s almost as though she also realizes the same thing that instant.
She takes a gigantic gulp that flexes her throat; completely innocent gesture, but enough to trigger the bulge under the sheaths of my towel again. “Uhh, we should probably hurry up and get to exercising.” She makes a disappointing attempt at being passive about it.
“Well, we should. I was thinking hip thrusts again.” I sink my voice into a baritone that pleases even my own ears. I can feel that heat emanating off her, the kind that makes her so grossly uncomfortable with herself and the emotions she feels right now. If only she can just let it flow.
She shakes her head, however, and to my exasperation she comes over to me in a hurry. “We need to start our exercises now, Mr. Wright.” She snatches a pair of beige pants from the rack and pries off my towel only to gasp in shock at the same thing that makes me smirk in excitement.
“Oh my, what do we have here?” I chuckle at my proud erection that also waves to her. 
“Mr. Wright, this is not right.” She shakes her head, but her body compels her to remain on that spot, not moving, not even taking her eyes off it for a second. 
“Is it wrong?” I ask her. She keeps her lips tightly shut as if in opening them, she would get the urge to just…take it in. I understand that too. I’ve been there…countless number of times…with her. She wants to nod, but even her vertebrae wouldn’t allow her.
“See, you try to say one thing, but your body says another.” I purr and bring my hand to her calves. Her skin develops instant goosebumps from the anticipation and again, she doesn’t make any move to stop me. “You might not like me, but your body does.”
“We need to stop this, Damian.”
“Mr. Wright. Call me Mr. Wright now.” I growl. I like being called that by her. There’s a sense of power it gives me.
“M…Mr. Wright. Please.” She begs, when my fingers find their way from her calves to her inner thighs, teasing, stroking her sensitive skin. Feeling the warm pulsation of her aroused sex just inches above my hand thickens, I’m sure, my already painful thickness. “To leave you alone or to go deeper? What do you want me to do?”
At first, I think I hear “Stop…” from her mouth, but she whispers it again….and again…over and over until I understand it.
“Don’t stop…don’t stop.”
“There’s no need to be ashamed of your wants…your desires. We’re human. It’s natural for you to crave something good, especially when you deserve it,” I hum to her as her eyes remain closed. “Such a sensitive little thing, you are. I haven’t even touched you yet and you’re trembling.”
“Damia…”
The following thwack shocks her eyes open. “Mr. Wright,” I warn. Oh, this turns me on more than it should.
“Oh, God, Mr. Wright, please.” She cries and clenches her fists probably to avoid herself from grabbing me…not that I would mind.
“I am an exNavy Seals deputy commander, Lily Stangard. State your business and what you want me to do. I want to hear words.” I instruct her.
“Touch me, Mr. Wri…ahh!”
I respond to her request even before she makes it fully, pummeling my fingers up the soft flesh of her thighs and stroke the warm, already moist lips. The saturation of dampness between her heated thighs along with the combination of heat, moisture and spasms as I touch her makes me want to lose my mind.
“I want your clothes off, Lily.” I huff as I keep torturing her flesh. I’m not sure she hears me properly if at all. All she does is hold my hands to keep me on her spot, a silent plea to me not to stop.
Hrmph! If you want something done, do it yourself.
In one smooth…ish motion, still keeping my fingers stroking her tender spot while she goads me on, I lift her gown above her thighs and waist and tug it at her bust until she finally understands the message and uses her own hands to pry the dress completely off, revealing the masterpiece of a body that she has been hiding underneath.
“I like this…” I hum in satisfaction as I let my hands slide around her body, teasing her everywhere I  know she’ll react to my touch. “…very, very much.”
Without further hesitation, feeling she is already getting frustrated by my long-suffering and not wanting to deny her pleasure any longer…or mine, I pull her close to me and make her straddle me on the chair.
“This is wrong, Mr. Wright.” She whimpers, but I’m far too gone. She should be too.
“Feel, Lily. Just…fee,.” I urge her and clamp my mouth around her tender breasts. She lets out a loud, needy moan that has her having to muffle the sounds with her hands, even though she has little idea just how soundproof these walls are.
I pry her hands off her mouth and simultaneously align myself with her entrance. For the third time in my life, I get to go to heaven. “I want to hear you, angel. Don’t hold back,” I urge her. She gives me a trepid nod that shows that she understands what I’m saying and she is in desperate need of what I’m offering. 
The first thrust draws the perfect tune from her; a beautiful low, tenor growl, same as the second and third that accompany my thrusts. From there, we lose count. Once I’m sure she’s fully adjusted to me being in her, the dressing room turns into a stage for her to exhibit her enchanting soprano that falls in perfect sync with the beats of our thrusts…until she can scream no more and just convulses on my lap, like an epileptic under full attack.
…the attack of her orgasm. I follow shortly after, exploding into her with a heavy grunt. There’s not a sensation more beautiful.
When she falls off me and unto the floor, she realizes something; something grave and a complete oversight on our part.
“We didn’t use protection.”
Not even yesterday as well.
“Shit.”




Chapter Nine

Lily



My first time seeing Damien walk brings tears to my eyes. It’s a two-part burn, the first one being the overwhelming joy that he was able to beat death and disability and come back up on his feet, the second being the fact that I was an integral process to his development. It fulfills me to finally satisfy myself with the knowledge that I’m an actual practicing physiotherapist and not someone that just read the course in school only to go and do something different. 
I can actually do something useful practicing the knowledge I have and it’s beautiful realizing that. Damien on the other hand, seems completely indifferent to the situation, same as he had been all through the entire recovery process, not even showing any sign of excitement at his progress, except in the unending, unsatisfied zeal for improvement.
“At this rate, when you’re back to full functionality, you’ll start wishing to fly or something.” I tease him with a laugh that comes out weird, given the fact that I’m currently stifling sobs of joy.
“Darn. You ruined the surprise for everyone.” He huffs, struggling to keep his balance. So far, in just three days since he started using the cane, he has begun practicing walking without it.
I chuckle under my breath, not wanting him to think that I’m pleased with him…even though I’m more than impressed. 
“Hey, catch?” he shows me the rod and I nod before he tosses it to me. I retrieve it from the air with one hand. I know what he wants to do, so it’s only my responsibility to warn him ahead of time, because it’s my job to, even if he’s going to do it regardless. I personally attest to the craving of seeing him tumble hopelessly to the ground.
…just for laughs.
“Damian, I must inform you, this is more than I recommend for you going without support especially as there is no one to support you.” I say as formally as I can. He’s not going to say I didn’t warn him.
“Come on. If there is support, I wouldn’t do it.” He scoffs. “Besides, this is grass. I’ve fallen ten feet into a pile of discarded shrapnel.”
Well, that’s reassuring. 
I would’ve shouted ‘Go for it!’ if it wouldn’t counter my preceding warning.
“Count me down?” He requests of me as he struggles to balance himself without holding anything. For someone who just re-grew connecting nerve cells in various parts of the leg, this is a complete miracle and I decide to be a part of that miracle.
“Three…two…one…go!”
He takes off in my direction, taking unsteady steps, little by little, wobble by wobble, until his legs finally give in and he collapses on the ground. I’m tempted to burst out laughing following the circumstances of his fall and the aesthetic pleasantry it gave to my eyes to see him crumple to the ground like jelly, but as a medical practitioner, the first thing that comes to my mind is to make sure that he isn’t in any form of danger. I rush over to him and place an unsure hand on his shoulder, making sure he’s still in optimum physical form and not in any form of pain whatsoever. 
“It’s fine. I just think it’s the muscle wastage, that’s all.” He huffs and allows me to sit him up, too fatigued to even try. “My stick?”
“Your cane,” I correct him. He gives me a bland look and just waits for me to go and get it, without taking the correction.
Arrogant bastard
I stand, anyway, and begin making for the cane I left on the ground before rushing to meet him. The ground beneath me is grass. Not jelly. So…Why does it feel…
Oh my goodness…
I’m falling?
“Lily…Lily? Are you with me, Lily?” he lets out a big breath of relief when I finally come to. Did I just pass out?
I ask the question to him and he affirms with a nod. 
“Does your head hurt?” he prods further and begins checking my body for any injuries from the fall. I doubt there’d be one. It’s as he said.
It’s grass
“I’m fine, Damian. I just felt dizzy that’s all. Probably need a nap or something.”
“No. You need to get yourself checked in the hospital. Maybe an MRI or something…this…people just don’t pass out., he asserts and leans over to take his phone from his rear pocket. Since he hasn’t gotten the strength back enough in his legs, he’s on the ground beside me. 
“People do, Damian and from many different mild reasons such as what happened.” He should know that, even though I don’t expect him to know much about in-depth biology. “Passing out is as a result of lack of oxygen into the brain. There are so many minor occurrences that could cause that.” I look pointedly at him. “I’m fine.”
He looks at me like I just committed a felony. “What? You don’t like me caring for you?”
I shake my head. Exactly. “I don’t need you trying to show that you care.”
He takes a deep breath and rests himself backwards. “Listen, Lily, there’s a lot of things we haven’t talked about. Things we haven’t cleared between ourselves.”
My head that was shaking still hasn’t stopped shaking. “There’s nothing, Damian.”
“Oh, come on, Lily. I know you have your grievances against me. I just want us to…”
“I’m fine, Damian,” I shut him off. “And there’s nothing I have against you.” I stand up before he has anything more to say and leave him in his backyard, going to my room to cool down. 
I know exactly what is wrong with me.
See, ever since the last time we made love where I realized that we didn’t use protection, I had to go for the ‘morning after’ pills even though I was almost forty-eight hours late andI had to  hope for the best but if there’s anything that life has taught me, it’s that I never get the best. That’s just my luck.
Immediately when I get to my room, I race for the bathroom to ease another discomfort in my system. I open my mouth over the toilet bowl and wretch like my life depends on it, over and over again, till a whitish, but mostly clear and unpleasantly tasting substance is completely emitted. At this point, there’s not even a need for the pregnancy strip, but I retrieve the tiny analog device that I had purchased as soon as I got the hunch from my bag. It had been almost a week since I started noticing the symptoms, but I was too disoriented to take the brave step and take the test.
The instructions are simple, yet, each individual action seems more difficult than a calculus test. It feels like a big concert where I’m the lead singer. 
…yes, I’m using this analogy because I have stage fright.
Pee into a cup
For one week, I have been fooling myself with the fact that I just haven’t built up enough pee only to forget about the test and empty my bladder into the toilet. Today, I force whatever minute amount can come out of my actually full bladder and manage to just fill a hollow container, enough to put the test strip in and leave if for up to ten seconds…maybe a little more, just to be sure, and I take a deep breath, before observing the results.
“Of course.” I scoff and fling the piece across the room.
Two pink lines, bold and beautiful, decorate the show area. I’m pregnant by Damian Wright. 
‘That’s one of the best ways this could go,’ I blink sarcastically, at the same time, trying to hold back the tears. I blink twice…some more and again, until my eyes become too small a prison to cage my tears and they fall freely from my eyes. 
Am I happy?
Am I sad? 
Is this good news?
…bad?
The conflicts are completely overwhelming and they keep me in the squat on the bathroom floor, just thinking. 
“So, I can get pregnant.” I scoff. “…and Joe calls me an empty barrel.”
I smile, unconsciously feeling a little light in the chest that I can get pregnant, but still, there’s a little tick in my head that just keeps screaming at me, the complete incorrectness of the situation. I now have a living proof inside me, attesting to the fact that I let Damian Wright inside me again…a living proof of my foolishness, vulnerability and gullibility. That’s when the tears from the left eye begin to prevail, of pain and of burden.
“I let him win.” I groan.
And the torturous part is that he doesn’t even have to display the trophy of his victory. I’m the one that would do it for him, no matter how much I don’t want to. I definitely wouldn’t terminate the only solid proof of my fertility, and it really kills me at how happy I actually am at the news. It’s bittersweet and it’s a mess.
…and I love it.
But first things first. I can’t stay here anymore. At least, if I’m going to carry his trophy, he doesn’t have to know about it. With his rate of progress, by the end of the month, he’ll be independent enough to not require my services again. By that time, unless he’s really observant, which I know he’ll fumble in a scenario like this, he wouldn’t notice my pregnancy. I’ll make sure he’s made a full recovery, or at least is going to do so with certainty before I go.
Secondly, I need to call Ariel.
“You’re kidding, right?” she tells me and keeps her eyes oscillating between my belly and the strip I handed her. The smile on her face tells me she believes me anyway. I’m not as much of a joker as she is. And even she wouldn’t joke about something as delicate as this.
I shake my head, denying the claim. Her expression is almost a mirror of mine when I first discovered. “Huh…and Demon Joe called you an empty barrel.”
Her expression, I’m guessing, is this minimal due to the fact that her children are sleeping upstairs in their rooms, which are not impervious to the disorienting scream I know she would have wanted to let out. The next five minutes were spent pondering over the excitement that I would have the fruit of my womb in approximately nine months from now.
“Wait.” A thought comes to her. “Does Damian know?” She tilts a questioning brow and I let out a big exhale.
“You see, that is why I’m here.” 
Her eyes widen and she lifts her voice high enough for me to wince. “He kicked you out!?”
“Jesus, Ariel, intensity…and no. He didn’t. Actually, he doesn’t even know.”
She relaxes from her tenseness and puts a big gulp of the orange juice in her cup into her mouth, swiveling it about before swallowing. “So, when would you tell him?”
I cringe and brace myself when I say what I want to next. “I don’t want to tell him, Ariel. At all.”
When she looks deep into my eyes and nods, I remind myself why she’s still my best and probably only friend even till now. I feel like any time there’s a voice in my head, she’s that voice. She’s so in tune with my thoughts, I don’t need to tell her why I don’t want to let her own brother know…and to remind her of her part to play in all of that, which is not giving him any form of Intel. 
“So, I’m presuming you’ll be leaving soon.” She refers to his house.
I nod. 
“You know, my place is always open.”
“It’s the first place he’ll come to look.” I chuckle, then realizing what I’ve just said, I dull my smile. “…if he comes to look.”
She puts an assuring hand on my shoulder. “If you really don’t want him to know, pray he doesn’t decide to find you. If he does, he will. Even if you go to the moon. He has the same will as mine, only ten times more enhanced by the military.” She laughs, but I can tell she meant it.
There, she is right and I know what I want. I don’t want him looking. I can’t be his trophy once again.
Over the next couple of days, Damian does nothing but what is expected of him. Extraordinary improvement. If I didn’t tag my movement to the end of the month, and point it solely to when he got better, I would have left by now, just about a week after I confirmed the pregnancy. He improved so much, he didn’t use a cane to get around the house anymore. The only things that are still hassles for him are climbing stairs, running and those sorts of movements and the rate at which he was reaching that level of development was terrific.
Then my time comes, much faster than I even anticipate…and I don’t like that. They say when you like something and can’t wait to have it, time will crawl like a worm but when you don’t like an event or occurrence, it creeps on you like a thief in the night, when you least expect and when you don’t anticipate it to come, even if you try to savor every second leading to that occurrence.
Does it mean I don’t want to leave?
‘Well, whether you do or you don’t, you’re leaving, anyway,’ I scold my aching heart. I wonder why this is the only part of my being that yearns for something it knows it shouldn’t have.
‘Silly you. Your body yearns for him to.’ The heart makes a direct jab at me, stimulating my folds just to prove its point. 
I shake my head at my despicable self and will myself to do what I need to do, and before nightfall, I’m out of his house and into the apartment that I have been preparing for myself with part of the money he paid me. If I’m able to begin a streak of clients or get into an organization where my services would be required often enough to earn my keep, taking care of myself and my child shouldn’t be an issue.
The ride by taxi to my apartment is about thirty minutes. I love Queens, so I’m not leaving the city entirely. I just want to be as far away from Damien and Joe as possible. Considering they were living in the same residential estate, moving to the other side of the city killed two lions with one bullet. 
Actually, considering the fact that the very next day, I get a knock on my door and open it to find Damian’s menacing look, it seems the lions weren’t killed.
“Shit.” I curse at his presence.
“Good morning to you too. Also, what the hell is this?” He tries to step into the house, but I block his way. He gives me a long piercing look. I have no idea whether it’s hypnotics or the sheer biology of me recognizing such strong alpha testosterone, but I let him through and he strides across the living room, but doesn’t take a seat.
“Why?” he asks simply. I don’t need him to expand on the question.
“I’m done with my work. I don’t think I should stay there any longer than I need to,” I answer his query.
He shakes his head. “You’re not done with your work until I say you are.”
“That is where you’re wrong, Mr. Wright. I’m the professional, the one who tells you how to handle every part of your body. I have certified you fit to enjoy a sound quality of life and the rest is a matter of muscle development,” I explain to him. 
I know he’s grotesquely unsatisfied with that answer, despite the correctness of it, but it’s too true to argue with. He takes a breath and keeps his eyes at me. 
“And then, what? Not even a goodbye…see you later…”
“It’s not part of my job description.” I swallow lightly, actually seeing no good enough answer for that and he scoffs to rub it in.
“Lily, I said we had some issues to talk out…to thrash, back when you passed out. What did you say to me?” he looks thoughtfully at everywhere but me this time.
“That there was nothing to talk about.” I answer.
“So, why would you leave without a goodbye? Why would you leave?” He sounds a lot more menacing when he’s standing. I haven’t seen him standing properly since the day he left for the Seals program the day after my eighteenth birthday and didn’t take notice of his menacing height too much during his recovery process.
“I’m…I was your physiotherapist, Mr. Wright. Nothing obligates me to stay in your house after you’ve made your recovery and nothing but mere courtesy suggests I give you a goodbye before I leave. For that, I’m sorry.” I issue an apology, trying to be as unemotional as possible. What if he finds out that I’m pregnant. Would he still think so highly of me? Or would he be convinced that I’m a gold digger? 
“You are more than a therapist to me, Lily, you know that! You know what we had. What we shared. Why do you keep fighting it?” He grabs my face and brings his face so close to mine, it’s inevitable what’s about to come. I don’t even fight it. I let him kiss me. Long, deep and full of passion, because in truth, I did miss him. Still, it doesn’t mean that I’m ready to compromise
No relationship means just that…especially not with Damian, if at all I was to reconsider my decision. He’s just like Joe to me. A part of my life I want to forget.
“You need to leave, Damian…and don’t come back.” I say when we pull apart. I feel the strings reining my heart snap and the organ plummet into some abyss of some sort. Damian on the other hand, doesn’t  argue with that judgment. Instead, he spends more than a minute looking deep into my eyes. I avoid his hypnotizing grays and stand rock solid on my intention.
“What was I thinking?” He shakes his head and spins around and out of the house, leaving me with the same emptiness I had when I first left Joe, only this time, not completely empty. I caress my belly that hasn’t a visible swell yet, but I know what is beneath.
Now, the only form of love I’ll give to anyone would be the unconditional one…to my child.
No more complications in my life.




ChapterTen

Damian



I prance around the room in frustration. What is wrong with this woman and why is she doing this to me? Just when everything was going smoothly… when we were starting to put ourselves on the right foot, she decides she wants nothing to do with me...and vehemently so.
'And also the fact that you're still not used to the heavenly feeling of walking and you're just trying out a frustrated prance because it's been quite a while, you vainglorious idiot,' my inner voice goads me.
A smile begins to creep on my face as I look down at my legs, but I look back up and force myself back into a frown. All my problems should be solved by now. I have just one lose end; my love life.
Lily Stangard.
Despite the blatant rejection, she's the only female that occupies my mind and it only terrifies me that it's actually what I want...that my heart is not fighting the feeling and that it's accepting with its whole, the fact that the only piece left to complete it is Lily.
My logic screams at the organ, begging it to stop beating the syllables of her name trying to reason. 
But the heart knows no reason and goes ahead to keep calling out to her, even till late at night, without reason, eluding me of my much needed night's rest. I just can't stop thinking about her. Her eyes...beautiful brown textured with richness and clarity. Her face, her lips.
...her lips. I want to taste them again. Goodness!
"You know what?" I say out loud to myself like a psychopath and hop out of my bed, feeling a little unsteady on my feet, as I'm still on the path for a total recovery. "You need a time out, Damian."
Lily or Ariel isn't here to restrict me from doing what I want to do, so I do the first thing into the mind of every serious, goal-oriented entrepreneur. I head straight for the club, specifically the one here, in Queens. I take out the keys from the holder of my favorite car brands and jog into the garage. There's no better way to announce your return than with the stun of the Bugatti Chiron Super Sport and I have one customized with the gray of my iris. That was completely intentional and is a miniscule detail that very few people pay attention to.
My arrival to the Mirage pleased no one more than Jerry, who I put in charge to hold this particular branch (my most popular) together while I was gone.
"Boss! It's about time." The mixed Asian takes my extended arm with a firm grip. 
"Back from the land of the dead as you know I would be," I respond. "How's the place? You think I might get a date tonight?"
"Frankly speaking, you're the date. There's like forty of them with hawk eyes on you right now." He shrugs. "You came with a Chiron, girls will follow you, even if you were a three-foot elf. Then, you're hot as an active volcano."
I cock a corny brow at him. "Jerry? You're sure you don't have a crush on me?"
His face changes from bland to sour in seconds. I have the answer. I pat him on the shoulder and move into the club to look for my first or only fix for the night. I need something to take my head off Lily.
An attractive guy in a Chiron, huh? Wait till they find out I'm the owner of the Mirage.
Usually, the attractiveness is enough for them, but I just feel the need to be overwhelming. Plus it's a strategy for keeping relationships short and accurately clear. I don't want them to ask to know more about me. That would pave the way for another need to meet and it's easier to tell them what you want from the onset, than to have to harshly tell them to piss off.
Beautiful women, the lot of them are and very smart, awesome personalities...but if I had a dollar for every woman I have had intentions of making out with, I'd double the wealth I have now. If there is only a small fraction of ladies from my one-night stands that convert themselves into more permanent occurrences in my everyday life, it would be way more chaotic than the hell it is now. I'm not ready for that kind of drama.
Perhaps that's why even though the Mirage has set a standard for only the best behaved and informed set of people coming here, I have a pretty easy time fishing out who I think is the most likely person to fill that space and I see it in the eyes of a rather young lady. Vibrant ocean blue, filled with intelligence and grace, plus lush body features to complement it.
Once the eye contact is established, I move in for the take. It doesn't take me more than an hour to have her in the chambers of the club reserved for the C.E.O. As we kiss, I try as much as possible to feel the connection that Lily and I feel anytime she does it, even imitating the tenderness of the kisses and touches, but no matter how I do it, it's completely bland. It's nothing compared to Lily's electrifying touches and the way she shudders as well when I touch the sensitive parts of her body.
My body now only wills itself to respond to the bland stimulus she offers as a proof that I still am not impotent and any form of emotional dip I feel, even if it's just a little, is just me thinking about Lily.
When the young lass and I are done, I don't even let her spend the night, and frankly, she doesn't seem to want to either, not when I mistakenly called her Lily more than five times during the entire endeavor. She leaves me, 'hoping Lily won't be mad at her intrusion' and struts out of the room with her dignity and satisfaction.
At least I made her cum.
Now should be the time to sleep, right? I mean, the whole short death thing after an orgasm, just as Lily had described it?
Wrong.
I spend the next couple of hours wide awake with only one question on my mind, which spawns different scenarios. 
Why did Lily leave me so suddenly?
I think of so many scenarios of why she'd do so, but none of the answers fall into place, until I remember I have a source of information that is one hundred percent guaranteed and that I have access to.
Ariel
It was only through her that I found Lily, even though she doesn't know it yet. When I noticed Lily was gone, the first person I flew to was Ariel and sure enough, with a little bit of digging at her last-visited places on her digital map, I was able to narrow down my search radius. This time, I don't think any form of snooping would be relevant to the situation.
It has to be direct. If there's anyone that would know why Lily deserted me, down to the intricate, it's my sister. I wait for the day to fully break before I begin to prepare for the next phase of my journey. One thing I like about the Mirage, which came as a realization to me after the entire set up was completed, is  the way it's built and the structure of the whole theme, which makes it such that there is no time of the day when it isn't busy.
During the night time, it's a lively, upbeat environment with the non-stop rhythm of ruthlessly entertaining music, performances and other things of interest. In the daytime, it's a hub. A place of responsible relaxation. Gourmet foods, expensive wine, mild ambient music and just a responsible environment make for the perfect daytime spot, to just get out of home.
For a billionaire like me that gets bored very easily, when I'm not traveling, I'm in the Mirage, moving around and observing Queens from inside the building.
Today, I didn't stick around to observe the morning goodness. Once I'm sure Ariel would have dropped her Leo at school, I go over to the house and ring the doorbell. She opens it to let me in and Emily comes sprinting up to me. 
"Uncle Damieeen!" She squeals and encourages me to pick her up by spreading her arms and flying at me, veritably giving me no option but to snatch her from the short air she manages to gain.
"My princess!" I cheer her and bestow her with kisses as she giggles in delight. This is where my heart beats in pure unadulterated love. The affection that is emitted from a youngling is pure, uncomplicated and unconditional. That's why it feels so wonderful...so peaceful.
If they're wronged, a simple "I'm sorry, baby" suffices...or if it's the stubborn kind, you just have to do some extra petting. But with adults, it's complicated. There are things that you do with the heart of another, mistakes that you make, that will never be fixed. Because they're grown, the wounds inflicted on them are more likely to leave permanent scars.
After giving her all the attention she could possibly need and more, I set her down and face the person I came for. Ariel is sitting on the couch watching her daughter play, finally having a minute or two to rest. When she sees me put Emily down and the young lass heaving a sigh of satisfaction, she scrunches her face in discomfort.
"Aren't you going to take her on a drive or something? I need to sleep." She complains.
"You still have no idea what being a mother is, I see." I chuckle.
"Oh, I do, actually. I just don't want to be a mother for now. Just an hour, Damian. Two, if you can be so kind," she slurs as the girl pounces on her once again.
"Tell you what." I made a proposition to her. "I would take care of Emily for you till Leo comes back and cart them off for the rest of the day to my place till you become worried enough to need them back."
"Oh, thank you very much, Damian..."
"If..."
"Of course there's a catch." She scoffs.
"Listen, just tell me why she left, Ariel." I try my luck in trying to find her, but I know it'll take more than that.
"There's no need, Damian. Just forget it. Forget about her...for now at least. Give her time to heal." She stresses her voice on the 'heal'.
"You know I've never sought to find the right woman for myself until recently, maybe sometime before the accident. When Lily came back into my life, it felt like it had purpose once again. I felt like a complete teenager," I laugh wistfully, remembering all the times I pushed extra hard and strived for improvement just to impress her.
She doesn't speak. Instead, she observes me with a rather solemn gaze. 
"I need to know why she left, Ariel. I need to know where I erred so that I can get her back. She's the only woman that I can think of right..."
"She's pregnant, Damian." Ariel cuts me off...not only from speaking, but from breathing as well. "That's why she didn't want to tell you anything before she left...and she doesn't want you to think that she's a gold digger or anything."
"She's pregnant." I breathe in repetition. There's only one person the pregnancy could belong to. We had sex twice... without protection and although she told me she'd do something about it, there's no guarantee that she really did.
Why? And why didn't she tell me, anyway?
These are questions I need answers to...answers I must get now.
"I'll be back by three. Leo should be home by then." I stand and begin making my way to the door. 
"What, you're going to Lily's place?" She asks intuitively. I don't even bother hiding that fact from her and nod. "Well, take Emily, then." She pushes the little girl to me. "Maybe Lily will forgive me for telling you when she sees how cute her mother is. It'll give her a reason not to come for my head." She yawns. I can tell she's really tired. I pick up the excited child and look back at her.
"Thank you, Ariel. Really. You don't know what you're doing for me." I appreciate her.
"Heh. You'll thank me later, when you guys are married. It has always been my dream." She hums with her eyes closed. "Now shoo. If I hear Emily's voice again, I'll make sure you adopt her. Then you'll see how much trouble she really is."
I don't need any more telling than that. 
I exit the house and make straight for my car, which then takes the shortest route to Lily's house that I somehow know by heart despite being there only once, stopping only to get Emily some ice cream, which I know is completely against her mother's wish.
I don't even wait for formalities when she opens the door.
"Why didn't you tell me that you're pregnant?" The question freezes her for a good ten seconds, with the jinx only broken when Emily tugs at her gown from beneath and she notices the toddler.
She stoops and takes the toddler up in her arms promising nothing but the same love she's too scared to give me...which I completely understand. Like I said. It's much...much easier with a child. What I don't understand is why she'd lie to me, knowing I have a child of my own inside her womb.
"I'm so going to kill your mother you know that?" She ironically coos to the little girl, who nods in oblivion and giggles at her statement, looking for something on her face to play with. She finds one of the well-placed strands of her dark brown hair and twines it between her fingers as the two of them walk into the living room. Much like I'd do to it too if I had the opportunity to touch her hair.
The door is left open, so I take that as a cue to let myself in as well. When we get to the living room, she sets the child down on one of the couches and turns to look at me like that piece of work that no one wants to do. 
"Would you like something to drink?" Her face remains bland and expressionless. I wouldn't have expected anything more, but it angers me a little. Knowing that my child is within her and she would have not let me know, and when I confronted her about this piece of truth all she does is passive aggression.
"I would like to know why you have my child in your womb and I'm not the first person to know about it, and not from you," I snarl. 
"Would you like a drink?" She repeats her question, almost like she's tired of me.
I'm in the process of repeating my own question with a harsher one, when Emily interrupts us by asking for a drink. She gives me a disappointed look and turns to take Emily's order before going into the kitchen.
"One banana smoothie for my best baby in the world?" She calls once she's done, and Emily stretches her hand with a wide grin in appreciation. I know that fifty percent of that thing is going to end up on the floor or in my belly, judging by how much Lily had made. She hands the cup to the toddler beside me  and takes a seat on the sofa adjacent.
"I was married for six years to some guy. We met in college and I got married to him in my second year." She starts a story I didn't know she wanted to. I thought we were building for a serious quarrel. Anyway, I listen intensely like a school child and by the time she's done up to the point where she arrives at my house, my fists are clenched in anger, and I was ready to tear her previous husband to pieces.
"Since that time, I just vowed to be on my own. Focus on my career, develop it. I don't care if I die lonely or miserable. I just don't want to have my entire life under the mercy of another person. Frankly speaking, I don't think I have faith in it anymore." She concludes her story.
"When I got pregnant with this baby, I...uhh...I guess it occurred to me that maybe, just maybe, I don't have to die a miserable, lonely death. Maybe I could have someone by my side and I didn't want to share." Tears fall from her eyes as she talks. "I didn't want to bother you, didn't want to irritate you by interrupting your life with a child you might not want... I just..." It's at this juncture that she completely breaks down and I have to step in.
Interrupt my life? No way an angel like this with another mini one inside her would be interrupting my life.
"I know it's difficult, Lily...and I might not understand. But everything would be fine. I'm a living testimony of that. You helped me come out of a situation I thought was completely impossible to emerge from. Let me help you...please." I hold her shoulder tightly as she cries.
"I just need time, Damian. Maybe till I give birth? I need to think, to settle. To heal." She begs me and I nod.
Nine months is a large price to pay for this creature made directly by God but I will pay it. Anything for her at this point. She's my peace.
I bring my chin above her and place a kiss on her forehead and she doesn't stop me. Instead, she huddles closer into me and rests herself in the enclave of my chest.
"You know, I have to go back for Leo by three." I tell her after a while. It seems she was already drifting asleep from how slow she was to respond to me. 
"Yeah. You go. But leave Emily here...just so you can come back." She smiles. "I want to make something for you."
"You bet."
There's no way I'm refusing an invitation from Lily, even if it's on a pure platonic basis. I'll take whatever she's offering because rushing her would only traumatize her further.




Chapter Eleven

Lily



The entire dinner with Leo, Emily and Damian is the most magical moment I have ever had, and I have Ariel and her husband, Phil, to thank. It had this strange, but ethereal stir within me, when Leo and Damien were interacting like father and son, if you could ignore every time Leo referred to Damien as Uncle Damien. It almost felt like it was mine, like this life is going to be the kind of life I would begin living in the near future, where I’ll cook a meal and it wouldn’t be for just one person, it would be for a much different number than I’m used to.
I’ll have to consider their personal preferences and allergies, the dishes would be an actual chore, almost like back when it was just me, Mum and Dad. I quickly brush off the idea though as I wash off the dirty plates when Damian leaves with the children and I can think deeper about the scenario. Having a family like that would entail having a husband. I just want kids, if it’s possible. No complications, no heartaches…at least not until they’re old enough to cause it. 
I dry off my hands when I’m done and leave the kitchen, but I don’t come out immediately. I stay in the threshold between the dining and the kitchen and look at the table, reminiscing on the moment that we all just shared on the table, and how empty it is now. I sigh and shake my head. Even the loneliness has an effect on me, for I was lonely a lot in Jonas’s house…and his house was not a place that held the best memories.
That marriage was so bad. I was so grateful to have a divorce granted from him, I didn’t care if the clause said I wouldn’t get anything from him if I kept my mind sturdy on the separation. I didn’t want anything from him. It’d just remind me of him anyway and it should seem clear enough by now that there is a lot that I can keep in this small head. Every dollar of his that I’d spend would remind me of how undeserving of his favor and his love…of love in general…I was.
No…I can’t stay here this night, not when I’ve started this train of thought that I know won’t end. 
I think of going to Lily’s house, but I’ve bothered that sweet soul too much and even though it would serve as sweet punishment for her selling me out to Damian, I know she did it for no one’s good but mine. Closer thought on the matter revealed a lot of lawsuits that could come from the fact that I didn’t tell Damian about his paternity and Damian looks like the kind of person that would follow through a dogged cause. 
I mean, the dude recovered from a crash that broke almost every bone in his body after about six months. 
Following through a court case would be a walk in the park for him. He’s a billionaire and has probably seen more court cases than I’ve heard the word ‘cour.t’ Besides…I actually did want to see him again.
I take a stroll around the living room feeling the loneliness, and desertion hits me harder with each glance I take and find no one. I should be used to this. Back when I was younger, Mom and Dad used to leave me and go for trips all the time. Johann found my company a bore since the second year of our marriage. Why now, does it feel like I don’t have the ability to keep it up? Why do I suddenly feel like I’m suffocating and need fresh air? Maybe that’s all I need.
I take an hour stroll around the premises of my apartment and only come back when I feel relaxed enough. The feeling of relaxation doesn’t last more than an hour before I again start to feel completely light-headed and disoriented. Somehow, though, I am able to power through the night and fall asleep, desperately craving something to hold.
…someone to hold.
The next morning, I’m sure I board the earliest Uber awake and head straight for the Bronx. This would be a superb time to pay them a visit, since it's been over three months since I last saw them, the last time being when Johann and I finalized our divorce. When I arrive at my childhood home in a suburb in the Bronx, I see my mother on the porch working on her laptop, tending to the flowers. She doesn’t seem to notice me until I cross the fence.
They just never stop working. Not that it bothers me too much. I like the fact that they have a life for themselves and are ardent contributors to the society. Besides, they did give me some decent attention, which became a little less when I was a teenager, but just how I liked it. Immediately when she notices me, a smile lights up her beautifully wrinkled face and she stands up, abandoning whatever she was doing and coming out to scoop me into her arms. “My darling, how was your trip?” she asks me with her hands cupping my cheeks.
“It was okay, Mom. How’s work?” I respond.
“Oh, It’s fine, just the little hurdles here and there. Hailey still has her troubles.” She dismisses the topic. I know that Dad would just have left for work, so I don’t bother asking about him. She takes her computer and escorts me into the house, ignoring my urge for her to continue whatever she’s doing. We have a long talk until she knows she can’t go another minute without peering into her screen and leaves me, just like the old days, to my own devices. It feels more natural like this. I might actually be alone right now, but I don’t feel alone. Even when she leaves to get some equipment that she’ll need for a 3D model, being an architect, I don’t feel alone. 
It’s the feeling of the fact that I know I’m the only one living there, that made me feel awkwardly uncomfortable in the house. No one would come in but me, and no one would go out but me. My heart would pound ruthlessly in my chest anytime I heard the sound of a door opening or closing shut until I’m satisfied that the sounds belong to the door of a neighbor. Here, there’s the benefit of assumption. It could be Dad.
I’m right. 
“There’s my baby girl.” He gives a broad smile as I speed down the stairs and into his arms. Dinner with my family was the best I’ve had in a while, only seconded by the one I had the previous day with Damian and his niece and nephew and the sleep on my old bed. Yes. Nothing beats that. It just screams of peace, reminding me of when I was young, stupid and free. Nothing could have possibly bothered me then, but how I looked in the eyes of Damian. That was the ultimate burden then, but being smote hard with adulthood, he could think I look like a pig for all I care.
—----------------------------------------
There’s nothing less motivating to buy a car than good traffic in New York City. It usually isn’t like this, though. I was just in too much of a hurry to get home and go to the hospital today for a program coming up later in the day, and I didn’t want to wait for the morning flow of traffic to pass. The depressing inch of the Uber grates on my lungs so much, by the time I get home I’m drained completely of all my strength and was left wondering if I could even make it to the hospital in time, if at all.
I open the door and stretch my arms out to the nearest cushion I could lay hold of…
“You know, you can’t run forever.” The voice, oddly enough, doesn’t make me jump. It freezes me on the spot.
It’s my soul that jumps halfway through the ceiling.
“How did you get into my house?” I ask him. The demon sits cross-legged, proudly on the sofa, sipping a glass of wine. From the color, I can tell it’s the most expensive one on the shelf.
“You still have some decent taste in wine. You got that from me.” He smirks, not even answering the question. My phone is connected to the wireless earphones in my ears, so I do the first thing that every sane person who isn’t ready to die would do. 
Press the power button five times. 
When the emergency line picks up, I go ahead to ask him the question again. “What are you doing in my house, Jonas?” 
“911, what’s your emergency?” the operator asks.
I have to be smart about this.
“I just came to see you.” He keeps his smile on. It’s a handsome one…or I’d have thought so seven years ago. Now, he just looks like Lucifer. “Is it wrong?”
“You entered my property without permission, without me even being in the house and made threatening statements when you came in. I have every reason to doubt your motives.” I say bluntly. It’s not to him, though, but he doesn’t have to know that. He shouldn’t know that. 
“You’re right.” His smile diffuses in a blink of an eye. “You should.” 
I don’t even wait for him to make movement before making a sharp bolt for my room, screaming my address out loud. I have no idea what he wants, but from my last experience with him, I don’t want to stick around to find out. He was too late in starting after me, so I am able to lock the doors of my room as I wait for the cops. 
“Why did you hide it from me, Lily? You know how much I wanted a baby.” He slams the door, just as the latch comes on for the door. 
What the…
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Johann.” My voice quivers, but he doesn’t seem convinced enough to leave the door. 
“That baby is mine, Lily. I know it.” He growls and shakes the door with all his might. I feel lucky to have prioritized the quality of the house before even deciding what has the best style. That habit just seems to have saved my life just now. The hinges hold under his brutal barrages until he understands that there’s no way he’s getting in with his physical strength. “Open the door, Lily,” he commands.
“Go fuck yourself, Jonas!” I scream. “Get out of my house!”
Everywhere is silent for a while and I look at the door, from the bed where I am, until I receive the shock of my life, when the door is hit so hard, the hinges rattle terribly. In one swift move of desperation, I run to the door and press my weight against it.
I know there’s some traffic out on the main roads, but how long should it take to get some cops here?
“I’ll get in, Lily.” He snarls deviously. “And you’ll regret what you just did.” He presses his weight against the door to pry it open, but I don’t know how I do it. Somehow, I throw all my weight to keep his barrages at bay. All the while, hot terrified tears flow in healthy streams down my face.
Suddenly, the sound of a single siren stops his movement, then the ring of the doorbell shortly after. He reasons that the doorbell is for me and stops his banging. 
“I’ll come back for you and my baby, Lily. Even if it’s to rip that thing out of your fucking womb.” He leaves one last threat. I don’t know how he gets out, but I hear a thud somewhere outside the house and when I finally come out to meet the cops and report the issue, it’s clear he’s gone.
After giving them the name and description of the devil himself, they promise to look into it, but suggest I don’t sleep in the house, probably until he is caught and sanctioned.
Immediately after the cops leave, my phone chimes in my pocket and I take it out to see who exactly it is. It’s a text from an unknown number.
‘There’s nowhere you go that I wouldn’t find you.’
I look around the house, completely terrified. He’s a high ranked military officer. Of course he has access to spyware. The first place I think of going is Ariel, but I don’t want to endanger her children for any circumstance whatsoever. My next best bet is her brother. Damien.
The trepidation in my steps surely catches some stares. I even avoid using an Uber to avoid him tailing me with it. Instead, I hail a completely random taxi and stow away into the vehicle.
“Forest Hills.” The words come out as a whisper and I have to repeat them to the driver when he turns around to ask me again. When I eventually get there after twenty minutes of intense paranoia and the feeling that the car would just veer off towards the wrong route, especially as Jonas’ residence is not so far from Damian’s, I run up to the gate and beep it as many times as I can, looking over my shoulder over and over again. This feels like a bad dream. For one, I didn’t need a police officer to tell me to abandon my home if possible. Johann is a man from an influential family, and he ices his cake with his decoration in the US Navy Seals. He might not be completely above the law, but there’s a lot that his rank gives him the liberty to maneuver his way around…and my dead body is about to become one of them if I’m not careful.
The live-in butler comes out to identify me personally before letting me in instantly without needing identification. This was my home for more than a month. He informs me that Mr. Wright is not around, but I don’t even need him to be…yet. I just need the extra security of his home.
There I am, on his couch, and I finally fall asleep out of complete exhaustion of both the body and the mind, but mostly the mind. In this process, I have a dream where I am being brutally beaten by Jonas as he continues over and over again with asking me who the father of the baby is. Instead of giving him an answer, I just close off my mind to the molestation and begin humming a vague tune, hoping my death comes soon enough.
I’m only awakened by Damian’s concerned rattling. 
“Everything okay, Angel? Or did you just miss me?” he smiles with good intent but the shake of my head kills his smile. “What’s going on?”
I sit up and clear my thoughts properly before proceeding to narrate the entire incident to him. His eyes are clouded with indignation by the time I’m done.
“Give me a name.” he inquires of me and I do so, not knowing why I haven’t said his name all this while or mentioned him to Damian in my previous narration. I try to limit my mentioning of his name to as bare a minimum as possible. It brings back the bad memories. Now, his name leaves my lips with even greater trepidation.
“J…Joh…Jonas Walker.” I stutter, trying to gauge whether I’m making a mistake. I know Damian as well to be very dogged in his follow-throughs. It doesn’t settle me further to recall that he’s also in the military.
“Come again?” he asks with a level of sharpness that scares me even more. I say his name again and he takes a big breath in and out.
“Listen, Damian, there’s no need to do anything. The cops are already on to it. They know his address,” I feel the need to add, making sure that he doesn’t plot to do something totally stupid.
“Commander Jonas Walker.” He says his name with hatred coated beautifully on every syllable.
“I mean, I’m not sure the rank he is…I never really cared, but I know he’s pretty high. I’ve attended two of his decoration ceremonies.” I shrug.
“I was the deputy commander under his instruction in the Navy Seals.“ He turns to me and says this with absolute fury. “He’s the reason I wasn’t able to complete my service and I suspect the reason why I was in that damn wheelchair just last month.”
My eyes, nose, mouth and every other cavity that can widen on my face does so. “What the hell?”
“That man believes he’s above the law…and for the most part, he’s right.” Damian nods to the side. He then stays still for a while, probably contemplating what to do. “First thing is…” he finally breaks his minute-long silence. “…you are going to stay here and you will not leave this house until Jonas Walker is either in prison, dead or a vegetable, just like the state he put me in, only his will be permanent. Is that clear?”
I can only nod. I value my life too much to find a flaw in that instruction, no matter how direct it sounded. 
“Now, go and get some rest. I have to make some calls.” He grunts and fishes out his phone from his pocket. Five minutes later, he’s into his phone, speaking languages I don’t understand
Impressive
I head out of the living room and into the dining, feeling the urge to eat. Damian used to have a chef until his hands were strong enough for him to cook. From then, he insisted he didn’t need one. It’s a miracle I know how to cook. What is an even bigger miracle is what I cook. Grilled macaroni and extra cheese, with more thyme that I’m sure should be in a normal diet, but that’s my craving.
For obvious reasons, Damian orders some Chipotle and I don’t blame him. The normal Lily won’t eat this either.




Chapter Twelve

Damian



This is certainly interesting news. And it took me by surprise, too. Lily was married to Commander Jonas Walker. It's unsurprising that the marriage didn't particularly last and that he's after her life now. I mean, the man did try to kill me even when I had left the military. At this juncture, I could run over to Vaughn and beat my chest that the problem isn't me. It's him.
He's clearly a sociopath.
For now, however, Lily would remain under my protection until I'm able to get this sorted out. Walker is not the type of man that would yield to the police. They wouldn't even dare approach him from what I know, because they'd have to take out his support first...which is his family and other individuals just plain seeking to be part of the seeds sown to be the corruption of humankind. It's either that or he has to be caught completely red handed, where he has no defense before the law. 
Come on...the Commander of Battalion Seven, the most dangerous unit of the US on the water, is much smarter than to get himself caught red handed.
Either way, he either has to be avoided or put down. There's no two ways about it. He stands against me right now and on that note, I would show him utterly no mercy.
But then, something has been bugging my thoughts so direly. Even though I know there are many ways he could've, finding out exactly how he got the information is grotesquely crucial to knowing who exactly is working for me and who is working against me. There should be only one person that knows about Lily's pregnancy, which is Ariel. How the word of the pregnancy got spread out past that is where I would need to conduct some serious investigation.
Again, the first person I have to meet is Lily. When I ask her, she tells me there's no one else she told than Ariel, which leads me to Ariel's house.
"I mean...I did tell Phil, if that's what you're asking, but no one else. I have no other friends." She pouts her lips considering the seriousness of the situation. Phil is her husband, so I rule out the possibility of him being intentional about harming Lily. Still, that isn't enough to prove that he isn't the leak.
When I tell this to Ariel, she takes it with understanding I didn't expect. She should be clawing at my face, angry at me for accusing her husband of such grave activity, but she isn't, because it seems to me she fully understands the precarity of the situation. When she gets off the phone with Phil, she looks at me with her eyes slowly clouding until they can't hold the tears that have pooled at the sides and they fall out along with her quiet, painful sobs.
I rush over to her and place comforting hands over her shoulder. "Whatever happened is not your fault, Ariel. Okay?" That's the first thing I have to get out of the way because I know she's currently blaming herself for whatever happened, which I'm dying to know.
"He used it in one of his seminars on mental health and genetics or something like that...as a testimony." She croaks.
Oh.
Phil is a psychologist that is really popular and well known for his prowess in the field, enough to be called upon for talk shows and seminars. That's where the leak came from. So, no one is working against me, except the obvious. Another thing that bugs me is how he got her address, but again, that's trivial. He could've just sent someone to follow her and she's too beautiful to lose in a crowd.
Now, the only thing left to do is to tailor all my evidence correctly, especially Lily's testimony and ship it off to the Navy. Usually, they wouldn't listen to a casual civilian like I now am, unless my life was in absolute danger and they are within the parameters to help, but it's me…The Mirage. They'll have to take it seriously.
Plus, this can stack up against the multiple evidence he already has against him for his eventual dismissal from that office. Gross misconduct both in the military and in civilian grounds is cause enough to relieve him of his post.
I have to make some trips for this. First of all, I visit an old friend of mine who is still in active service in the small group that I formed back when I was still in the force. He's the best with communication technology and I need him to retrieve just a little piece of information for me, which is Lily's call with the emergency services. It's an extremely crucial part of the information I need, if not the most important one. Jerry would help me testify against him concerning the truck that took us out, but the only objective downside to that is that we can't prove that he was the one who arranged for it.
I arrive at the rather lush-looking duplex. I'd expect nothing less considering the offshore work I know he does for other branches of the government. The door opens to me and I'm greeted by a teenage girl, who looks completely unsure but tells me her father is waiting for me. I follow her through the living room and into a basement-like facility, just out of sight from the normal eye. 
As a person who has both endangered and saved the lives of hundreds, if not thousands or tens of thousands of people, it is compulsory to have one of these things, just in case. Majorly not for you, but for your family.
No one knows where an attack might come from and countries can get really petty.
"I see forty million doesn't get you a lot," I tease him, referring to one if the massive jobs I know he got paid for, as I immediately  step into the bunker-like area. It's his workstation.
Without breaking contact with his computer, he points me over to a rather bulky looking thing behind him that I thought was even part of the building until I peer closer and see blinking lights.
"That server along with the computer, coolers, vents and everything in this room revolving around its functionality costs about twenty million."
"Sometimes, I feel like you care more about these things than your own luxury," I laugh.
"You feel? You should know." He smirks.
"How's the squad holding on?" I feel compelled to ask. It would be classified as divulging government secrets to a civilian if he should tell me, which is a punishable offense, even though I was the one that founded the entire squad, hand picking and personally training the best men I know, by heart and by mind, but he doesn't mind. He knows I won't snitch. Besides, unless anyone is out to get him, if they know I was the one he communicated with, they'd hardly care, unless it poses damage later.
"Without the Mirage, we're an open target now, but brute strength and skill keeps us afloat. Plus Walker has been moved to another battalion after a squabble with literally the entire team. It was either they transfer him or dismiss all of us. Not a choice for the Seal," he explains. 
"Well, now that we're talking about Walker, that guy doesn't seem to want to leave me alone. I got into an accident sometime back couldn't..."
He interrupts me dismissively in his usual manner and says. "That truck thing, yeah. We all know about it. That was him. The two V-16 engines, with electric motors powering the middle wheels is a mechanical monstrosity. Only military experiments have access to that kind of weaponized vehicle. There's only one person I know with the zeal enough to go through the hassle of acquiring a government experiment." He folds his arms and leans back. At first, I think he's finally paying full attention to me, but on closer examination, I see that he's just watching a string of code he just completed wreak havoc on its target.
"You never change, Renner. Do you?" I shake my head at the carnage I see on the screen. I make enough sense of the hypnotizing array of binary numbers and other codes to know that whatever firewall he designed to penetrate was crumbling fast.
"The only thing that can adapt to the change of an ever-growing harem of the technological advancement of cyberspace is a resilient resolve to not let it outgrow you."
Silence prevails for a few seconds before he looks up at me and says. "No, I will not change. As long as my sanity remains strong enough to string codes."
"Good. I don't want you to." I pat him on the shoulder. "Now, about Walker."
"That, unfortunately, is something I can't help you with. I mean...I tried when I first heard of the accident. We even found the truck. That's how I know its engine composition but you see proof to lead it to him..." He shakes his head. "He's too smart to have even left a trace."
I clear my throat. I know Walker is cunning, but every evil has its time of retribution and his came the moment he opened the door to Lily's house with the intention of bringing harm to her. "He's not just after me now."
That gets his full attention. “Is any one hurt?”
“Not yet. I need a phone conversation record.” I go straight to the point. 
He nods and sits facing his computer, rapidly firing his fingers at his keyboard. “So, can I have the cell numbers?” he stretches out his hand, assuming that I’m smart enough to have written it ahead of time. He’s right. When I hand him the paper, he takes one good look at it and drops it on the desk, flabbergasted.
“What’s wrong?” I make a concerned inquiry of him.
“You really enjoy the difficult life your friends are in and secretly wish for them to perish in the perpetuity of that, don’t you?” he grunts.
“What!? No...” I think about it for a second and cock my head. “I mean, of all things, I do wish you die miserably to say the least, but I still don’t understand how giving you a phone number achieves that.”
“911, Damian. This is a hacking impossibility.” He scoffs. 
“Why?” I ask with genuine confusion. “You hack into government data all the time.”
“This” he shakes the piece of paper I gave him. “This is completely different.”
“Huh. What makes it so?” 
“You’re not only asking me to hack the emergency services, but to get to this exact conversation, I have to first trace the number of this particular operator, sort through hundreds. That’s hundreds of walls. It’ll take some time.” He huffs.
“I thought you said it was impossible.” I smile.
“The only thing impossible to a man of my trade is me getting hacked while I’m on my console.” He throws a proud smirk and continues rapping on his keys. “I’ll get the conversation recorded and sent to you by tomorrow. Fair?”
I rub his graying head with delight. “You’re the most reliable man on earth, Renner. Thank you.”
“Yeah, whatever. Now, get outta my house. Two international threats cannot be in one building at the same time. That’s too much danger for my family. Say more than a thank you to my daughter and I’ll chop off your head.” He dismisses me in his extremely loving manner.
“Pfft. I’d rather have you. You know that, honey.”
I close the door before he can throw another insult at me and true to his instructions, I thank his daughter quite platonically and head out. It’s clear she’s smitten, but of course, I’m a responsible human who likes his head. You never mess with your man’s daughter.
I arrive home not nearly late enough, but I can sense the air being deathly quiet. 
Something is wrong. 
Before I leave the car, I take out a Glock from my glove box and walk casually into the house. Elvis, my butler, should have come out to welcome me by now. There’s no way he’d just take my advice to stop all of a sudden. Old habits die hard.
I open the door and scan the environment with hawk eyes. Yes. Something is wrong. This time, my movements are a little more careful as I explore the place. There’s still plates from a recent dining. Elvis would have cleared that and even if he didn’t, Lily is way too cultured to leave dishes on the table. Just as I’m about to make a bend into the kitchen, a frying pan knocks the gun out of my hands and makes my fingers scream under the blunt force of the strike. Instead of me  wasting any further time on the pain, I raise my hand up in a split second to strike. Luckily for her, before I hit, I recognized well enough that it’s her. 
“Lily!? What are you…” 
She shoves her hands over my mouth, confusing me even further. “He’s here.” She whispers with tears of terror in her eyes. For one, I must make sure you understand that I have no fear of Jonas Walker whatsoever, but the fear in her eyes dampens my spirit immediately.
“Get away from her.” I hear the low growl. That freezes me. “I said…get away from my wife.”
“She’s not your wife.” I state calmly, understanding what just happened. He had been stalking her around the house and I had unknowingly just led her right into his hands.
“I’m not your wife, Jonas. We had our divorce a long time ago.” She growls. 
“Three months is not so long ago, Lily, but I understand why you think it is. You’re a slut and have probably been fooling around with this boy before our marriage ended and now, you just want to punish me by giving him our child?” He genuinely sounds sad. 
“Get out of this house, Walker. There’s no need for anyone to get hurt...and I’m prepared to defend myself and Lily if it comes to it.” I warn him again clenching my fists in preparation for combat if need be. I might not be strong enough, but he’s a much older, much flabbier man than I am. It should be easy to take him down. 
He kills all expectations of combat and increases his own chance of victory by pulling out a pistol fitted with a silencer. “What? You thought this was going to be a fist fight? What is that old saying again? Never bring a gun to a sword fight. I don’t roll that way, Damian.” The first shot leaves the gun, but I anticipate it before it does and push Lily out of the way before it has any chance to hurt anyone. At her scream, the atmosphere of the room goes from tense to adrenaline mode in fractions of a second. 
As soon as I see that she’s safe from the flying bullets, I dive and tackle Jonas to the ground, trying my best to hold the struggling man to the ground, enough to give Lily time to escape.
“Lily, RUN!” I scream just as Jonas gets an advantage to free himself. Curse these undeveloped muscles. To my relief, he doesn’t go after her when he breaks free. Instead, he focuses on me. Fair enough. He kicks me to the ground before I have the opportunity to stand and sticks a blade into my back. I scream in pain, but he shuts me up with a straight kick to my head. It’s obvious he doesn’t want to just kill me. He wants me to suffer. Taking a wooden table that is usually an antique decoration holding  art, he shatters the entire thing completely on my body.
“You know, I always envied you,” he says, catching his breath as I writhe in pain. “You had a good career. Excellent streak, clean sheet, but you made one mistake. You were to be my replacement.” He grunts and planks me on the face with the dismantled face of the table, shattering both the table and my face.
“All you had to do was shut up and do what I said. But no. You had to be better.” Another kick to my solar plexus almost paralyzes me.
As he aims a strike, he looks back like he’s been called by someone and I realize it’s Lily, just before she stabs him as hard as she can with the broken, jagged piece of the table on a part of his face. He lets out a scream of tormented pain before pushing her away with all his might. When I get a better angle of the wound, I see the piece of wood protruding from his left eye.
Ouch! That has to hurt!




Chapter Thirteen

Lily



"Do you have any idea what you've just done?" He bellows at me in pure fury. 
Yes, I do. I used the wooden, broke-off leg of a table to stab him in the eye. He's been trying to kill someone here for better understanding of the context. 
"Just leave us alone, Jonas," I beg him, seeing Damian stir but hoping he stays down. The knife wound on his back must hurt like crazy.
"You're just the most stupid, aren't you?" He laughs sadistically. "I took you in when you were a nobody..." The first slap lands. It makes me completely unaware and I am about to collapse to the ground, but he picks me up mid-fall and sets me to stand upright, then delivers another slap. "I gave you a life." He tugs my hair and brings my face close to his with force. I think he's going to stop, but the only thing that stops the swing of my head is the impact of my skull on his rigidly thick one. "I gave you everything you could ever possibly need. What did I want? A normal family. A wife that would sit at home, be responsible and fucking do as I ask! What did I get? You!" He pushes me now and finally leaves me to fly to the ground. 
"Then when you finally get pregnant for me, you take that pregnancy and attribute it to my inferior...just to punish me! And somehow, the world thinks I'm the monster?" He stoops to give me a better view of his mauled face.
"I'm the wounded one here, Lily, and for the first time, I decided that I won't be the only one. If you're going to give my baby to another man, then no one would have the baby." He fishes out another blade from his pocket and swings it at me. His one-eyed smile makes me regret stabbing him in the first place.
He places a firm grip on my shoulder as I rear up my voice to begin screaming, but before he's about to literally cut me open, a hand grabs his ankle and distorts his balance.. His back strikes first before his head, making a cushion enough to keep him conscious…and insanely livid.
"You have no business with her. I'm the one you want," Damian grunts as much as his ragged breath can allow him to. His speech and pronunciation of words are completely distorted from all the beating he has taken to the face.
"He's still alive." He grunts painfully. He then turns to look at me and bursts into another one of his unreal demonic bouts of laughter. "Time to make sure he isn't." He stands up and places a good forceful kick on Damian's already brutalized abdomen.
"The bitter thing about this is that at the end of it all, I come out a winner. You'll be dead, she'll be dead..." He says to Damian. "And there'll be no one to back up any  claim that I didn't kill  you in self-defense, even though you still ended up killing her. You've lost, Wright. To think that I had such high hopes for you."
Then, with the same knife he was about to use to tear me open, he raises his arm to strike, but freezes mid-air. That's when I see a steady supply of blood dripping from his shoulder.
What the...
He drops to the ground like a sack of potatoes. I look around frantically for what happened. Damian is almost completely out, so there's no way it could've been him. Elvis was tied in the basement - could he have gotten out?
"Is he dead?" A familiar voice startles me. "Oh, my God. I just killed a man." Ariel squeals in terror and lets the gun that was fitted with a silencer drop to the ground. 
I rush over to Damian before I think of anything else, stepping over Jonas' limp body and crumpling beside him. "Damian?" I call his name repeatedly. He doesn't answer, but he shakes his head, indicating that he's still conscious.
"Call 911." I mumble frantically to his sister…our savior.
She obliges and takes out her phone to dial the emergency services as she also surrounds her brother.
"He's alive thank goodness," she whimpers as she puts the phone to her ear and describes the situation to the operator when her call is taken.
Some ten minutes later, an ambulance with an entire squad of police vehicles surrounded the house. Damian is carried out first and the paramedics work on restoring his consciousness before wheeling him into the back of the vehicle. My wounds are not so much if any so I am only given minor antiseptic to disinfect the surface.
Overall Ariel and I are carted into the van with an already slightly conscious Damian as the other paramedics go for the butler’s unconscious body, that Jonas had stashed somewhere. 
"You guys have been through more than just a lot," Ariel chuckles. There's no describing the amount of gratitude and relief I feel for having her come into our life at that moment to rescue us from our peril and imminent doom. It is something that I will forever owe her.
...my life. I owe her my life.
"What were you doing in the house at that time, Ariel?" Damian moans weakly. She gives him a motherly stern stare.
"First of all, shut up. Second of all, shut up..."
That makes me laugh.
"You have to reserve whatever little strength you have." She then turns to face me. "I was coming for the dinner you said you will prepare and I thought it would be a good time for the three of us to have a conversation just like when we were younger." She shakes her head. I put a reassuring hand on hers when a thought enters my head.
"I'm so glad Leo and Emily were not there to witness that. It would have been traumatizing for them."
"I'm so glad, too, that their father had to go on a walk and the laziness within me spurred me to leave them in his care." She admits. Damian, who is lying beneath us, listens to our back and forth and just maintains his silence. I hold his hand reassuringly and keep on with the conversation, knowing that our voices are what is keeping him tethered to consciousness.
When we eventually arrive at the hospital, they wheel the two men into the intensive care unit and I genuinely hope Jonas doesn't make it out alive. He's done too much now to deserve the breath of life that was gifted to him by the misaligned bullet stemming from Ariel's terrible aim. If someone more coordinated had been with the gun, he'd be on wheels to the morgue now.
Luckily for us, Damian's wounds are not severe enough to induce a coma or anything - just a lot of flesh wounds and a broken rib. The broken ribs, I know, would heal on their  own in about a month or two, hoping Damian wouldn't be stubborn enough to interrupt the healing process.
His face looks like he was just in a long-lasting ten-round back and forth trade of fists with a high profiled MMA fighter, but all that would be almost completely gone by the end of the week. It is a supernatural experience...what we've been through and to think that we've both survived is something that is not to be taken for granted. The power of the friendship and love that we have had for each other, albeit my long-term grudge against him, is what has kept us alive and fighting.
All that's left is to accept the love that has been left as a residue of the fight. Maybe...just maybe I'm willing to accept it now.
"So." Ariel strolls into the room where Damian is nesting. He's been taken away from the ICU more than an hour ago after pain killers were administered to help him with his breathing and his wounds were properly dressed. I also was completely discharged after all tests indicated that my baby and I were completely fine despite the molestation I received. "I don't know if this is going to count as good news or bad..." she warns me.
"Well, let's be the judge of that." I encourage her and she delivers her news.
"Jonas just died from excessive blood loss and a resulting organ failure," she says as calmly as her own shaky breath could allow her.
Now, theoretically, that is some good news. He shouldn't be able to bother us again, but for some reason, the air is sullen and no one says a word. Tears fall from my eyes in grief, because he was a man I once loved and considered spending the rest of my life with and when I remember those happy days...days when he was good, my heart breaks realizing that the day he died to me was probably the first time he hit me. The first time he proved himself to be the animal that we saw some hours back and it's really saddening that he hasn't had the opportunity to right his wrongs.
"May God have mercy on his soul and ours," Damian says with also a hint of sadness in his voice. The death of a person is always a bother, even if  said person was a complete abomination of creation.
"I'll go and get Phil and the kids. They're approaching the hospital now," Ariel says and leaves the both of us alone again.
Silence does a lot of the talking for us first before his voice takes over.
"You know, I'm not exactly happy that he died, but at the same time, I'm not sad. I won't play God to say whether or not a human deserves as grave a punishment as death, but my only satisfaction is in the fact that he won't be able to hurt you anymore. That's all that matters to me."
"I guess I understand that. I can only wish that he didn't die...not to blame anyone for his death. Besides, It was him or you." I shrug. I would watch a million Jonas' burn alive for the life of Damian to be spared.
"Just know that I have no compunction to keep anyone alive when it comes to the matter of your safety," ee says again, and you know why I believe him?
He didn't even consider his own life. In fact, the only reason he's breathing right now is because of his sister. If not for that divine intervention, he would have given his life for just a fraction of a chance that I'd survive.
There's nothing nobler than that.
"I'm tired, Damian." I tell him out of the blue.
"You can come and sleep here. I'll make room..." He tries to stand, but I push him with his thighs back down. That's not what I mean.
"I'm tired of keeping you away from me. We...started out awesome and had a beautiful climax, but when I heard the rumor about me having been a sleeve for all the guys in your class, it broke me...and I vowed not to let you have that victory over me again, especially when I saw you again." I stop for a breath and shake my head at how pathetic I must probably sound, but I don't care. "I lost, Damian. I let you back in twice and now, I'm carrying your baby. Now, no one needs to ask. It's on me but you know what I want now? I want to take another loss. I don't want to fight anymore for something that I can't win." I complete my statement with clouded eyes. I don't even think I phrased myself well, but I think he understands it enough. It's up to him now, to either make me or break me...and just like I did ten years ago, I'll take either one he gives.
"You know what I want to do when we get out of here?" He asks me with a toothy smile.
"What is that?" I mirror his expression.
"I want to take you out on a date. The first ever in my life." He confesses.
"No!" I grin in disbelief.
"It's true. I have a lot of bodies on my tab, but I have never once had an emotional connection to someone so strongly as much as I have with you, Lily. And it's that point in my life where I have to admit that I need a woman like you in my life to give it meaning, color...purpose." He smiles wistfully again, and it makes me hue red all over. That's a sweet thing to say. I'm not used to feeling this important.
"Well, you have to get your ribs in order first." I impress sternly. "No exertion."
"We'll just have to make the date at home, then, but on one condition. I cook," he says. I've never tasted any of his exquisite cooking, so that's something to look forward to.
"Works for me." I laugh. "I still can't believe you've never been on a date." I giggle and look towards the door as Ariel comes in with her kids and Phil. "Ariel, guess what..."
"You have to be kidding me." He grunts in disbelief as loud as his fractured ribs would allow him, as I divulge his secret to his sister who uses it as a weapon against him to the best of the information potential. She's always been better with sarcasm than I am.
What did he expect? That he'll get away with telling his friends that I slept with him?
It's not nearly as traumatizing as what he did to me, but there's the caveat that he didn't mean it. It was complete young adult innocence from him and high school meanness from the kids that spread the false lie, so this is a fitting revenge.




Epilogue

Lily



Four years later


The journey of love is long and treacherously difficult and the irony of it is the fact that if you never get to the end, that's a good thing.
The best thing that could possibly happen to a person in the journey of love is that they die before they ever get to the end and only in death would they satisfy the conditions necessary to attain the certificate of completion of the journey.
That's what I'm about to sign up for…if only Isabel or ‘Izzy” as we all call her, would let me.
She keeps fondling my dress without reason and is sincerely making me think she wants to be the one to get married to her father instead of me. 
"Hey, hey, Izzy. Let Mommy get ready for her wedding," Ariel warns in a stern voice as she tugs her away from me for what has to be the seventh time.
"But I wanna have a wedding too!" She screams in frustrated protest. 
Ah, finally revealing her true intentions. 
"Let's see. Who do you want to wed?" Ariel teases the child. "There's Leo." She quirks her brows, but Izzy vehemently shakes her head.
"Daddy! I wanna marry my daddy!" She announces. Everyone has a laugh about it, but just like that, the idea that she should be part of my bridal party is born. 
Dad would walk me down the aisle and on his right hand would be his granddaughter, with a matching veil of her own. Two hours feels like two seconds and before I know it, I'm standing right in front of the double doors of the church and the procession starts.
"Are you ready, kid?" Dad asks me in his usual casual manner like we are about to get off a bus or something. 
"Yes?" I answered his question with uncertainty.
"Huh. That's surprising. Well, did time fly by so fast, you felt like you time-travelled to this point?" He asks again, I guess to better frame his question, because now I understand it. I look at him with widened eyes and give the most enthusiastic nod I have ever given him since when he first allowed me to go on a trip with Ariel.
"Well, then, you're not ready." He concludes with triumph and a big smile on his face. His suit fits his collar well and there's some extra skin below his jaw just flubbing about due to the little weight he's been gaining since he retired, but that doesn't quench the vibrant look in his eyes, nor the quest for adventure in his spirit. I can feel it.
I give him an awkward stare, not knowing what to do in response to his answer. Instead of explaining further to me, he looks down at Izzy and asks her. "Baby, are you ready to see Mommy and Daddy wed?"
Izzy gives the same enthusiastic nod I did just some seconds ago.
"Well, there we have it. We're doing this. Let's go!" He hauls my hands and jerks me forward, making me yelp at the sudden force.
"You see, with marriage, you have to take it with brute force, like a skydive. Just...jump. Otherwise, you'll have a lot of reasons to turn back," he tells me as we make our way down the long aisle. "You'll lose your true freedom and will always from now on have to act only after considering how it would affect others, especially this..." He hauls Izzy high in the air with his one arm, making her scream in surprise and slide into a giggle when she lands on his comfy chest. The crowd also giggles a little at the scene "..and that," he points subtly to the stage with his head.
"The beauty of marriage is the fact that no matter where you are in this world, no matter where you go, as long as the both of you recognize each other as true soulmates, you can never feel completely alone." When he says what he says, I see the glint in his eyes and I know that as he's speaking, there's only one woman in his mind. Regina Stangard.
"Now, go up there, darling. Go and take your vows. I love you." A single tear escapes his eye and I throw my arms around him, holding back my own tears to avoid ruining my make-up.
"I love you too, Dad."
The moment I take one good look at Damian, I've never had so much assurance that we were made for another as much as I believe that he is the one for me.
Four years.
It has been four years, and each day, I wake up into a deeper pit of love that suddenly, at this very moment, I realize is too deep in my heart to climb out of. 
This should be a dangerous situation. One that could leave me devastated, until I remember...until he reminds me that he's also deep in this pit with me. Together, we've built a wall around ourselves that no one can break.
He stretches out his hand in request for mine and I take it without hesitation. His other hand goes out to Izzy, who mirrors whatever I do, and we walk up the rest of the way to take our vows.
"I, Lily Stangard, promise to be the love of your life, to be your backbone, your support. In sickness, in health, rich or poor, in good times and in evil, forever until the day I take my last breath. I love you, Damian, and this day, I accept to be your wife." I read out of the vows book and fill out some of the details with my head.
He doesn't do that, though. Instead, he goes completely freestyle. "I, Damian Wright, promise to be the love of your life, to be your backbone, to make sure you’re the best version of the woman you can be, to make sure you lack nothing out of my abundance and..." he stoops down to face Izzy "...to sacrifice everything for you should that abundance eventually run out, to make sure you have the best life and grow up among other siblings that I will have with your mommy alone."
"I want a baby brother," she requests innocently. 
"A baby brother? Just a baby brother?" He asks her.
"No, no, no. Two..." She begins counting her fingers. "Five...seven... seven baby brothers!"
The audience bursts into laughter at this unique wedding scene. 
"Mommy and I have a lot of work to do then." Damien causes further humor to stir in the audience, maybe forgetting that this is a holy place. "I do not, however, promise to be the best husband to you, or the best father to our child..." He hesitates and the crowd goes dead silent. Even my heart skips multiple beats.
What is he saying?
"...but what I promise you, is that I will try...with every last breath that I take. Even if it kills me. I love you, Lily Stangard and I'm more than overjoyed that you have accepted to be my wife."
By the time he's done with his speech, I'm sure I'm not the only one crying. Jerry, who is his best man, only just managed to withhold the tears from dropping.
The moment the priest pronounces us husband and wife seals the deal for the both of us. And it's a moment I hold so dear in my head. It's hard for me to forget things and for once, I'm actually grateful for this ability. 
I would forever remember the first time he kissed me officially as his wife and we almost forgot that we were on a stage with over a hundred people watching us. I get a wedding band as a symbol of our perpetual love and Izzy gets a bracelet.
Much bigger than what I got, but okay. It'll outgrow her soon anyway.
After all the picture taking and festivities are over, we head in a private jet that Damian recently purchased, promising a lifetime of adventure, bound for the Eastern part of the globe. 
About an hour after takeoff, Izzy is fast asleep in her dedicated room and it's just the two of us awake in the living room, not able to keep our hands off each other.
The minute we reach cruising altitude, we begin a heavy petting session that starts out as a tease, but then graduates into something much more craving... much more needy.
"I think this is the best time to break the news to you., " I tell him amidst our kiss. 
"What news?" He tries his best to maintain the conversation without breaking contact. Not wanting to leave him as well, I put the test strip in his hand without saying anything and to my disappointment, the kiss still has to break for him to observe it.
He looks at me with a proud smile and takes my lips into his once again, this time, kissing me deeper and more sensually.
"Pregnancy looks amazing on you," he compliments, showing that he understood the message.
"You should have seen yourself with Izzy when she was a baby." I laugh at him. He wouldn't leave the poor kid alone so much there's a permanent bond that they both share now. "I could never ask for a better father or husband. I love you, Damian."
"There should be other words much stronger to define love, because that's what I feel for you, my angel."
With that, he presses his lips deeply into mine and takes off the last bit of clothing from my body.
"Wanna know what an orgasm feels like when you're twenty thousand feet in the air?" He purrs.
He knows I do.
"Well, why don't you show me?"
There's just so much we're oblivious to as we make love in that spacious airplane chair. How we got here, where we're going from here...
We still have no idea where this road is going to lead, but together, we'll forge through and ahead...till the day we breathe our last.
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